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            Chapter 1

          

          
            From the Ashes

          

          ELLA

        

      

    

    
      An unsettling quiet wraps around me as I watch the last few embers of fire fade, like stars winking out at the end of a long night.

      Staring into the ashes, I can’t help but wonder…

      How much longer can this go on?

      Where I once saw the cozy haven that was my new home, only charred remains clutch at the dark. The firetrucks are long gone, and the chaos has settled into an eerie calm.

      Yet, disbelief gnaws at me, refusing to let go.

      I stand here, heart heavy with loss and burning with anger, under the indifferent light of a crescent moon—so starkly different from the fiery inferno that consumed my home hours ago.

      In the distance, the soft howls of my pack blend with the night, a mournful echo of our shared grief. Part of me yearns to join them, to share in their lament, but I can’t afford tears now.

      No shrinking back.

      Not when Troy, my ex-turned-foe and soon werewolf, is out there plotting with Andres—the Alpha brazen enough to threaten everything I hold dear. He dared to target my children and nearly succeeded, if not for Alanna and her mysterious, destructive powers.

      And as if my plate isn't full enough, a weighty prophecy looms over Stone and me, clouding my thoughts.

      I need clarity.

      I need a plan.

      Feeling lost, as if caught in someone else’s dark tale, I barely register Stone’s presence until his hand rests reassuringly on my back. Silent and strong, he’s always there when I need him most, reminding me we're in this together, come what may.

      “We’ll rebuild,” I whisper, trying to convince myself as much as him. “Not just the house, but… everything. I won’t let Andres think he’s rattled us. The pack”—I sigh—“I’ll protect the pack. Somehow.”

      “I know,” Stone replies, his voice firm as resolve bleeds into his words. His hands press against my shoulders as he twists me to face him. “Andres won’t know what hit him. But in the meantime, you need to rest.” I open my mouth to say I have no home to rest in, but he beats me to it when he continues, “You and the kids are staying with me.”

      I glance into his emerald eyes and they flare, daring me to defy him.

      There’s no room for argument there. I get it.

      I might be Alpha, but it’s not like we have anywhere else to go.

      Yet my stomach still flips at the idea of staying with him because I know where that puts me.

      In his bed.

      We’ve gotten so close—but not that close. Not yet.

      And I still don’t have a good reason why.

      So, the idea that this might finally put us on a collision course…

      Instead of sinking into the strangely giddy feeling that threatens to play at my heart and definitely my body, I simply nod in silent agreement.

      My gaze extends past Stone to Asher. For tonight, he’s being the protective older brother, as he stands close to Avery with his arm around her shoulders.

      They’re trying to be strong, but I can see the uncertainty in their eyes. They’ve grown up so much these past few months. Yet in moments like these, I’m painfully aware that they’re still just kids.

      Still ridiculously vulnerable. Breakable.

      And my life is an utter mess.

      A freight train of a disaster.

      Big time.

      Hell, my house looks like the aftermath of said train rolling through, come to think of it.

      I glance at Alanna, realizing I need a word with her. Alone.

      After everything she did—not only protecting my kids but the sheer scale of destruction we’re only now really comprehending—I need to get a clearer picture of what she is and if she can help us with whatever else might be coming our way.

      “Asher, Avery,” I say, ensuring my voice remains steady—just a hint of the Alpha I need to be right now. “We’ll be staying with Stone for a little while. At least until things settle down. I need to speak with Alanna, then we’ll head out.”

      Asher gives a firm nod. While Avery tries to match his bravery, her eyes tell a story of mixed fear and determination. Her anxiety has to be running rampant under the surface, but she’s doing her best not to let it win.

      I turn toward Alanna, who stands slightly apart from the group, watching the embers wink out the way I had. She’s stayed with us, even after my pack members left.

      Her ordinarily light-hearted vibe has shifted tonight. Her posture is tense, as if she’s ready to take on more adversaries at a moment’s notice.

