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lysenne pov

The blade missed my throat by an inch.

I ducked, spun, and drove my elbow into Marcus’s ribs. He grunted. Staggered back. But he didn’t fall.

“Again,” I said.

“Luna, you’ve been at this for three hours.” Marcus wiped blood from his split lip. “Even you need rest.”

“I said again.”

The morning sun barely touched the forest floor here. That’s how we liked it. Hidden. Safe. The Shadowpaw camp sat deep in the Mistwood where the trees grew so thick that daylight felt like a memory. Perfect for wolves who didn’t want to be found.

Marcus raised his sword. I lifted mine. Two blades. Always two. I’d learned the hard way that one weapon wasn’t enough when the world wanted you dead.

He lunged. I blocked. Metal screamed against metal. The sound echoed through the trees and scared a bunch of birds into flight. Our feet moved in the dirt. A dance I’d practiced ten thousand times since I ran from Valdrath five years ago.

Since the day Prince Evren Kaelor ripped my heart out in front of his entire kingdom.

“Your left side’s open,” Marcus said between strikes.

“Is it?”

I let him think so. He took the bait. Drove forward with all his strength aimed at my ribs. I twisted. His blade cut through empty air. Mine stopped at his neck.

“Dead,” I whispered.

He dropped his sword. “How do you do that?”

“Practice. Pain. Plenty of both.”

“Mama!”

My wolf stirred at that voice. That one word that made everything else disappear. I turned and saw him running through the trees. Small legs pumping. Dark hair flying. Those eyes. God, those golden eyes that I saw every night in my nightmares.

Because they looked exactly like his father’s.

“Cassian, slow down!” I called. “You’ll trip over the roots.”

He didn’t listen. Four-year-olds never do. He crashed into my legs and wrapped his arms around my waist. I dropped my swords and picked him up. He was getting heavier. Growing faster than I wanted. Soon he’d be too big to carry and that thought made my chest tight.

“I had a bad dream,” he said against my shoulder.

“Tell me.”

“The sad prince was in it again.”

My heart stopped. “What prince?”

“The one from your nightmares. You cry and say his name sometimes when you sleep.”

Marcus coughed and looked away. I shot him a glare that could’ve killed.

“Baby, I don’t—”

“You do, Mama. You say ‘Evren’ and then you cry. Who is he?”

I set Cassian down. Knelt in the dirt so we were eye to eye. His face was so perfect it hurt to look at. Strong jaw. Straight nose. That stubborn tilt to his chin that came from both sides of his bloodline.

“He’s no one important,” I lied.

“Then why do you cry?”

“Sometimes grown-ups cry about silly things. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“But in my dream, he was looking for us. He was sad too. Like he lost something.”

A chill ran down my spine. Cassian had always been different. More aware. More powerful. Sometimes I wondered if he could see things that others couldn’t. Things that hadn’t happened yet.

“It was just a dream, little wolf.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Now go find Vireya. Tell her I’ll be done training soon and we’ll have breakfast together.”

He nodded but those golden eyes stayed worried. He turned and ran back through the trees. I watched until I couldn’t see him anymore. Until the forest swallowed him up like it swallowed everything else out here.

“The boy’s getting stronger,” Marcus said quietly. “His aura. I can feel it even when he’s not shifted.”

“I know.”

“Lysenne, if anyone figures out who his father is—”

“No one will. We’re careful. We’re always careful.”

“But what if—”

“There is no what if. We stay hidden. We stay alive. That’s all that matters.”

Marcus picked up the swords. His face looked troubled. “Vireya wants to see you. Said it was urgent.”

“How urgent?”

“The kind that makes her face go pale.”

I cursed under my breath and started walking toward the main camp. My muscles ached from training but I ignored them. Pain was just weakness leaving the body. Or that’s what I told myself every morning when I woke up still breathing.

The Shadowpaw camp wasn’t much to look at. A bunch of tents and lean-tos built between massive trees. Maybe fifty wolves lived here. All of us were outcasts. Rejected. Exiled. Broken by the packs that were supposed to protect us.

Vireya Stormlyn had found me in these woods five years ago. Bleeding. Pregnant. Half-dead from rejection sickness. She’d carried me to safety. Healed me. Gave me a reason to keep fighting when all I wanted to do was die.

I owed her everything.

I found her in the largest tent. She stood over a map with her arms crossed. Her russet brown hair was pulled back and her amber eyes looked worried. Real worried. The kind that made my wolf pace inside my chest.

“Tell me,” I said.

She looked up. “Close the tent flap.”

I did. The canvas blocked out most of the light. Shadows covered her face but I could still see the tension in her jaw.

“Something’s wrong with the magic,” Vireya said.

“What do you mean?”

“The Mistwood. It’s been restless for weeks. Animals fleeing. The trees themselves seem sick. And I’ve been hearing reports from our scouts. Wolves across the territories are getting weaker.”

“Weaker how?”

“Some can’t shift. Others shift and can’t shift back. A few have lost their connection to their wolves entirely.”

My blood went cold. “That’s not possible.”

“I would’ve said the same thing a month ago. But it’s happening, Lysenne. Something is draining the magic from our kind.”

“Does anyone know what’s causing it?”

“No. But there are rumors. Whispers about a curse. An old magic that was supposed to be legend.”

I sat down on one of the wooden crates we used as chairs. My mind raced through possibilities. Curses were rare. Dangerous. The kind of thing that took decades to cast and centuries to break.

“Why are you telling me this?”

Vireya moved closer. Lowered her voice even though we were alone. “Because whatever this curse is, it’s getting worse. And I think someone is going to come looking for answers soon. Someone who knows about bloodlines and old magic.”

“You think they’ll come for me.”

