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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

In your hand is the first book I ever made an attempt to read. I didn’t want to put it out knowing it may not be perfect,

But even though it may not be perfect in every detail, but it was created with care, passion, and the hope that it would make you feel something real.

Let me know what you think about it. Your thoughts will 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: Kieran




The burning starts deep in my bones.

I clench my teeth as my muscles stretch and reshape themselves, the familiar agony washing over me like fire. My fingernails extend into razor-sharp claws that dig into the soft earth beneath me. My spine curves, and I feel my body growing larger, more powerful. The transformation still hurts like hell, even though it’s been weeks since my twentieth birthday when this all started.

My jaw cracks as it elongates, human teeth sharpening into deadly fangs. Silver fur erupts across my skin, and my senses explode with new intensity. The world becomes sharper, clearer, more alive. Every scent tells a story, every sound carries meaning.

I shake my massive head and test my new form. My silver wolf is bigger than most, already showing the size I’ll reach as a full-grown Alpha. The power thrumming through my veins feels incredible and terrifying at the same time.

You need to master this transformation, Kieran. An Alpha who can’t control his wolf is useless to his pack.

My father’s voice echoes in my head from this morning’s lecture. Alpha Noah Blackstone doesn’t believe in going easy on his heir, not even when I’m still learning to walk on four legs instead of two.

Every moment you spend as a wolf, you’re training for the future of our pack. Don’t waste this gift.

I dig my claws into the dirt and push off, launching myself forward through the ancient forests that border our territory. My wolf loves to run. The burning in my muscles fades as I find my rhythm, paws hitting the forest floor in a steady beat.

The pre-dawn air fills my lungs, crisp and clean. Pine needles crunch under my feet, releasing their sharp scent. I can smell deer tracks from hours ago, the musky scent of a bear that passed through yesterday, even the faint trail of smaller creatures like rabbits and squirrels.

My ears pick up every sound—the whisper of wind through leaves, the distant call of a night owl, the scurrying of mice through the underbrush. In human form, these forests seemed quiet. As a wolf, they pulse with life.

You’re the future of Moonfall Pack. Act like it.

I push myself faster, muscles stretching as I leap over fallen logs and weave between towering oak trees. My father expects perfection. Hell, everyone expects perfection from the future Alpha. Sometimes the weight of that expectation feels heavier than the physical pain of shifting.

But right now, running through these woods with the strength of my wolf, I feel free. No pack meetings, no discussions about alliances and threats. Just me and the forest and the wild joy of being exactly what I was born to be.

A new scent hits my nose, stopping me cold.

I freeze, ears pricked forward, as something large moves through the trees ahead. The scent is wild, predatory, dangerous. Not wolf, but something equally powerful.

My heart pounds as a massive mountain lion steps onto the path in front of me.

The cougar is huge, easily as large as my wolf form. Its tawny coat ripples with muscle, and its yellow eyes lock onto mine with the cold calculation of a born killer. This cat has probably never faced anything that could challenge it.

Until now.

We stare at each other across ten feet of forest floor. Neither of us moves. I can hear my own breathing, can smell the cat’s wild scent mixed with the lingering odor of a recent kill. My wolf wants to attack, to prove dominance, but something deeper holds me back.

This isn’t a fight I need to pick. This is a test of something else entirely.

The mountain lion’s eyes narrow as it studies me. I see the exact moment when it realizes I’m not just another wolf. There’s something supernatural about my presence, something that speaks to the animal’s most basic instincts.

What am I?

I’m a predator, but I’m more than that. I’m an Alpha, a leader, a protector. The power in my blood comes from generations of wolves who ruled these lands. The mountain lion can sense all of that, even if it doesn’t understand what it means.

Slowly, carefully, the cougar backs away. Its eyes never leave mine, but the challenge in them fades to something closer to respect. Or maybe wariness. It recognizes that I belong here, that these woods are my territory as much as they are anyone’s.

The big cat melts back into the underbrush without a sound, leaving me alone on the path.

I stand there for a long moment, amazed. My first real test of dominance, and I passed it without throwing a single punch. My wolf practically purrs with satisfaction.

Maybe I can do this Alpha thing after all.