      God, I hope not.

      “Alanna, can I have a word?” I ask, gesturing to a more secluded area of the yard.

      She nods, an air of apprehension apparent in the way she moves. It’s like she’s been waiting for this discussion and now that it’s finally here, she’s not entirely ready for it.

      Hell, I’m not sure I’m ready for it.

      We move away from the others, stepping nearer the large willow tree that looks entirely too big for the space now that the house is gone.

      “Alanna, I need to understand,” I begin, my gaze fixed on hers. My eyes float to the snake tattoo weaving its way up her neck and remember her description of it. About how she might look harmless but could be deadly, too. “You saved my kids, and for that, I’m eternally grateful. But the power you wielded... it’s unlike anything I’ve seen. Which isn’t really saying much, I guess.” I scratch the side of my temple. I need to just come out with it. “What are you?”

      She inhales sharply.

      “Ella, it’s not that simple,” Alanna says, her eyes scanning the surroundings. “The power I have... some would kill to put it to use. Bad people. It’s one thing to use it and another to say the words out loud. I can’t discuss it here, out in the open. It’s not safe.”

      Her words send a chill down my spine.

      The implications of that are both intriguing and terrifying.

      “But you will tell me?” I press gently, understanding more than most the delicacy of the situation.

      Alanna nods, her expression solemn. “Of course, I owe you that much. But it has to be somewhere private. Somewhere… secure.”

      I nod, accepting her condition. There’s a world out there, full of mysteries and powers beyond my comprehension. And it seems like I’m only starting to scratch the surface.

      “Okay, we’ll find another time and place. Just... be ready to explain everything.”

      She nods, shooting me one of her sweet, careful smiles.

      I reach out, giving her arm a gentle squeeze, and hoping it relays the message that I’m not upset with her.

      “We’re heading out now. So, why don’t you go home and get some rest, too,” I say, glancing over my shoulder to where Stone and the kids are standing.

      “Yeah, I suppose it’s getting late,” she whispers.

      “Again, thank you, Alanna,” I say, holding my chin high.

      “It was my pleasure, Ella. I know how important family is,” she replies, glancing past the house and out to the street. “Talk to you soon.”

      “Sounds good.”

      As she disappears into the shadows, leaving a trail of unanswered questions, I find myself standing alone under the large willow tree. The night is deathly quiet around me, however, my mind is anything but.

      What kind of being could Alanna be?

      Her abilities are beyond the scope of any supernatural creature I’ve come in contact with. And her caution... it suggests dangers I haven’t even considered.

      I don’t like that. Not at all.

      Then, on top of this clusterfuck is the prophecy Clementine dropped in our laps and promised to explain in the morning.

      I lean against the willow, allowing myself a moment to just breathe and think.

      The Moon Wolves prophecy.

      Luna Scrolls.

      Clementine’s words echo in my mind. She said it would change everything.

      What did she discover? How does it tie in with me—with Stone?

      The uncertainty of not knowing weighs heavily on me. There are so many secrets now and so many unanswered questions.

      I don’t know how all of this happened, if I’m honest.

      This prophecy could redefine our roles within the pack—within the world at large. Hell, our very existence.

      For the first time since becoming an Alpha, ironically, I feel the weight of destiny—not just duty—resting on my shoulders. I can’t say I’m a fan.

      I turn back to Stone, Asher, and Avery, trying to steady the whirlwind of thoughts in my mind. They need me to be stable. Grounded.

      Kicking off the tree, I make my way back to them. I glance at the kids, hoping to sound reassuring and calm when I’d rather be in the woods screaming my head off.

      “Let’s get going,” I say, my voice more steady than I feel. “But first, we need to grab some essentials. Clothes, for starters.”

      The thought of going shopping seems ludicrous in the current scenario, but I’m nothing if not practical. Besides, the makeshift clothes I’m wearing, given to me in a blur of emergency, hang off me awkwardly and are a constant reminder of how unprepared we were for tonight’s events.