“Your family name is Morwyn. Your bloodline goes back to the first wolves. If there’s a curse, they’ll need someone with ancient blood to help break it.”

“The Morwyns are extinct. Everyone thinks I died in exile.”

“Do they?”

The tent flap opened before I could answer. Nyelle Ashara stumbled inside. Her cream-colored hair was wild. Her violet eyes were wide and unfocused. She looked like she’d seen a ghost.

Or something worse.

“Nyelle?” Vireya caught her before she fell. “What happened?”

“I saw it,” Nyelle gasped. “I saw everything.”

I moved to her other side. Helped Vireya lower her onto the crate I’d been sitting on. Nyelle’s whole body shook. Her skin was pale as moonlight.

“Saw what?” I asked.

“The end. The beginning. All of it happening at once.”

Nyelle was our healer. But she was also an oracle. She saw visions of things that might happen. Could happen. Would happen if the world kept turning the way it was turning.

Most of the time her visions were small. Useful. Like knowing when a storm would hit or which path was safe to travel.

But sometimes she saw big things. Terrible things. Things that changed everything.

“Start from the beginning,” Vireya said gently. “Tell us what you saw.”

Nyelle took a shaky breath. “There’s a curse spreading across the wolf territories. Blood magic. Ancient and powerful. It’s killing the connection between wolves and their human halves.”

“We already figured that part out,” I said.

“But do you know what breaks it?” Nyelle grabbed my arm. Her fingers dug in hard enough to hurt. “Do you know what the prophecy says?”

“What prophecy?”

“Only the child of two alphas born under the Eclipse Moon can sever the curse with blood of both parents willingly given.”

The tent went silent. Outside I could hear children playing. Birds singing. Normal sounds from a normal morning.

But nothing about this was normal.

“There are lots of alpha children,” Vireya said carefully. “Why does this matter to us?”

Nyelle’s eyes locked on mine. “Because the child in the prophecy is Cassian.”

I stopped breathing.

“That’s impossible,” I whispered.

“The Eclipse Moon. Four years and nine months ago. You were pregnant. Evren is alpha blood. You’re alpha blood. Cassian was born exactly when the prophecy said he would be.”

“No.”

“Lysenne—”

“No! You’re wrong. It can’t be him. He’s just a little boy. He’s my son. He’s not some prophecy child.”

“But he is.” Nyelle’s voice cracked. “And they’re going to figure it out. They’re going to come for him. For both of you.”

Vireya paced the small tent. “We could run. Leave the Mistwood. Go somewhere they’ll never find us.”

“Where?” I stood up. My hands were shaking. “Where can we go that’s safer than here? The Mistwood protects us. Out there we’re exposed. Vulnerable.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“I don’t know! I need to think. I need—”

A horn blew in the distance. Long and low. The kind of sound that meant strangers at the border.

We all froze.

“That’s the warning call,” Vireya said. “Someone’s here.”

I moved to the tent opening. Pulled back the flap just enough to see outside. Warriors were running toward the eastern edge of camp. I could hear shouting. The clash of weapons being drawn.

“Stay with Nyelle,” I told Vireya. “I’ll handle this.”

“Lysenne—”

But I was already gone. Running through the camp with my heart pounding. My wolf surged forward. Not shifting but close. Ready. We’d protected Cassian for four years. We weren’t about to stop now.

I reached the eastern border and pushed through the crowd of warriors. Marcus was there. So was Oryn. Tall and broad-shouldered. Our best fighter after me.

“What’s happening?” I demanded.

Oryn pointed into the forest. “Company. The kind that wears royal armor.”

My stomach dropped.

Through the trees I could see them. Six wolves in formation. They wore the black and gold of Valdrath. The prince’s colors. Each one carried weapons. Each one moved like they knew how to use them.

And at the front stood someone I recognized.

Thalos Runehart.

The royal advisor. Evren’s right hand. Ancient and powerful and too smart for his own good. I’d met him exactly twice before my exile. Both times he’d looked at me like he could see straight through to my bones.

“Luna Lysenne Morwyn,” Thalos called out. His voice carried through the trees. “I come under flag of truce. I bear a message from Prince Evren Kaelor.”

Every muscle in my body went tight.

“You’re not welcome here,” I shouted back.

“Nevertheless, I must speak with you. It concerns a matter of great urgency. One that affects all wolves. All territories. Every pack under the moon.”

“I don’t care about wolf politics.”

“This isn’t politics. This is survival.”

Vireya appeared beside me. Breathless. “You can’t talk to them.”

“I don’t plan to.”

“Lysenne, please.” Thalos took a step forward. The warriors around me raised their weapons. He stopped. “I know you have no reason to trust me. To trust any of us. But the prince needs your help.”

I laughed. The sound was bitter as poison. “The prince can rot.”

“People are dying. Children are losing their wolves. Families are being torn apart. And it will only get worse unless we break the curse.”

“What curse?”

“You know what curse. I can see it in your eyes. Someone’s told you already. About the blood magic. About the prophecy.”

Damn Nyelle and her visions. Damn Thalos for being too smart.

“Even if I believed you,” I said slowly. “Even if there is a curse. What makes you think I can help?”

“The Morwyn bloodline carries magic older than most packs can remember. We need that magic. We need your knowledge.”

“My knowledge died with me five years ago when your prince threw me away like garbage.”

Something flickered across Thalos’s face. Regret maybe. Or pity. I hated both.

“Things are not what they seemed,” he said carefully. “There are truths about that day. About what happened. About why—”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

“Lysenne.” He spoke my name softly. Like it mattered. “The prince is offering immunity. Protection. Compensation for what you suffered. Just come to Valdrath. Help us understand the curse. Help us break it.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Then thousands will die. Maybe tens of thousands. The curse is spreading faster every day. Soon there won’t be any wolves left to save.”