I continue deeper into the forest, following deer trails and creek beds I’ve never explored before. The sun starts to rise, painting the trees in gold and green. Spring is everywhere—new leaves unfurling, flowers beginning to bloom, the air soft and warm.

I’m so focused on the beauty around me that I almost miss the sound of running water.

A narrow stream cuts through the trees ahead, crystal clear and singing over smooth rocks. Sunlight filters through the canopy above, creating scattered pools of light on the water’s surface. Wildflowers bloom along the banks—purple lupins, yellow buttercups, white daisies swaying in the gentle breeze.

I’ve never seen this place before, even though I’ve lived in Moonfall territory my entire life. It’s like stumbling into a fairy tale, hidden away from the rest of the world.

My wolf wants to drink from the stream, to roll in the soft grass, to nap in one of those warm patches of sunlight. This place feels peaceful in a way our pack lands rarely do. No politics, no responsibilities, no expectations.

That’s when I see her.

A girl lies on a flat rock beside the water, completely absorbed in the book spread open in front of her. Long black hair falls like silk over her shoulders, so dark it almost shines blue in the dappled light. She’s wearing a simple yellow sundress that brings out the warm tone of her skin.

Even from here, I can see how beautiful she is. Not just pretty—beautiful in a way that makes my chest tighten and my wolf whine with want.

Elena Ravencrest. The Delta’s daughter.

My heart slams against my ribs as recognition hits me. I’ve known Elena my whole life. We went to school together, played together as children. But I’ve never seen her like this—relaxed and unguarded, lost in whatever story she’s reading.

She turns a page, and the movement sends her hair cascading over one shoulder. My wolf wants to get closer, wants to breathe in her scent, wants to—

What the hell is wrong with me?

This is Elena. She’s two years younger than me, the daughter of our pack’s military commander. She’s always been kind to me, but I’ve never thought of her as anything more than a friend.

Except looking at her now, something electric shoots down my spine. Something that feels a lot like recognition, like coming home.

My wolf paces restlessly inside my mind, drawn to her in ways I don’t understand. She looks like she belongs in this magical clearing, like she’s part of the peace and beauty that surrounds her.

Elena shifts on her rock, tucking one leg under her, and I catch a glimpse of her face in profile. Her features are delicate but strong—high cheekbones, full lips, dark lashes framing eyes I know are the color of summer sky.

My breathing gets shallow. My wolf wants to shift back to human form and walk over there, wants to talk to her and see if she’ll smile at me the way she used to when we were kids.

But something stops me. Something feels off about this moment.

The forest has gone too quiet.

My ears swivel, searching for the sounds that should be there—birds singing, squirrels chattering, the rustle of small creatures in the underbrush. Instead, there’s an ominous silence that makes the hair on my neck stand up.

Danger.

A new scent hits my nose, and my blood turns to ice.

Rogue wolf.

The smell is wrong in every way—wild, unwashed, tainted with violence and madness. This isn’t a pack wolf who’s lost his way. This is something that’s chosen to live outside the laws that govern our kind.

Elena still hasn’t noticed. She’s completely absorbed in her book, unaware that a predator is stalking her.

Bushes rustle to my left, and a wolf emerges from the shadows.

My stomach drops. The creature is massive, probably once a powerful pack wolf before whatever happened to make him rogue. But starvation has hollowed out his frame, and his coat is patchy and scarred. Half of his left ear is missing, and I can see his ribs through his matted fur.

Worst of all are his eyes. Yellow and wild, filled with a hunger that goes beyond simple starvation. This wolf has been alone too long, has forgotten what it means to be civilized.

And he’s staring at Elena like she’s his next meal.

Terror and fury explode through my chest in equal measure. Elena can’t shift yet—most wolves don’t get their first transformation until twenty. She has no way to defend herself against this monster.

The rogue takes a step toward her rock, his massive head low and threatening. Elena still doesn’t see him, still doesn’t know that death is creeping toward her through the peaceful clearing.

My wolf snarls deep in my throat, every protective instinct I possess screaming at me to move. This thing wants to hurt Elena, and that’s not going to happen. Not while I’m breathing.

The rogue’s lips pull back from yellow fangs as he crouches, preparing to spring.

I don’t think. I just act, my body moving before my mind can catch up. Elena is in danger, and nothing else matters.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







POV: Elena




The world goes silent.