      The last thing I want to do is dress in them again in the morning. I’d rather toss them into the pit of my house and watch them burn, too.

      Stone nods, understanding clear in his expression. “We’ll make a quick stop on the way home.”

      Home.

      The word hits different now, filled with images of Stone's place, not mine—a thought that sends a confusing thrill through me.

      Focusing on Alpha duties should be my priority, not the simmering tension between us, but Stone’s magnetic pull is a flame that I can't ignore—not sure if I even want to, to be honest.

      With every glance, every brush of our hands, a sharp spark of awareness zips through me. My mind screams of the bigger threats—Andres, the safety of our pack, Troy’s next move, the futures of my children—yet my heart stubbornly drifts toward him, tugged by a force that’s getting harder to resist.

      “The kids need clothes too,” Stone adds, his voice breaking through my tumultuous thoughts. “We’ll get everything sorted.”

      I nod, trying to focus on the practicalities, but my mind is like a pingpong ball stuck inside my head. Bouncing back and forth between all the insanity we’re under.

      We walk toward my Highlander, the only thing left untouched in the chaos, it seems. As Stone opens the rear passenger door to help Avery into the vehicle, I catch another glimpse of the protective side of him that I’ve come to rely on.

      Come to adore about him.

      He treats my children with such respect—such love and devotion. It makes my heart skip beats.

      Asher opens his door and then takes a moment to look back at the ruins of our home. His face, usually so full of youthful confidence, now mirrors the loss we all feel. We haven’t lived here long, but it was the new beginning we all needed.

      And now…

      I have no idea what it all means. Or what to do next.

      I just know I can’t take this lying down. It’s not how werewolves work.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned these past few months, it’s that.

      To not fight back is certain death.

      Following to the Highlander, a sudden, unfamiliar scent catches my attention. It’s faint, yet distinctively magical. Like the redolence of lightning right before it strikes.

      A sense of unease washes over me, and I pause, sniffing the air, trying to pinpoint its origin.

      Meeting Stone’s eyes, I see the same alertness mirrored in his gaze. He’s noticed it too.

      Someone’s here, watching, he says through our mental bond as he scans the shadows around us.

      The revelation sends a new jolt of adrenaline through me.

      Who would be watching us from the shadows?

      A spy of Andres?

      Or perhaps something even more sinister—unknown to us?

      My jaw tightens, and I scan the dark perimeter of my property.

      We need to find out who it is before we leave. If they’re tracking us… His mental voice trails off, but the implication hangs heavily in the air.

      The danger of leading an unknown threat to his home—where Asher and Avery would be, is too great.

      We can’t risk it. Not after tonight.

      Just as I’m about to call out, a figure shrouded in shadow steps into a sliver of moonlight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Take a Breath

          

          ELLA

        

      

    

    
      Seriously. Will this night ever freaking end?

      If the Universe has any say in it, I’m guessing not.

      The air hangs heavy with the horrible scent of charred remains and a newfound tension—the latter summoned by the unexpected presence before us.

      Stone shifts into a protective stance, positioning himself between me and the newcomer. His body tenses, ready to spring into action at the slightest provocation.

      A low growl rumbles through him, barely audible yet unmistakably dangerous. This is another side of him I’ve come to both respect and admire—the warrior lurking beneath the calm exterior.

      However, the intensity of it is unmistakable. The Delta ready to defend his Alpha—and something more.

      His mate.

      Even though I am more than capable of taking care of myself, something in the action makes my blood sing.

      As the figure steps further into the moonlight, a delicate dance of shadows and light plays across her features, revealing a woman whose presence seems as ancient as it is compelling.

      Her silhouette is framed by the ethereal glow of the moonlight—her clothes whispering tales of forgotten times with their timeless design. The fabric, a blend of deep, earthy tones, moves with a grace that most couldn’t replicate.