I looked at Vireya. She shook her head. Don’t do it. Don’t go back. It’s a trap.

But Nyelle’s words echoed in my head. Cassian. The prophecy. Two alphas. Blood willingly given.

If Thalos figured out about my son, he’d never stop hunting us. Better to face this now. On my terms. With leverage.

“I’ll come to Valdrath,” I said. “But I have conditions.”

Thalos nodded. “Name them.”

“Full immunity for everyone in this camp. If I help, no one here gets punished for harboring an exile.”

“Agreed.”

“Access to the royal archives. Every text. Every scroll. Everything about bloodlines and curses.”

“Done.”

“And I want compensation. Real compensation. Enough gold to rebuild lives. To start over.”

“The prince anticipated this. He’s prepared to be generous.”

I smiled but there was no warmth in it. “Oh, I’m sure he is. He’s desperate. Desperate people make stupid promises.”

“Is there anything else?”

Yes. Don’t let my son anywhere near your prince. Don’t let anyone know he exists. Don’t take the only good thing I’ve managed to keep alive in this cursed world.

But I couldn’t say that. Not without raising suspicion.

“I’ll have my answer by nightfall,” I said instead. “Leave. Come back when the moon rises. I’ll tell you then.”

Thalos studied me. Those ancient eyes saw too much. Knew too much. “As you wish. But please consider carefully, Lady Morwyn. Time is not on our side.”

He turned and his guards followed. They disappeared into the Mistwood like ghosts. Like they’d never been there at all.

The second they were gone, Vireya grabbed my arm. “Tell me you’re not actually considering this.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“You always have a choice!”

“Not when they know my bloodline. Not when they’re looking for answers I might have. If I run, they’ll chase. If I hide, they’ll hunt. Better to face this head-on.”

“And walk right back into the palace where that bastard destroyed you?”

“I’m not the same woman he destroyed.” I pulled free from her grip. “I’m stronger now. Smarter. And if Prince Evren wants my help, he’s going to pay for it. In every way that matters.”

I walked away before she could argue. Moved through the camp with my mind racing. I needed to think. To plan. To figure out how to protect Cassian while still giving them what they wanted.

Because that’s what mothers did. We protected our children. Even when it meant walking into hell itself.

I found Cassian in our tent. He was playing with wooden wolves that Marcus had carved for him. His little hands moved them in patterns. Acting out battles and hunts and stories I’d told him.

He looked up when I entered. Those golden eyes so innocent. So pure. “Did the bad wolves leave?”

“How did you know they were bad?”

“I felt them. They made my chest hurt.”

I knelt beside him. Pulled him into my arms. Breathed in his scent. He smelled like pine trees and sunshine and everything good left in this world.

“Cassian, I need to tell you something.”

“Okay.”

“I might have to go away for a little while.”

He pulled back. Looked at me with fear in his eyes. “Where?”

“To help some people. To fix something that’s broken.”

“Can I come?”

“Not this time, baby. It’s too dangerous.”

“But you’ll come back?”

“Always. I will always come back to you. Do you understand? Nothing in this world could keep me away.”

He hugged me tighter. “Promise?”

“I promise.”

But even as I said it, I wondered if it was a lie. Because going back to Valdrath meant seeing Evren. Facing him. And I didn’t know if my heart could survive that twice.

The day passed too fast. I spent it preparing. Packing light. Talking to Vireya about keeping Cassian safe while I was gone. She argued. Begged me not to go. But in the end, she understood.

Some fights you couldn’t run from.

When the moon rose, I stood at the eastern border again. This time alone. Thalos emerged from the trees right on time.

“Your answer?” he asked.

“I’ll come to Valdrath. Help you with your curse. But if your prince tries anything—if he so much as looks at me wrong—I’ll burn his kingdom to ash and salt the earth where it stood.”

Thalos smiled slightly. “I’ll be sure to relay that message.”

“Good. When do we leave?”

“Now. The prince is eager to begin.”

I took one last look at the Shadowpaw camp. At the home I’d built from nothing. The life I’d carved out of pain and survival.

Then I followed Thalos into the forest.

Toward Valdrath.

Toward answers.

Toward the man who destroyed me once and might just do it again.

But this time I wasn’t a broken girl in love. I was a mother. A warrior. A woman who’d survived the worst and came out harder.

And if Prince Evren Kaelor thought he could control me?

He was about to learn just how wrong he was.

We walked for hours. The forest grew thinner. The air changed. By the time dawn broke, I could see the mountains in the distance. The Ironveil range. And beyond them, the towers of Valdrath rising like dark fingers against the sky.

My wolf stirred. Angry. Scared. Excited. All at once.

“We’ll reach the kingdom by midday,” Thalos said. “The prince is waiting.”

“Let him wait.”

“He’s changed, you know. Since you left. He’s harder. Colder. Like something inside him died.”

“Good.”

“Is it?” Thalos glanced at me. “Forgiveness is—”

“Don’t. Don’t you dare talk to me about forgiveness.”

He fell silent. We kept walking.

And with every step, my heart beat faster. Because soon I’d see him. Those golden eyes. That face that haunted my dreams. The man who’d stood before his entire kingdom and said I wasn’t worthy to be his Luna.

The father of my son who didn’t even know Cassian existed.

What would he do when he found out? Would he try to take him? Would he reject him too? Would history repeat itself in the worst possible way?

I didn’t know.

But I was about to find out.

The gates of Valdrath appeared through the morning mist. Massive. Black iron. Carved with wolves running toward the moon.

They opened as we approached.

And somewhere inside that palace, Prince Evren Kaelor was waiting.

Waiting for answers.

Waiting for help.