It’s wrong—forests are never this quiet. The absence of sound hits me like a physical blow, and I look up from my book with a frown. Where are the birds? The chattering squirrels? Even the gentle buzz of insects has vanished.

My heart starts beating faster. Something’s not right.

That’s when I see it.

A wolf emerges from the shadows between the trees, and every instinct I possess screams danger. This isn’t like the wolves from our pack—sleek and well-fed and civilized. This creature looks like something from a nightmare.

Half-starved. Scarred. Wild.

Patches of fur are missing from its coat, revealing angry red skin beneath. One ear is torn nearly in half. But it’s the eyes that terrify me most—yellow and hungry and completely without mercy.

The book slips from my numb fingers as terror freezes every muscle in my body. I can’t move, can’t breathe, can’t even scream. The wolf’s massive head swings toward me, and those horrible eyes lock onto mine.

Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God.

The rogue wolf—because that’s what this has to be—drops into a crouch. Its lip pulls back from yellowed fangs, and a low growl rumbles from its throat. Saliva drips from its mouth onto the wildflowers below.

It’s going to kill me.

The thought cuts through my paralysis, and I scramble backward on the rock, my hands slipping on the smooth surface. My book tumbles into the stream with a splash, but I barely hear it over the roaring of blood in my ears.

The rogue’s muscles bunch as it prepares to spring.

Move! Run! Do something!

But I can’t shift—won’t be able to for another year at least. And I’m not fast enough to outrun a wolf, especially not one this size. There’s nowhere to go, no way to escape.

The rogue leaps.

A silver blur crashes into it from the side.

The impact sends both wolves tumbling across the clearing in a snarl of teeth and claws. I catch a glimpse of magnificent silver fur, of a wolf that’s somehow even larger than my attacker.

I know that wolf.

The thought comes from nowhere, but I’m certain it’s true. Even in the chaos of the fight, something about the silver wolf feels familiar. Safe. Like coming home.

The two wolves roll apart and circle each other, hackles raised. The rogue is bigger than most pack wolves, but the silver one towers over it. Power radiates from every line of its body—the way it moves, the way it holds its head, the deadly grace of a born predator.

An Alpha. This wolf is definitely an Alpha.

The rogue lunges again, jaws snapping. The silver wolf dodges and retaliates, its teeth flashing as it goes for the throat. They crash together with bone-jarring force, both of them snarling with rage.

I should run. I should get as far away from this fight as possible. But my legs won’t obey me. I can only watch in frozen horror as the two predators try to tear each other apart.

The rogue breaks away and spins toward me, probably remembering its original target. It takes two quick steps in my direction, and panic explodes through my chest.

No, no, no—

I throw myself off the rock, but I’m not fast enough. The rogue’s teeth sink into my left arm just below the shoulder, and agony beyond anything I’ve ever experienced rips through my body.

I scream. The sound tears from my throat, raw and desperate. Fire races up my arm and down my spine. I can feel the rogue’s fangs grinding against bone, can taste copper in my mouth.

The silver wolf’s roar shakes the trees.

Suddenly the pressure on my arm vanishes as the rogue is torn away from me. I collapse onto the grass, clutching my wounded arm against my chest. Blood seeps between my fingers, warm and sticky.

Through my tears, I see the silver wolf standing over the rogue’s still body. The fight is over. The rogue is dead, its neck twisted at an unnatural angle.

The silver wolf’s chest heaves as it pants. Blood—mine or the rogue’s, I can’t tell—stains its beautiful fur. For a moment, it just stands there, making sure the threat is truly gone.

Then those incredible green eyes turn to me.

Green eyes.

Wolves don’t have green eyes. They have gold, or amber, or brown. Never green.

But I know those eyes.

The wolf begins to shimmer, its form blurring and shifting. I watch in amazement as silver fur recedes, as the massive frame shrinks and reshapes itself. Bones crack and realign. Muscles flow like water.

And then Kieran Blackstone is kneeling naked in the grass beside me, his green eyes wide with worry and something else—something that makes my heart flutter despite the pain in my arm.

“Elena.” His voice cracks on my name. “Oh God, Elena, I’m so sorry. I should have been faster.”

I try to speak, but only a whimper comes out. The pain in my arm is getting worse, not better. Black spots dance at the edges of my vision.