      I know I couldn’t.

      Her dark hair cascades in loose waves, shimmering with hints of silver under the moon’s caress, suggesting wisdom far beyond her serene, unlined face.

      As she steps closer, my initial alarm gives way to curiosity. She’s alone, and there’s something about her—an air of calm authority and a touch of undeniable power—that makes me pause.

      Something in me recognizes her strength.

      However, I can’t help but glance back at the Highlander, where Asher and Avery sit wide-eyed, watching through the partially rolled-down window of the back seat.

      They both vie for space to see out, probably trying to make sense of what they’re seeing. Their pale faces are a silent reminder of what’s at stake—of the need to tread carefully.

      I reach for Stone, placing my hand on his arm in a silent plea to stand down.

      “Who are you?” I ask, stepping around him.

      “My name is Isolde.” Her gaze flits between us, carrying a weight of wisdom and untold secrets. “I mean no harm,” she says, and there’s a sincerity in her eyes that forces an exhale of relief from my lungs. “I’m here because I felt a disturbance and felt compelled to investigate. The energy tonight was... tumultuous.”

      I can’t help the snort that escapes me. “Tumultuous is one word for it.” I glance at the remains of my home, then back at her.

      She has power—that’s for sure.

      “Are you a… a witch? A psychic?” I ask, hoping she says no. The last thing we need is for one of Andres’ witches worming their way into things.

      Isolde’s lips curve into a small smile, but it doesn’t quite reach her dark eyes. “Something like that. I have... abilities. Sensitivities to the energies of the world.”

      What if she’s with the group that helped Andres? Stone asks through our mental connection, even though his gaze remains trained on Isolde.

      I tip my chin, the movement barely noticeable to anyone but him.

      I was just wondering the same thing, I respond.

      Stone’s still on high alert, but I can tell he’s as curious as I am.

      “And you just happened to be in the neighborhood?” he presses.

      “I was drawn here,” she explains, her gaze drifting over the wreckage. “Events like these, they send ripples through the ether. I came to see if I could help.”

      The idea of accepting help from a stranger, especially now, sends its own ripple through me. It’s one of unease more than anything else. But then I remember Alanna, and how her unexpected aid turned the tide for us tonight.

      Not everyone with powers different from my own is a danger to our peace.

      “What kind of help are you offering?” I ask, narrowing my gaze at the question.

      Isolde glances between us again, clearly torn.

      Suddenly, the soft chime of my phone breaks the tension. A glance reveals a text from Asher, sent from the backseat of the Highlander.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom, are you okay? Should we do something?

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s a small gesture, but it speaks volumes about the worry they’re both feeling, cooped up and watching from a distance. Somehow, though, they’re still ready to leap into action if needed.

      I send a quick text back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stay put. We’re okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then I focus my attention back on the woman before us.

      She eyes my movement as I tuck my phone back into my pocket.“Since I can see that everyone is alright, all I can offer presently is information. Insights, I suppose. There is more at play here than meets the eye. I’m sure you feel it, too.”

      Stone and I exchange a significant glance. The lines on his face harden but he shrugs imperceptibly.

      Information is power, especially in our world. Especially right now when it seems as though everyone has secrets.

      But trust is hard to come by. After everything we’ve been through today, it might just be damn near impossible.

      “Why should we trust you?” Stone’s question is blunt but necessary. And one I was about to ask, myself.

      “Because I believe we’re on the same side,” Isolde says simply. “And I believe I can help you understand some of the forces you’re up against. Do with it as you will. I’m really fine either way.”

      Her offer hangs in the air between us, tempting and terrifying in equal measure.

      Part of me wants to dismiss her, to protect the fragile security we have left. But another part, the part that’s still reeling from tonight’s revelations and the prophecy Clementine hinted at, is desperate for any shred of understanding.

      “Alright,” I say finally, the word feeling like a leap of faith. “Talk.”