Waiting for me.
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evren pov

The throne room stinks of death and fear.

I stand at the center of it all, watching another wolf collapse. His name is Marcus. Was Marcus. He’s a farmer from the eastern territory, forty-three years old with two daughters. He came here begging for help three days ago. Now he’s convulsing on the marble floor, foam at his mouth, eyes rolling back.

“Your Highness, please.” His wife clutches at my boots. “Please save him.”

I kneel beside them. My hand hovers over Marcus’s chest. I feel nothing. No wolf. No beast. Just emptiness where his animal should be.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

The words taste like ash.

Marcus’s body goes still. His wife screams. The sound echoes off the vaulted ceiling, joins the chorus of other screams that haunt this palace. Guards move forward to escort her out. She fights them. Calls me useless. Calls me a failure.

She’s right.

“That’s the fifth one this week.” Oryn appears at my shoulder. My half-brother’s face is pale, drawn. He looks older than his twenty-five years. “The curse is spreading faster.”

“I know.”

“The outer villages are emptying. Wolves are fleeing to the human territories. Our borders are collapsing.”

“I know, Oryn.”

“Then do something!” His voice cracks. “You’re the Crown Prince. You’re supposed to protect us.”

I close my eyes. Behind my eyelids, I see flashes of things I can’t quite remember. A woman’s laugh. Silver hair catching moonlight. The taste of strawberries and summer wine.

Then nothing.

Always nothing.

“Summon the council,” I tell him. “And find Thalos. Tell him to bring whatever research he’s found.”

Oryn nods and leaves. I stand there alone in the throne room, surrounded by the ghost of Marcus’s final scream. My wolf paces inside me, agitated. Restless. He’s been like this for five years. Ever since—

No.

I won’t think about her.

Can’t think about her.

But my hand moves to my neck anyway. To the mark that never fully faded. The rejection should have erased it completely. Every book, every teaching, every law says so. When an alpha rejects his mate, the bond dies. The mark disappears.

Mine is still here.

Faint. Barely visible. But present.

I trace the shape of it with my fingertips. Something twists in my chest. Something that feels like loss. Like grief. Like a wound that won’t heal.

Why did I reject her?

The question comes every day. Multiple times. I push it away every time because I know the answer. She betrayed me. She conspired with my enemies. There was evidence. Proof. I saw it with my own eyes.

Didn’t I?

The memory feels slippery. Like trying to hold water in my fists.

“Evren.”

I turn. Calista glides into the throne room, white dress flowing behind her like fresh snow. Her ice-blue eyes soften when she sees my face.

“You’re troubled,” she says.

“Another death.”

“I know. I felt it.” She takes my hand. Her touch is cool. Pleasant. Safe. “The curse is consuming us. But we’ll find a way. Together.”

Together.

We’ve been betrothed for four years now. The engagement was arranged six months after… after I rejected Lysenne. Our wedding is supposed to happen next month. A union that will combine the Kaelor and Moonray packs. Strengthen our borders. Bring her father’s warriors to bolster our defenses.

Political. Strategic. Necessary.

So why does my wolf snarl every time she touches me?

“The council is gathering,” Calista continues. She hasn’t let go of my hand. “Thalos sent word. He’s found something in the ancient texts.”

“Did he say what?”

“Something about bloodlines.” Her thumb strokes across my knuckles. “Something about the Morwyns.”

My breath catches.

Morwyn.

Lysenne Morwyn.

Five years. I haven’t spoken her name aloud in five years. Haven’t let myself think it. But it’s there. Always there. A splinter under my skin.

“The council is waiting,” Calista prompts.

I pull my hand free. “Then we shouldn’t keep them.”

Something flickers in her eyes. Hurt? Anger? It’s gone before I can identify it. She smiles instead. Perfect. Serene.

“Of course, my prince.”




The council chamber is chaos.

Twelve elders. All shouting. All demanding answers I don’t have.

“The northern villages are gone!” Elder Rothsford slams his fist on the table. “Three hundred wolves. Vanished. Dead or fled, we don’t know which.”

“The southern borders are collapsing,” Elder Venna adds. Her voice shakes. “Karsen Nightlock’s scouts were spotted near our territory. He smells blood in the water.”

“Then we need to attack first,” Rothsford growls. “Show strength.”

“With what army?” Elder Chen spreads his hands. “Half our warriors can’t shift. The other half are weak. We’re vulnerable.”

“Then we negotiate peace with Nightshadow—”

“Peace? That bastard has waited generations for us to fall. He’ll demand our lands, our resources—”

“Better than extinction—”

“ENOUGH!”

My voice cuts through the chaos. The room falls silent. Twelve pairs of eyes turn to me. Some angry. Some afraid. All desperate.

I’m twenty-eight years old. I’ve been trained since birth to lead. To command. To inspire. Right now, I feel like a fraud.

“Thalos,” I say. “Report.”

The old advisor rises slowly. He looks ancient today. Bent. Tired. His eyes won’t quite meet mine.

Why?

“Your Highness.” He unfurls a scroll on the table. The parchment is yellow with age, covered in symbols I don’t recognize. “I’ve been researching the curse. Its origins. Its… requirements.”

“Requirements?” Calista leans forward. “Curses don’t have requirements. They just destroy.”

“This one is different.” Thalos traces one of the symbols. “It’s old magic. Blood magic. The kind that demands balance. Equivalent exchange.”

“Speak plainly,” I order.

“The curse is severing the bond between wolf and human. But it can be broken. There’s a prophecy. Here.” He points to a passage written in the old tongue. “Only the child born of two Alpha bloodlines under the Eclipse Moon can sever the curse with blood of both parents willing given.”

The room erupts again.

“A child? What child?”