Kieran’s hands hover over me, like he wants to touch but doesn’t dare. “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay. I promise.”

Blood is still flowing from the bite wound, soaking the grass beneath me. Kieran looks around desperately, then grabs his discarded shirt from somewhere—he must have left his clothes here before shifting. He tears the fabric into strips with his bare hands.

“This is going to hurt,” he warns, then presses the cloth against my wound.

I scream again as fresh agony shoots through my arm. Kieran’s face goes white, but he doesn’t stop applying pressure.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he whispers. “But I have to stop the bleeding.”

He wraps the torn shirt around my arm, his fingers gentle despite the urgency. The makeshift bandage turns red almost immediately.

“We need to get you to the hospital.” Kieran scoops me up in his arms, cradling me against his bare chest. “Hold on, Elena. Just hold on.”

The world tilts and spins as he stands. I bury my face against his neck, breathing in his scent—pine and musk and something uniquely Kieran. It helps ground me, keeps me from spiraling into complete panic.

His feet pound against the forest floor as he runs. I can feel his heart hammering against his ribs, can hear his ragged breathing. He’s scared—maybe as scared as I am.

“You’re going to be fine,” he says, and I realize he’s been repeating it over and over like a prayer. “Everything’s going to be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

The trees blur past us in a green haze. My arm throbs with every step he takes, but Kieran’s arms around me feel safe and warm. Protected.

He saved me.

The thought floats through my mind as consciousness starts to slip away. Kieran Blackstone—the future Alpha, the boy I’ve had a crush on since elementary school—saved my life. Risked his own to protect me.

“Stay with me, Elena.” His voice sounds far away now, but his grip on me tightens. “Don’t you dare leave me.”

I want to tell him I’m not going anywhere. Want to thank him for being brave when I couldn’t be. But the words won’t come, and the darkness is pulling me under.

The last thing I remember is the sound of his voice, promising me over and over that everything will be okay.

Everything will be okay.




* * *

Voices. Low and concerned, filtering through the fog in my head.

“—lost a lot of blood—”

“—need to monitor for infection—”

“—lucky the boy found her when he did—”

I try to open my eyes, but my eyelids feel like they’re made of lead. My mouth tastes like copper pennies, and there’s a dull ache in my left arm that makes me want to whimper.

“She’s waking up.”

That voice I recognize. Kieran. He sounds exhausted.

I finally manage to force my eyes open, blinking against the harsh fluorescent lights. White ceiling. White walls. The antiseptic smell of the pack hospital fills my nose.

“Elena?”

I turn my head—slowly, because everything hurts—and find Kieran sitting in a chair beside my bed. He’s dressed now, in jeans and a dark blue t-shirt, but his hair is still messed up from running. Those green eyes search my face with desperate relief.

“Hi,” I whisper. My throat feels like sandpaper.

A smile breaks across his face, bright and beautiful. “Hi yourself.”

Beyond him, I can see other faces. Alpha Noah and Luna Sarah Blackstone stand near the foot of my bed, both looking worried but relieved. Healer Cassandra bustles around checking machines and making notes on a clipboard.

“How do you feel, sweetheart?” Luna Sarah asks, moving closer. Her maternal instincts are legendary throughout the pack.

“Like I got chewed on by a wolf,” I say, then immediately wish I hadn’t when everyone’s faces go pale. “Sorry. Bad joke.”

“As long as you’re making jokes, we know you’ll be fine,” Alpha Noah says, though his expression remains serious. “You gave us quite a scare, young lady.”

Healer Cassandra appears at my bedside, a small flashlight in her hand. “Let me check your pupils.” She shines the light in my eyes, and I wince. “Good. No signs of concussion. How’s your arm feeling?”

I look down at my left arm for the first time since waking up. It’s wrapped in clean white bandages from shoulder to elbow, and there’s an IV tube snaking from my right hand to a bag hanging beside the bed.

“Sore,” I admit. “Really sore.”

“You’re going to have a scar,” she says gently. “Bites from other wolves don’t heal the same way as regular injuries. But the muscle damage was minimal, and there’s no sign of infection. You were very lucky.”

Lucky. Right. I guess having a rogue wolf try to eat me but failing counts as lucky in some circles.