      Isolde nods, stepping closer but maintaining a respectful distance. “From what I can sense, the attack tonight wasn’t just about power or revenge—though there are elements of that mixed in. However, there’s a deeper game being played—one that’s tied to ancient magics and long-standing feuds. And you, Ella, are at the heart of it.”

      My mouth drops open. “H—how do you know my name?”

      Isolde’s smile deepens—no longer just a polite curve but a knowing, almost mischievous expression. “Word travels fast in our circles. Your rise to Alpha, the changes you’ve already ushered in. Your... unique situation with Stone.” She gives a slight nod toward him, acknowledging his significance without spelling it out. “It’s made you quite the topic of conversation in many circles. Mine included.”

      Stone’s stance relaxes ever so slightly, but the tension in his jaw tells me he’s far from happy about it.

      “And what’s your interest in all this?” he probes, the tone of his voice a mix of skepticism and curiosity.

      “I seek balance, nothing more,” Isolde begins, her gaze turning toward the night sky, where the moon hangs, a silent witness to our exchange. “The events transpiring here, they threaten to disrupt more than just your lives and your pack dynamic. They have the potential to unsettle the balance of this world.”

      I exchange a look with Stone, trying to gauge his thoughts. The idea that our pack turmoil could have such far-reaching consequences is both terrifying and kinda hard to believe.

      Then again, the night’s events have already stretched the limits of what I thought possible.

      “Balance would be nice,” I echo, my voice laced with incredulity and interest. “How do you propose to restore it?”

      Isolde’s eyes lock with mine, and in them, I see a depth of knowledge and pain that resonates with my own. “By offering guidance, for starters. The path you’re on is fraught with danger—not just from Andres but from forces beyond him. Forces that would love to see the world plunged into chaos.”

      The air around us seems to grow colder, and I wrap my arms around my torso. Stone steps closer, allowing his heat to radiate into me. His protective aura is a tangible force, but Isolde’s words weave a spell of their own, drawing us into her strange and disturbing narrative.

      “And you just want to help us?” Stone’s skepticism hasn’t waned, but his interest is definitely piqued. “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch,” Isolde assures, though her smile suggests complexities she’s unwilling to divulge and we have yet to understand. “But cooperation. A mutual understanding. I can provide insights, warnings, and maybe even solutions. But I need to know you’re willing to listen—to consider paths you might not have thought of.”

      The significance of her offer sits heavily between us. It’s a strange twisted lifeline, and one that comes with its own set of unknowns. Yet, as I look at Stone, with his silent strength and unwavering support, and then back at the mysterious woman before us, I realize if she knows more about what’s happening, then we don’t have much of a choice.

      The game has changed, and with it, the rules.

      We need to take Andres down, but if there’s a bigger player, then we need to know that, too. Need to be ready for them.

      “Okay,” I say, more to Stone than to Isolde. “We’ll listen. But understand this,” my gaze sharpens as I lock eyes with her, “if your help comes at a cost to my pack, or to my family, the deal’s off.” I release a hint of my Alpha power, ensuring the snap of the words relays the malice I’d unleash if it came to that.

      Isolde nods, her acceptance of our terms almost regal.

      “There’s something I feel it’s my duty to make you aware of,” she says, her voice lowering, drawing us in.

      Stone and I exchange another wary glance but stay silent, our attention fixed on her.

      “It’s about the Breath of Selene,” Isolde continues, her eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that sends a shiver down my spine. She’s gauging our reaction by the looks of it—testing to see if we’ve heard of it. “It’s reemerged, and its power is... formidable.”

      The name sends a shiver of confusion through me.

      “The Breath of what now?” I ask, my frown deepening.

      This is the first I’m hearing of it, and from the look on Stone’s face, he’s just as in the dark.