“Eclipse Moon? That was five years ago—”

“Are you saying someone out there has the key to breaking this curse?”

“Not just anyone.” Thalos’s finger moves to another line. “The Morwyn bloodline specifically.”

The name hits me like a physical blow.

Morwyn.

Lysenne.

“There’s no one left from that bloodline,” Elder Venna says. “The girl disappeared after her exile. Probably dead.”

“Or fled to human territories,” Rothsford adds. “Good riddance.”

My hands curl into fists under the table. My wolf snarls.

Good riddance?

She was innocent.

The thought comes unbidden. Unwanted. I shove it away, but it clings like oil.

“She might still be alive,” Thalos says carefully. Too carefully. “The Morwyn line carries specific magical abilities. Soul magic. Very rare. If anyone survived the Mistwood exile, it would be her.”

“Then find her,” Elder Chen demands. “Bring her back. Make her help us.”

“It’s not that simple.” Thalos looks at me now. Really looks at me. Something in his gaze makes my skin crawl. “The Morwyn bloodline magic only activates under certain conditions. Heartbreak. Loss. Profound trauma.”

His words hang in the air.

Lysenne’s face flashes behind my eyes. The last time I saw her. Her expression when I spoke the words of rejection. The way she collapsed. The sound she made—not quite a scream, not quite a sob. Something in between. Something that sounded like dying.

I did that to her.

“Evren?” Calista’s hand finds my arm. “Are you alright?”

“Fine.” The lie scrapes out. “Thalos, what are you suggesting?”

“That we find Lysenne Morwyn. Bring her here. She may be the only one with knowledge of this magic. The only one who can help us interpret the prophecy fully.”

“She’ll never help us,” Elder Venna says flatly. “Not after what happened.”

What happened.

Such gentle words for what I did. What I was told I had to do.

Told by whom?

The memory slips away before I can grasp it.

“Then we force her,” Rothsford snarls. “Drag her back in chains if necessary.”

“No.” The word comes out harder than I intend. Everyone stares. I force my voice level. “If she’s alive, we ask. We negotiate. We offer reparations.”

“Reparations?” Calista’s fingers tighten on my arm. “Evren, she betrayed you. She conspired with your enemies. You rejected her lawfully.”

Did I?

The question screams in my head. I silence it.

“Nevertheless,” I continue, “we need her cooperation, not her hatred. Thalos, do you have any leads on her location?”

“Rumors.” He hesitates. “Whispers of a silver wolf in the Mistwood. Leading a group of outcasts. But nothing confirmed.”

The Mistwood.

I sent her there. Exiled her into that cursed forest where most wolves die within days. The trees are sentient. Hostile. They only allow the worthy to pass.

She survived five years there?

Pride flickers through me before I can stop it. Of course she did. She was always strong. Stronger than anyone gave her credit for.

“Send scouts,” I order. “Discreetly. If she’s alive, I want to know. If she’s in the Mistwood, negotiate passage.”

“And if she refuses to come?” Elder Chen asks.

Then I’ll go to her myself.

I don’t say it aloud. Instead: “We’ll handle that if it happens. Meeting dismissed.”

The elders file out. Calista lingers.

“You’re making a mistake,” she says quietly.

“Noted.”

“She betrayed you, Evren. Don’t let desperation cloud your judgment.”

I turn to face her. Study her perfect features. Her ice-blue eyes. Everything about her is cold. Beautiful. Untouchable.

Nothing like—

I shut that thought down.

“My judgment is fine,” I tell her. “We need answers. She might have them.”

“And if she doesn’t? If this is all for nothing?”

“Then at least we tried.”

Calista’s jaw tightens. For a moment, I see something flash across her face. Something dark. Then it’s gone. She smooths her expression.

“As you wish, my prince.” She kisses my cheek. Her lips are ice. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

She leaves.

Thalos remains.

“You wanted to say something else,” I observe. “In the meeting. You held back.”

He’s silent for a long moment. Then: “The prophecy mentions a child, Your Highness.”

“I heard.”

“A child born under the Eclipse Moon. Of two Alpha bloodlines.”

“Yes. What of it?”

“The last Eclipse Moon was five years ago.”

Five years.

The number echoes.

“Your point, Thalos?”

“Lysenne Morwyn’s bloodline carries Alpha traits. Minor, but present. And you are—”

“Don’t.” The word cracks like a whip. “Don’t finish that sentence.”

But he already has. The implication sits between us like a living thing.

If Lysenne was pregnant when I rejected her…

If she carried my child…

If that child was born under the Eclipse Moon…

No.

No.

That’s impossible. She would have told me. She would have—

But I rejected her before she could say anything. Before she could explain. I spoke the words and the bond severed and she collapsed and I just… stood there.

Why did I just stand there?

Why didn’t I catch her?

Why didn’t I—

Pain lances through my skull. Sharp. Blinding. I grab the table edge.

“Your Highness!”

Thalos’s voice sounds distant. Far away. I see—

Lysenne in my chambers. Her hand on her stomach. Eyes bright with joy and terror. “Evren, I need to tell you something. Something important—”

Then nothing.

Blank.

The next memory is the rejection ceremony.

What happened in between?

“Evren.” Thalos’s hand on my shoulder. “Breathe.”

I drag in air. The pain recedes. Slowly.

“What was that?” My voice sounds wrong.

“I don’t know.” But he does. I can see it in his eyes. He knows something.

“Tell me.”

“I… I can’t. Not yet. Not until I’m certain.”

“Certain of what?”

He backs away. “I need to research more. Check the historical records. There might be… please, Your Highness. Give me three days. Then I’ll tell you everything.”

“Thalos—”

“Three days. I swear it.”

He practically runs from the room.

I stand there alone. Again.