“Where are my parents?” I ask, suddenly realizing they’re not here.

“Your father is dealing with the cleanup in the forest,” Alpha Noah explains. “Delta Theodore needs to make sure there aren’t any other rogues in the area. Your mother will be here soon—she’s just finishing up some things at home.”

The door opens, and I expect to see my mother’s familiar face. Instead, a blonde boy about my age peers around the doorframe.

Damon Ashworth. Kieran’s adopted brother.

“Is it okay if I come in?” he asks, his blue eyes locked on me with an intensity that makes me uncomfortable.

“Of course,” Luna Sarah says before I can respond. “Elena, you remember Damon, don’t you?”

I nod weakly. Damon is a year older than me and in my grade even though he’s academically gifted. He’s always been friendly enough, though we don’t really run in the same circles.

Damon walks over to my bedside, deliberately positioning himself between me and Kieran’s chair. He reaches out and takes my uninjured hand in both of his.

“I was so scared when I heard what happened,” he says, his voice thick with emotion. “I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d do if I lost you.”

Lost me? We barely know each other.

I glance over at Kieran, confused by the sudden attention. His jaw is clenched, and something dark flickers in his green eyes.

“Damon,” he starts, but his brother cuts him off.

“Elena,” Damon says, squeezing my hand tighter. “I know this might not be the best time, but seeing you hurt like this made me realize something. Life is too short to wait for the perfect moment.”

A terrible suspicion starts forming in the back of my mind. Oh no. Please don’t let him be going where I think he’s going.

“I’ve been wanting to ask you this for months,” Damon continues, his blue eyes shining with what looks like genuine emotion. “Elena, would you be my girlfriend?”

The room goes silent. Even Healer Cassandra stops what she’s doing to stare. My mouth falls open, but no words come out.

“I—” I start, then stop. My brain feels like it’s wrapped in cotton. The pain medication, the trauma, the shock of nearly dying—none of it is helping me think clearly.

Damon’s thumb traces over my knuckles. “I know we haven’t spent a lot of time together, but I’d like to change that. I’d like to get to know you better, if you’ll let me.”

I look at Kieran again, desperately seeking guidance. But his face has gone completely blank, like he’s shut down all emotion. He won’t meet my eyes.

“I…” My voice cracks. I don’t know what to say. I’m eighteen years old, I almost died today, and now someone is asking me to be their girlfriend while I’m lying in a hospital bed with an IV in my arm.

“You don’t have to answer now,” Damon says quickly, sensing my hesitation. “Just think about it, okay? I really care about you, Elena. More than you know.”

Luna Sarah clears her throat. “Perhaps we should let Elena rest. It’s been a very traumatic day.”

“Of course,” Damon says, but he doesn’t let go of my hand. “I’m just so glad you’re safe.”

Alpha Noah nods. “We’ll check on you later, Elena. Rest now.”

They start filing out of the room—first the Alpha and Luna, then Healer Cassandra. Kieran stands to follow them, and panic flutters in my chest.

“Wait,” I call out, my voice barely above a whisper.

He stops at the door and turns back to me. For just a moment, his mask slips, and I see pain and longing and something else that makes my heart race.

“Thank you,” I say simply. “For saving me.”

A small, sad smile crosses his face. “Always.”

And then he’s gone, leaving me alone with Damon still holding my hand.

“So,” Damon says, settling into the chair Kieran just vacated. “What do you say we start with a simple yes?”

I stare at the ceiling and wonder how my life got so complicated in the space of a single day. This morning I was just Elena Ravencrest, reading a book by a stream. Now I’m Elena Ravencrest, nearly-killed-by-a-rogue-wolf, being-asked-out-while-heavily-medicated.

And somewhere in all of this chaos, there’s the memory of green eyes and gentle hands and a voice promising me that everything will be okay.

But looking at Damon’s hopeful face, at the genuine care in his expression, I find myself nodding before I can think better of it.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Yes.”

His smile could power the entire hospital. “Really?”

“Really,” I say, though even as the word leaves my mouth, I’m not sure why I’m saying it.

Damon leans down and kisses my forehead, soft and sweet and completely innocent. “This is the best day of my life,” he murmurs against my skin.

Funny, I think as exhaustion pulls me back toward sleep. I’m pretty sure it’s the worst day of mine.