      Isolde’s gaze softens, as if she understands our perplexity but knows this is information that holds power. “The Breath of Selene is an ancient artifact—one of immense power and deep connection to the moon’s energies. It was once a very important source of power for the wolves. It’s been lost for centuries, but recent... disturbances suggest it’s resurfaced. It’s possible others have been hunting for it if this energetic disturbance isn’t coming from you two.”

      “Who’s been hunting for it?” I press, my heart beating like a drum in my chest. Andres?

      She shrugs. “That I do not know. Only that it’s possible others are on the move.”

      The weight of her words settles over us like a cloak, heavy and ominous.

      An ancient artifact—powerful and tied to the moon? Is this part of the prophecy?

      “I still don’t understand why you’re telling us any of this?” Stone’s voice is guarded.

      “Because,” Isolde says, turning to leave but not before giving us a look that’s both warning and plea, “as I stated before, we are on the same side. Whoever controls the Breath of Selene could wield untold power. I would hate for it to end up in the wrong hands.”

      “How do you know we’re the right hands?” Stone asks, his question pointed enough for Isolde to take a small step back.

      “I don’t,” she whispers. Then, as if receiving a thought from outside herself, she takes another step back. “I really must go—but I’ll be in touch.”

      With that, she disappears into the shadows, almost as if she controls them, leaving us with a brand new pile of questions and a new, uneasy awareness.

      Stone and I stand in silence for a moment, the implications of her words sinking in.

      The Breath of Selene—an ancient artifact with untold power.

      Would it be a game-changer? Could acquiring it help us win the fight against Andres and ensure no other pack tried to make a move on my territory—or my kids?

      “We need to learn more about this Breath thing,” I say finally, the resolve in my voice somehow quelling the turmoil inside. “Before Andres—or anyone else—gets hold of it.”

      “We will,” he assures me, his gaze scanning the darkness where Isolde vanished. “Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” I agree.

      As we head back to the car, the night feels different—charged with a daunting realization that there’s so much more about this supernatural world than meets the eye.

      The Breath of Selene, whatever it is, has just added another layer to an already complex puzzle.

      And, as always, we’re right in the center of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            The Human Way

          

          STONE

        

      

    

    
      Stone knew the only way to keep Ella safe was to allow her to sort through the bombshells they’d been delivered in her own way.

      But it didn’t mean he liked it.

      The male part of him—or maybe it was his wolf—wanted to tear apart the world for putting them in the middle of this mess.

      From Andres to the prophecy—hell, to this surprising news about the Breath of Selene—it was as though the entire world was vying for a piece of her.

      And he hadn’t even had the chance to claim her as his own.

      His soul cried out to bond—to claim her officially as his mate and let the world go to hell around them if that’s what it wanted.

      Instead, he’d had to find a way to put all of that aside—continue to put it aside—as he took care of them in the way he knew would mean most.

      The human way.

      Now, both Asher and Avery were situated in his home—likely sleeping by the sounds of their breathing—and Ella was pacing in his bedroom, refusing to lie on the bed with him.

      “What are you thinking about?” Stone asked, tracking her movements back and forth.

      Ella whimpered softly. It was a small, almost imperceptible sound, but he picked up on it. Like the way her heart rate just ratcheted up a notch as her worried gaze slid to his.

      Concern flooded his mind as he narrowed his eyes and waited.

      “It’s just—” Her eyes slammed shut and she took a deep breath. “We’ll be sleeping together. For like, the foreseeable future.”

      He couldn’t help it, he had to laugh. “That’s all?”

      She leveled him with a glare. “What do you mean ‘that’s all?’ It’s enough.”

      “We’ve already slept together, Ella,” he reminded her. In fact, it had only been a couple of days since she asked him to stay at her place.

      Her gaze rose to the ceiling as if she was praying to any god who might listen. “I know. It’s just⁠—”

      He shook his head and stood up to walk to her. “You’re making too big of a deal out of this. Stop overthinking things.”

      She stopped pacing to face him and he slid his hands over her bare arms.