My head throbs. My chest aches. The mate mark on my neck burns.

Something is wrong.

Something has been wrong for five years.

But what?




I find myself on the astronomy tower that night.

I don’t remember walking here. Don’t remember climbing the stairs. But suddenly I’m standing in the open air, stars overhead, wind in my face.

We used to meet here.

The thought appears fully formed. True.

Lysenne and I. We’d sneak away from our duties. Climb to this tower. She’d point out constellations while I watched her face instead of the sky. We’d talk for hours. About everything. About nothing. She’d laugh and the sound would make my wolf purr.

When did we stop coming here?

I can’t remember.

So many things I can’t remember.

“Your Highness.”

I spin. A woman stands in the shadows. Not Calista. Someone else. It takes me a moment to place her.

Elsinth Vale. Calista’s lady-in-waiting.

“Forgive the intrusion,” she says. Her voice is soft. Nervous. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I… I come here sometimes. When I need to think.” She steps into the moonlight. She’s young. Pretty. Auburn hair and hazel eyes. “I can leave if—”

“No. Stay.” I don’t know why I say it. Maybe because I don’t want to be alone with my thoughts. “You said you come here to think. About what?”

She hesitates. “Lady Calista.”

“Ah.”

“I love her.” The words tumble out. “I know I shouldn’t. I know she’s betrothed to you. But I can’t help it. I’ve loved her since we were children.”

I should be shocked. Angry. Something. Instead, I just feel tired.

“Does she know?”

“I think so. But she… she doesn’t feel the same. She’s always wanted you. Only you. Ever since you were children.”

“I don’t remember that.”

Elsinth frowns. “You don’t? But you grew up together. You were friends. You and Lady Calista and your brother. You were inseparable.”

“We were?”

Why don’t I remember?

“Yes. Until…” She trails off.

“Until what?”

“Until you met your mate. The Morwyn girl. Everything changed after that.”

Lysenne.

“What was she like?” The question escapes before I can stop it. “Before.”

“Before you rejected her?” Elsinth looks at me strangely. “You don’t remember?”

“I remember the betrayal. The rejection. But before that…” The memories are there. I know they are. But they’re behind glass. Distorted. Wrong. “It’s unclear.”

“She was kind,” Elsinth says quietly. “Gentle. She used to help in the kitchens even though she was Luna-elect. She’d play with the children in the lower quarters. Everyone loved her.”

That doesn’t match the betrayer I was told she was.

“She betrayed us,” I say. But it sounds hollow.

“Did she?” Elsinth meets my eyes. “Or did someone make you think she did?”

“What are you saying?”

“Nothing.” She backs away quickly. “Nothing. Forgive me. I spoke out of turn. Please don’t tell Lady Calista I was here.”

She runs.

I stand there, her words echoing.

Did someone make you think she did?




I don’t sleep that night.

At dawn, Oryn finds me in my study.

“The scouts returned,” he says without preamble. “They found her.”

My heart stops. “Where?”

“Mistwood. Deep in the forest. She’s leading a camp of outcasts. About forty wolves. Former criminals, exiles, rebels.”

“Is she… is she alright?”

Oryn’s expression is strange. “She’s alive. More than alive. The scouts say she’s fierce now. Dangerous. She’s become some kind of warrior queen to those outcasts.”

Good.

The thought comes unbidden.

“They also say…” Oryn hesitates. “There’s a child with her.”

The world tilts.

“What?”

“A boy. Four, maybe five years old. Silver hair. Golden eyes.”

Golden eyes.

Like mine.

Like my father’s.

Like every Kaelor alpha for generations.

“No.” I’m shaking my head. “No, that’s not possible. She would have—”

“Told you?” Oryn’s voice is gentle. Sad. “When, Evren? Before or after you rejected her in front of the entire court?”

I can’t breathe.

A son.

I have a son.

“Bring her here,” I hear myself say. “Send the royal guard. Give her my personal summons. Tell her… tell her it’s urgent. Tell her we need her help with the curse.”

“And if she refuses?”

“She won’t.” My voice sounds distant. “Not if her son’s life depends on it. The curse will reach the Mistwood eventually. She knows that.”

Oryn studies me. “What are you going to do?”

“What I should have done five years ago.” I stand. My legs are steady even though my world is crumbling. “I’m going to get answers.”

“And if you don’t like what you find?”

“Then I’ll deal with the consequences.”

He leaves to carry out my orders.

I walk to the window. The sun is rising over the Mistwood in the distance. Somewhere in that forest is the woman I rejected. The mate I destroyed.

And my son.

My child.

A boy I’ve never met.

What have I done?

The question burns. But underneath it, something else stirs. Something that feels like hope.

She’s alive.

They’re alive.

And they’re coming here.

I press my hand against the window glass. The mate mark on my neck throbs. My wolf howls.

“I’ll make this right,” I whisper to the dawn. To the Mistwood. To her. “Whatever it takes. I swear it.”

Behind me, the study door opens.

“Evren?” Calista’s voice. Sharp. “Who are you talking to?”

I don’t turn around. “The scouts found her.”

Silence.

Then: “I see.”

“She’s alive. She has a child.”

More silence.

“Will you bring her here?” Calista asks finally.

“Yes.”

“Even though she betrayed you?”

I turn then. Look at my betrothed. Really look at her. At the tension in her jaw. The tightness around her eyes. The way her hands clench at her sides.

She’s afraid.

Why is she afraid?

“Yes,” I repeat. “Bring her here. Whatever it takes.”

Calista’s smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “As you wish, my prince.”

She leaves.

I’m alone again.

But not for long.

Soon, Lysenne will be here.

Soon, I’ll have answers.

Soon, I’ll learn the truth about what happened five years ago.