But even as the thought forms, I can’t shake the memory of silver fur and protective green eyes. Of strong arms carrying me to safety and a voice promising that everything would be okay.

Maybe, despite everything that happened today, it will be.

Maybe.
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POV: Kieran -Two years later


The marriage contract sits on the oak table like a death sentence written in fancy script. I stare at the royal seal—King Aldric Thornheart’s golden wolf pressed into crimson wax—and my stomach turns. The parchment might as well be dripping with blood for all the joy it brings me.

“Kieran.” My father’s voice cuts through my thoughts like a blade. “This is our only option.”

I look up from the contract to see Alpha Noah leaning forward in his chair, his weathered hands clasped together so tight his knuckles have gone white. The stress lines around his eyes seem deeper today, carved by two years of sleepless nights and mounting pressure. The meeting hall feels smaller than usual, the dark wood panels closing in around us like a trap.

“No.” The word comes out sharper than I intended. “It’s not.”

“What other choice do we have?” Dad’s voice rises, echoing off the stone walls. “The rogue attacks have tripled in the past six months. We lost three pack members last week alone. Mrs. Henderson didn’t even make it to the hospital.”

My chest tightens at the memory. Mrs. Henderson had been like a grandmother to me, always sneaking me extra cookies when I visited her bakery as a kid. Finding her torn apart by rogues on the edge of our territory had nearly driven my wolf to madness.

“The Royal Guard is the strongest military force in the kingdom,” Dad continues, his alpha authority bleeding into his tone. “King Aldric’s offer is generous. Protection for our pack in exchange for your marriage to Princess Seraphina and—”

“My company.” I tap the contract with my finger. “Don’t forget that part. He wants Blackstone Security handed over like a wedding gift.”

“It’s a fair trade—”

“It’s extortion.”

Dad’s fist slams against the table. “It’s survival!”

The sound reverberates through the hall, and for a moment, we just stare at each other. I see my father—really see him. The gray threading through his dark hair, the weight he’s lost from worry, the way his shoulders have started to curve inward like he’s carrying the whole world. Being Alpha of Moonfall Pack is killing him slowly.

But I can’t give him what he wants. Not this.

“I won’t marry her,” I say quietly. “I won’t hand over everything I’ve built to a corrupt king just because you’re scared.”

“Scared?” Dad’s voice drops to a dangerous whisper. “You think this is about fear?”

“Isn’t it?”

He stands up so fast his chair scrapes against the floor. “This is about responsibility, Kieran. Something you’ll understand when you’re Alpha.”

“I understand plenty.” I lean back, keeping my voice steady even though my heart is racing. “I understand that King Aldric has gambling debts. I understand that packs who’ve aligned with him have suffered mysterious attacks right after paying their tributes. I understand—”

“You understand rumors and gossip.” Dad waves his hand dismissively. “The king has been investigated by the High Council multiple times. He’s clean.”

If only you knew what I know, I think but don’t say. The evidence I’ve gathered over the past year sits locked in a safe in my office. Bank records showing payments to known rogue leaders. Communication intercepts that would make Dad’s blood run cold. But I can’t reveal any of it without exposing how I got the information—and that would lead to questions about the warrior camps I’ve been secretly funding.

“Even if he is clean,” I say instead, “I won’t sell my soul for his protection. There has to be another way.”

“What way?” Dad spreads his hands wide. “Tell me, Kieran. What grand solution do you have that I haven’t thought of?”

My fingers itch to tell him about the camps. About the three hundred warriors I’ve trained across the three kingdoms. About the network of allies I’ve built who are just as tired of corrupt leadership as I am. But the timing isn’t right. Not yet.

“I’m working on something,” I say finally.

Dad’s laugh is bitter. “Working on something. That’s what you said six months ago. Meanwhile, our people are dying.”

“I know that.” The words taste like ash in my mouth. “Don’t you think I know that?”

“Then sign the contract.”

We lock eyes across the table. His are the same green as mine, but older. Harder. Filled with the kind of desperate determination that comes from watching too many friends buried.

“No,” I whisper.

Dad closes his eyes and rubs his temples. When he opens them again, the fight has gone out of him. He looks tired. Ancient.

“The wedding is set for next month,” he says quietly. “With or without your agreement.”