      No longer in the baggy shirt offered to her at the site of her destroyed home, she wore instead, a black tank top and sleep pants he’d purchased for her at the store this evening.

      The whole outfit suited her.

      In fact, it accentuated her ample curves in a way that had his blood screaming at him to stop being so damned sensible.

      Maybe she could pick up on that?

      She inhaled a sharp breath and settled her shoulders. “This is different, Stone. You can’t get rid of me—of us. At least, not until I get my house rebuilt. And who knows how long that’s going to take. It could be a while and⁠—”

      He bent down and pressed his lips to hers just to shut down her rant. For a moment, she stiffened against his lips, then slowly, she settled into the kiss, allowing him to gain access to her mouth. He slipped his tongue inside, sweeping it slowly against hers.

      A soft growl unfurled itself from the back of his throat but he mastered himself enough to break off the connection and take a small step back.

      Ella’s eyes remained closed as if the kiss had dragged her into a dreamy realm and away from whatever worries had held her in their grip.

      “What was that for?” she asked, eyes still closed.

      “To silence your craziness,” he confessed with a chuckle.

      Her eyes snapped open, a fire burning in them now as they connected with his. “What?”

      “Ella, there is nowhere else I’d rather you be. I’m not worried that you’re here with no end in sight. I’m aware that the kids are here and will be staying, too. I want it that way. Now, will you stop worrying and just lie down? It’s been a long, intense day and you need your rest,” he continued, sweeping his hand out to suggest she get in the bed.

      She watched him with a predatory expression—like the Alpha ready to defy anyone who might challenge her authority by telling her what to do. He supposed that was more accurate than he knew.

      However, she stalked over to the same side of the bed she’d claimed the other night at her house and slid beneath the covers.

      Stone watched her for a moment, the light from his nightstand casting a serene glow over her features. He could sense the whirlwind of emotions churning within her—the same storm that raged in his own heart.

      He knew that offering platitudes wouldn’t soothe her turmoil, nor would empty reassurances quell her fears. What she needed was a connection, something to anchor her to the moment—to him.

      After sliding into bed beside her and clicking off the light, he watched her silently, noting how the moonlight played across her features, deepening the lines of worry that didn’t belong there.

      Turning fully to face her, Stone reached out, brushing a stray strand of hair from her forehead.

      “Ella,” he said softly, “I know today has been... a lot. But there’s something I’ve wanted to say to you.”

      Ella’s eyes, shimmering with unshed tears, met his. In their depths, he saw a blend of strength and vulnerability that only made her more endearing to him. This was a side she didn’t let slip through often—and yet she felt safe enough to let him see her this way.

      “What is it?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Stone took a deep breath, searching for the right words. “Before I met you, I thought I understood my world, my purpose. I was going to be alone—packless—for the rest of my life. But you... you’ve turned everything upside down. In the best possible way.” He paused, his gaze never leaving hers. “You’ve made me see things differently, feel things I didn’t know I could. I know I act strong—like I have all the answers... but the truth is, I’m worried, too. Worried of not being able to protect you and the kids, or the pack, from what’s coming. I’ve never felt this way before. It’s like battling shadows—you don’t know where the next strike will come from.”

      There was more Stone wished he could say—about his pull to bond with her. About how it’s consumed his mind every waking moment and has intensified every day. But he knew that would only continue to set off her fears and concerns. He’d have to work around it.

      Ella’s hand found his, her grip tight, as if holding onto him could anchor her in the storm that raged around them. “Stone, I...”

      He placed a finger on her lips, silencing her. “Let me finish. Being with you, feeling this bond grow between us… it’s given me something to fight for—more than I ever had. But it’s also opened up fears I never knew I had. Fears of losing you, of failing in the face of this... chaos.”