And soon, I’ll meet my son.

The thought terrifies me.

The thought fills me with something I haven’t felt in five years.

Purpose.

I walk to my desk. Pull out fresh parchment. Begin writing orders.

Send the royal guard.

Give her safe passage.

Prepare chambers.

Ensure her protection.

Whatever it takes.

My hand moves across the page. Each word is a promise. Each line is a vow.

I will fix this.

I will learn the truth.

And I will make amends.

Even if it destroys me.

The sun climbs higher. The ink dries. The orders are sealed.

I hand them to the messenger with one final instruction.

“Tell her,” I say slowly, “that Prince Evren Kaelor requests her presence. Tell her we need her help. Tell her…”

I pause.

What can I possibly say?

“Tell her I remember,” I finish quietly. “Tell her I remember the astronomy tower.”

The messenger looks confused but nods.

He leaves.

I stand in my empty study and wait for my past to come home.








  
  Three

  
  
  Chapter 3: Crossing the Threshold

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Lysenne

The Mistwood Forest spits us out like a bad taste. One moment we’re surrounded by ancient trees that whisper secrets, the next we’re staring at the iron gates of Valdrath Kingdom.

My stomach twists.

“Mama, your hand is shaking.”

I look down at Cassian. He’s holding my fingers tight, his golden eyes—Evren’s eyes—watching me with that too-knowing expression four-year-olds shouldn’t have. I force my hand steady.

“I’m fine, little wolf.”

“You’re lying.” He tilts his head. “Your heartbeat is too fast. I can hear it.”

Damn these werewolf senses.

Vireya moves beside me, her russet wolf prowling just beneath her skin. “We can still turn back. Say the word.”

I shake my head. The royal guards who escorted us from the forest edge keep their distance, but their eyes never leave us. Twelve of them, all armed, all watching like we might bolt.

They’re not wrong to worry.

“No. We go forward.” I crouch down to Cassian’s level, adjusting the hooded cloak that hides his face. “Remember what I told you?”

“Stay quiet. Keep my head down. Don’t let anyone see my eyes.” He recites it like a prayer, then adds, “But why, Mama? Why can’t they see?”

“Because some secrets are weapons, baby. And I need to choose when to use mine.”

He doesn’t understand. How could he? He doesn’t know his father is a prince. Doesn’t know that prince destroyed his mother five years ago in front of thousands. Doesn’t know that same prince now needs us to save his dying kingdom.

The irony tastes like ash.

“Move forward.” The head guard’s voice cuts through my thoughts. His name tag reads Captain Thorne. “Prince Evren is waiting.”

Prince Evren. Not “your mate.” Not “the father of your child.” Just title and distance.

Good. I prefer it that way.

We walk toward the gates. Each step feels like moving through water. Memories slam into me—arriving here seven years ago, young and stupid and so damn hopeful. I’d worn a blue dress. Evren had been waiting at these same gates, had swept me into his arms and spun me around while the whole court cheered.

“My mate,” he’d whispered against my hair. “Finally. My beautiful mate.”

I was nineteen. He was twenty-three. We thought we had forever.

We had eleven months.

“Lysenne.” Vireya’s voice pulls me back. “You’re growling.”

I am. Low and dangerous, my wolf pushing against my skin. I swallow it down, force my face blank.

“Open the gates,” Captain Thorne orders.

The iron screeches. The sound rips through me like claws. Behind me, I hear my Shadowpaw warriors shift nervously. There are ten of them—outcasts like me, wolves who chose loyalty over pack law. They followed me into exile. They’ll follow me into hell if I ask.

I might be asking exactly that.

The gates swing wide. Valdrath Kingdom spreads before us like a painting someone spilled blood on. The Moonstone Palace sits at the center, white stone turned grey with sickness. The curse. Even from here, I can see the wrongness—magical wards flickering, usually bright banners hanging limp, wolves moving through the streets like shadows of themselves.

“Goddess.” One of my warriors breathes the word. “It’s worse than the rumors said.”

She’s right. Wolves are everywhere, but they’re weak. A child tries to shift in the market square and can’t. Her mother holds her while she cries. Near the fountain, two teenagers stare at their hands like they’re betraying them.

The curse is eating them alive.

“Mama?” Cassian tugs my cloak. “Why is everyone sad?”

“Because they’re losing their wolves, baby. The magic that makes us what we are is dying.”

“Can you fix it?”

Can I? The royal summons said they needed my bloodline knowledge. The Morwyn line, descended from the first Luna, carriers of ancient magic most wolves forgot existed. My mother told me stories before she died—powers that could break bonds, sever curses, tear through magic like paper.

Soul Severance, she called it.

I never believed her. Then Evren rejected me, and something in my blood woke up. I felt the bond between us stretch, watched it fray, wanted desperately to cut it myself just to end the pain faster.

I didn’t. But I could have.

Maybe that’s why they need me now.

“I’ll try,” I tell Cassian. It’s the only honest answer I have.

We enter the kingdom proper. The streets are wider than I remember, or maybe I’m just smaller now. Harder. Changed. People stare as we pass. Some recognize me—I can see it in their faces, the shock, the whispers.

“That’s her.”

“The rejected Luna.”

“I thought she was dead.”

“Look how she’s changed.”

I have changed. The girl who left here five years ago was broken, bleeding, pregnant, and alone. The woman who returned is a warrior. I’ve trained every single day since Cassian was born. My body is lean muscle and scars. My hair, once long and carefully maintained, now falls in a practical braid down my back. I carry two blades at my hips—Moonsilver steel, illegal for anyone outside the royal family to possess.

Let them arrest me for it. I dare them.

“Lysenne.” Vireya moves closer, her voice low. “Three o’clock. Royal guard, and they’re not here for escort duty.”