My blood runs cold. “You can’t force me to marry her.”

“I’m your Alpha.” His voice carries the weight of absolute authority. “And you’re my heir. If you want to lead this pack someday, you’ll do what’s necessary to protect it.”

“And if I refuse?”

Dad’s pause lasts forever. “Then maybe you’re not ready to be Alpha.”

The threat hangs in the air between us like a poisonous cloud. He would do it. He would actually remove me from the line of succession rather than let our pack fall to the rogues. The worst part is, I understand why. In his position, with the knowledge he has, I might make the same choice.

But he doesn’t have all the knowledge.

“I need time to think,” I say.

“You have until tomorrow.” Dad picks up the contract and holds it out to me. “Sign it, Kieran. For the good of the pack.”

I take the parchment but don’t look at it. “I’ll consider it.”

It’s a lie, and we both know it. But it’s enough to end this conversation before one of us says something we can’t take back.

Dad nods once and walks toward the door. He stops with his hand on the handle, his back still turned to me.

“I know you think I’m being unreasonable,” he says softly. “But I’ve buried too many pack members already. I won’t bury you too.”

Then he’s gone, leaving me alone with a marriage contract and a heart full of rebellion.

I sit in the silence for a long time, thinking about the warriors training in camps scattered across three kingdoms. Thinking about the intelligence network I’ve built to track rogue movements. Thinking about the alternative I’ve been developing that would protect not just our pack, but dozens of others.

Most of all, I think about Elena.

Two years have passed since that day by the stream. Two years since I saved her from the rogue and felt something fundamental shift in my chest. Two years of watching her date my adoptive brother while my wolf paced restlessly inside me, wanting something it could never have.

The irony isn’t lost on me. Dad wants to force me into a marriage I don’t want to protect the pack. But the woman I do want is already taken—by the man who’s supposed to be my second-in-command, my brother in everything but blood.

I fold the contract and slip it into my jacket pocket. Tomorrow I’ll refuse to sign it, and Dad will probably follow through on his threat. But tonight, I have bigger concerns.

Tonight, I have to survive another evening of watching Elena smile at someone else.


* * *

The morning drive to school is tense. Damon fidgets in the passenger seat of my truck, his nervous energy filling the cab like static electricity. He’s been weird all week—excited and secretive and jumpy. Usually, we talk about everything. Girls, school, pack politics, his plans for after graduation. But lately, he clams up whenever I ask what’s got him so wound up.

“You okay?” I ask as we stop at a red light.

“Yeah.” He grins, but it’s too wide. Too bright. “Actually, better than okay. I’m perfect.”

I study his face. Damon’s never been good at hiding things from me. We’ve been brothers for fourteen years, ever since Mom and Dad took him in after his parents were killed. I can read his moods better than anyone.

Today he looks like a man with a secret. A good secret.

“What’s going on?” I press. “You’ve been acting strange.”

“Strange how?”

“Like you’re about to burst out of your skin with excitement.”

He laughs and runs his hand through his blonde hair. “Can’t a guy be happy? It’s almost graduation. We’re finally getting out of this place.”

That’s true enough. Three more weeks and we’ll be done with Thornvale High forever. Three more weeks and I’ll be expected to take on more alpha responsibilities. Three more weeks until everything changes.

“Where are you planning to go for college?” I ask as the light turns green.

“I’m not.”

I almost slam on the brakes. “What do you mean you’re not?”

“I mean I’m staying here. In Moonfall.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal. “Dad offered me a position in pack security. I figured I’d take it.”

“Since when?” This is news to me. Dad never mentioned offering Damon a job.

“Since last week. He thinks it’s time I started preparing for my Beta duties.”

My stomach clenches. If Damon is staying to work for the pack, that means he’s planning a future here. A permanent future. With Elena.

“That’s great,” I lie. “Really great.”

Damon reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a small black velvet box. My world tilts sideways.

“This is why I’ve been so weird lately,” he says, opening the box to reveal a modest diamond ring. “I’m going to propose to Elena after graduation.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. I actually grunt, like someone just punched me in the stomach. The ring catches the morning sunlight streaming through the windshield, sending tiny rainbows dancing across the dashboard.

“What do you think?” Damon’s voice sounds far away, like he’s speaking to me
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