      Ella nestled closer, her head finding a comfortable spot on Stone’s chest. “I feel the same way, Stone. I’ve been so caught up in trying to be strong for everyone that⁠—”

      She paused as the moonlight streaming through the window enveloped them in a soft, silver glow. Stone lifted his gaze to the window, taking in the beauty of its radiance and fascinated by the way it’s always been a symbol for them.

      He pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her in a protective embrace. “You don’t always have to be strong, Ella. Not with me. It’s okay to just be yourself, to let your guard down. I won’t ever hurt you.”

      For a long while, they lay in silence, each lost in their thoughts but comforted by the other’s presence. It was a rare moment of peace in a world that seemed to be spiraling out of control.

      Finally, Ella spoke, her voice soft but steady. “I’m scared of what’s coming, Stone. But knowing you’re with me... it makes it all seem bearable. Even from the beginning—before knowing what you are. What you’ll mean to me when we⁠—”

      He knew what she meant.

      The bond.

      Perhaps she felt its call, too. He hoped so.

      Yet, she wasn’t willing to break what fragile peace she had just yet.

      Stone kissed the top of her head, a gesture of comfort and reassurance. “Whatever comes our way, we’ll face it together. And we’ll come out stronger on the other side. I promise you that.”

      “I know,” she said, wrapping her arm around his torso as she settled in close, her scent permeating everything around him.

      For what it was worth, there seemed to be a newfound sense of connection between them as they drifted off to sleep. A bond that went beyond duty or destiny. It was a bond of heart and soul, unbreakable and true.

      And Stone marveled at the beauty of it.

      

      Stone wandered through a dense, misty forest—the air thick with an otherworldly energy that seemed to pulse with the rhythm of an unseen heart. The night sky above was dominated by an unnaturally large moon, its glow casting an ethereal light that gave the woods an almost dreamlike quality.

      Despite the serene beauty, a palpable sense of anticipation hung in the air, as if the very fabric of the night was bracing for something momentous.

      Whispers wound through the trees, a familiar voice woven into the rustling leaves.

      Stone strained to listen, taking note of each syllable as he tried to make sense of the words.

      It was Doug’s voice, he realized, fragmented—like echoes from a forgotten dream.

      “Seek the essence... under the eye of Selene... where shadows and light converge...”

      The words were cryptic, yet they resonated within Stone, stirring a deep, primal understanding.

      As he moved forward, symbols began to glow softly on the ancient trees, casting a gentle luminescence that lit his path. These symbols, intricate blends of runic and celestial designs, were reminiscent of those Doug had once passionately discussed—mysterious markers tied to lunar energies and age-old rites.

      At the time, Stone had thought it was just a curiosity of an eccentric Alpha. But perhaps it wasn’t. Maybe he had been trying to understand his place in the world.

      Suddenly, Stone was standing in a clearing bathed in moonlight, where the beams converged to spotlight a hovering crystal orb.

      This crystal, radiant and pulsing with life, seemed to be the heartbeat of the forest, drawing him closer with an irresistible magnetism.

      Reaching out, Stone’s fingers nearly brushed the crystal when its energy and glow intensified, wrapping him in a blinding light.

      Doug’s voice surged with urgency, “The balance teeters... the Breath stirs... only the chosen can wield... beware the shadows that lurk...”

      His words plunged Stone into a sense of foreboding as darkness crept at the edges of the clearing—a malevolent force seeking to smother the crystal’s light.

      Doug’s warnings echoed louder, a desperate plea that cut to the core of Stone’s soul.

      

      Jolted awake, Stone lay in the darkness with Ella’s frame still wrapped around him. However, Doug’s cryptic messages and the haunting symbols lingered in his mind, causing his pulse to race.

      The urgency from his dream clung to him, pushing everything else aside. He hadn’t understood it last night, but it was crystal clear now. Nothing mattered more than unraveling the mystery of the Breath of Selene with Ella.

      They had to get to it before anyone dangerous did—everything else, even their vendetta against Andres, would have to wait.
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