I glance right. Six more guards, positioned on a rooftop. Archers. Their arrows are trained on us.

“They don’t trust us,” I murmur back.

“Smart. I wouldn’t trust us either.”

Fair point. We’re a band of exiled outcasts returning to the kingdom that threw us away. Of course they’re watching. Waiting to see if we’ll cause trouble.

They should worry. Trouble is exactly what I bring.

We turn a corner and there it is—the palace. Up close, it’s even worse. The white stone is cracked. Windows that used to glow with magical light sit dark. The silver flames that burned eternally in the courtyard are down to flickering embers.

“This place is dying,” one of my warriors whispers.

“Not if I can help it.” The voice comes from ahead. A man steps from the palace entrance, tall and broad with dark grey fur rippling just under his skin. His eyes are green—unusual for Valdrath wolves—and sharp as cut glass.

I know him immediately. Oryn Valecross. Evren’s half-brother. Second prince. Commander of the royal guard.

He was kind to me once. Before.

“Oryn.” I keep my voice flat. Give him nothing.

“Lysenne.” He walks toward us, studying me with an intensity that makes my wolf bristle. “You look different.”

“Exile has a way of changing people.”

“I can see that.” His eyes drop to my weapons. “Nice blades. Where’d you get Moonsilver steel?”

“I took them.”

His eyebrows rise. “Took them.”

“From the guards who tried to kill me on my way out of this kingdom five years ago.” I meet his stare. “They didn’t need them anymore.”

A muscle twitches in his jaw. “I didn’t know they tried to—”

“You didn’t know a lot of things.” I cut him off. “Are we here to chat about the past, or does your brother actually need my help?”

“He needs it.” Oryn’s expression darkens. “We all do. The curse is accelerating. We have wolves losing their connection daily now. Some of them are dying.”

“Dying?”

“When a wolf loses their beast completely, sometimes the human half can’t survive the separation.” He runs a hand through his hair. “We’ve lost forty-three people in the last two weeks.”

Forty-three. My chest tightens. These are my people. Were my people. Whatever. They’re still people.

“Then we should move quickly.” I adjust Cassian’s hood again, making sure it shadows his face. “Your brother’s advisor said I had knowledge that could help. Where is this knowledge supposed to be?”

“In the royal archives. Thalos is waiting there with—” Oryn stops mid-sentence. His eyes narrow at Cassian. “Who’s the child?”

My hand drops to Cassian’s shoulder. Protective. Possessive. “None of your concern.”

“If you’re bringing someone into the palace, it’s absolutely my concern.”

“He’s mine.” My voice drops to a growl. “That’s all you need to know.”

Oryn studies me. Then Cassian. Back to me. Something shifts in his expression—confusion, calculation, the beginning of understanding. But he doesn’t push.

“Fine. But he stays with you at all times. No wandering.”

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

“Good.” Oryn turns toward the palace. “Follow me. And Lysenne?”

“What?”

“Welcome back.” He says it quietly. Almost sadly. “I wish it was under better circumstances.”

I don’t answer. There are no good circumstances that would bring me back here.

We follow him through the courtyard. More memories hit me like fists—training here with Evren, laughing as we sparred. Eating breakfast by the fountain. Watching the sunrise from the balcony of our shared quarters.

Our quarters. For eleven months, I lived in this palace as Luna-elect. For eleven months, I was happy.

Then everything burned.

“The throne room is ahead,” Oryn says. “The council is assembled. Prince Evren wanted everyone present for your arrival.”

“Of course he did.” My voice is bitter. “Always did love an audience.”

Oryn glances back. “He’s different now, Lysenne. Harder. The years haven’t been kind to him either.”

“Good.”

“Is it?” He stops walking, forces me to meet his eyes. “Is it good? Because the brother I know has been slowly dying inside for five years. Whatever happened between you two, whatever made him reject you—it destroyed him too.”

My wolf snarls. “He chose to reject me. In front of thousands. He called me unworthy. He had guards drag me from the kingdom while I begged him to listen. So forgive me if I don’t shed tears for his pain.”

Oryn’s face softens. “I know. I was there. I tried to stop it.”

“You didn’t try hard enough.”

“No.” His voice cracks. “I didn’t. And I’ve regretted it every day since.”

We stare at each other. Part of me wants to forgive him. Oryn was always decent. But decency without action is just cowardice dressed up pretty.

“The throne room,” I say again. “Let’s get this over with.”

He nods and leads us forward. The palace hallways are familiar yet foreign. Same stone, same tapestries, but everything feels wrong. Like walking through a memory that’s been distorted.

Vireya stays close to my left. Cassian holds my right hand. My warriors form a protective circle around us. The palace guards watch but don’t interfere.

Smart.

We stop in front of massive oak doors. The throne room. I’ve been here dozens of times. Have stood before the court as Luna-elect, receiving gifts and pledges and promises of loyalty.

Lies. All of it.

“He’s inside,” Oryn says. “The entire council. The high families. Everyone wanted to see your return.”

“Of course they did.” I check Cassian’s hood one more time. “Entertainment for the masses.”

“Lysenne—”

“Open the doors, Oryn.”

He hesitates. Then nods to the guards flanking the entrance. They move to obey, hands on the brass handles.

My heart hammers against my ribs. In seconds, I’ll see him. Evren. My mate who isn’t my mate anymore. The male who destroyed me. The father of my child who doesn’t know his child exists.

“Mama.” Cassian’s voice is small. “I’m scared.”

I crouch down, cup his hooded face in my hands. “I know, baby. Me too.”

“Then why are we doing this?”

“Because sometimes the scariest thing is the right thing.” I kiss his forehead through the fabric. “Stay close to me. No






























































































































