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Seraphina 

The first rule my father ever taught me was simple. Never let a wolf see you afraid. He said fear was a language wolves understood better than words, and once they heard it, they would never forget it. I didn’t understand then how deeply that truth would carve itself into my life.

The second rule was harder to accept. Never let an Alpha see what you can become. At twelve years old, I thought it was just another warning meant to keep me safe. I didn’t realize it was a warning meant to keep me alive.

I learned why on the night everything burned. The forest was too quiet, not peaceful but suffocating. It was the kind of silence that pressed against your chest and made it hard to breathe. Even the wind seemed to hold itself back, as if it knew something terrible was about to unfold.

The Hollow Moon Forest had always whispered. The ancient trees carried memories older than the Dominion itself, their roots stretching beneath the earth like veins. They held secrets wolves had killed for, secrets my family had sworn to protect. That night, those whispers fell silent.

I stood behind my father, gripping the edge of his coat as smoke curled between the trees. The scent reached me before the wolves did, thick and choking. Ash, blood, and something darker lingered in the air. It was the smell of destruction, of something ending.

My father had always told me that fear had a scent. Rogues smelled wild, unpredictable and sharp. Weak wolves smelled desperate, like something already broken. Liars smelled like nothing at all, empty and hollow.

The wolves approaching our sanctuary smelled like power. It rolled off them in waves, heavy and suffocating. It made my skin prickle and my chest tighten. Even without seeing them, I knew they were dangerous.

My father pushed me behind him, his body forming a shield between me and the forest. “Stay inside the chamber,” he said, his voice calm. Too calm. It was the voice he used when he had already accepted what was coming.

I hated that voice more than anything. It meant he wasn’t planning to come back. It meant he had already decided what he was willing to lose.

“Father—” I started, but he cut me off.

“Seraphina.” My name came out sharp, a warning wrapped in command. Even at twelve, I understood the difference. It wasn’t a request.

I looked past him toward the stone doorway of the Arden Sanctuary. It was the place my family had protected for centuries, hidden from the world. It held everything others wanted erased—our history, our blood, our truth.

My father turned toward me, and for a moment, the warrior disappeared. His dark eyes softened, filled with something I couldn’t name. It wasn’t fear, but it wasn’t calm either.

“Whatever happens tonight, you remember one thing,” he said quietly. His voice carried a weight that made my chest ache. It felt like he was giving me something I didn’t yet understand.

I swallowed hard. “What?”

“You are not a mistake.” The words hit me harder than any warning could have. They didn’t make sense, not then.

Children aren’t supposed to question whether they belong. They aren’t supposed to wonder if they were meant to exist. But the way he said it made something inside me twist.

“You are not weak because they fear you,” he continued, his hand brushing against my cheek. “You are not less because they do not understand you.” His touch was warm, grounding me in a moment that felt like it was slipping away.

“You are Moonbound.” The word settled heavily between us. I didn’t know what it meant, but I knew it mattered.

Everything important in the wolf world came with a price. Alpha blood, warrior blood, ancient blood—each carried power, and power always attracted danger. The stronger the blood, the more others wanted to control it.

A crash echoed through the forest, breaking the moment. My father’s expression hardened instantly. The warrior returned, replacing the man who had just spoken to me.

“Go,” he ordered.

I didn’t move. My feet felt rooted to the ground, my chest tight with something I couldn’t name. “Seraphina,” he said again, sharper this time.

“I won’t leave you,” I whispered, my voice trembling despite my effort to steady it. For a second, he looked like my father again. Not a warrior, not a Keeper—just the man who had carried me through the woods and taught me how to listen to the trees.

Then he smiled. It wasn’t because he wasn’t afraid. It was because he didn’t want me to see that he was.

“That stubbornness will get you killed one day,” he said softly. I wiped my eyes angrily, refusing to cry.

“You said strong wolves don’t cry,” I argued.

“No,” he corrected gently. “Strong wolves cry. They just don’t let pain decide what they do next.” His words settled deep inside me, even as everything around us began to fall apart.

The sanctuary doors opened behind me, and my mother stepped out. Her face was pale, her hands trembling. She was the healer, the one who could mend wounds others couldn’t.

But that night, she looked like someone who knew there was a wound no one could fix. “Lucian,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

My father looked at her, and in that silent exchange, everything was said. They didn’t need words. They already knew what was coming.

That was the first time I realized adults could be terrified too. My mother grabbed my hand, her grip tight. “Come,” she urged.

I looked back one last time. My father was already walking toward the forest, toward the wolves who had come to destroy us. “Father!” I called out.

He stopped but didn’t turn around. “Remember who you are, little moon,” he said. Then he disappeared into the darkness.

That was the last time I saw him alive. The memory never faded, no matter how much time passed. It stayed sharp, like a wound that refused to heal.

Thirteen years later, his words still echoed in my mind. Remember who you are. The problem was, I had spent most of my life trying to forget.

The Arden name was supposed to be dead. The Moonbound bloodline was supposed to be gone. That was what the Dominion believed, and it was what I allowed them to believe.

My existence had become a secret, something whispered about in hushed tones. I was the daughter of a vanished family, the last trace of a bloodline others wanted erased. I wasn’t raised like royalty or given a title.

I survived. There was a difference, and it shaped everything I became.

The stone walls of Arden Sanctuary surrounded me as I stood before the ancient mirror. The woman staring back at me felt like a stranger.

At twenty-five, I was older than my mother had been when she disappeared. Older than my father had been when he died. My hair fell over my shoulders, dark enough to hide the silver strands that marked my awakening.

My eyes were impossible to hide. Storm-green with a faint violet ring, they marked me as something different. Something dangerous.

“Still arguing with your reflection?” Maelis Thorn’s voice broke the silence. He entered the chamber carrying a stack of old records.

He had raised me after my parents were gone. He never tried to replace them, and that was why I trusted him. He was honest about what he knew and what he didn’t.

“She started it,” I replied, crossing my arms. He sighed, shaking his head.

“You have your father’s habit of arguing with things that cannot answer,” he said. I smirked slightly.

“My father was usually right.” Maelis snorted softly.

“That was his most irritating quality.” For a moment, the tension eased.

Then I noticed the scrolls in his hands. The air shifted instantly. “What happened?” I asked.

Maelis studied me carefully before speaking. “The Nocturne Dominion has sent a summons.” The words settled heavily between us.

Nyxara stirred beneath my skin, restless and alert. My wolf didn’t feel fear, only awareness. “No,” I said immediately.

“You haven’t even heard what they want,” Maelis replied. I shook my head.

“I know what they want.” The Dominion didn’t summon forgotten bloodlines for peace. They summoned them for control.

“They know,” I added quietly. Maelis didn’t deny it.

That silence was worse than any confirmation. My hands clenched into fists.

“How long?” I demanded.

“Long enough,” he answered. My chest tightened.

“How long have you known?” His silence told me everything.

“You knew,” I said, anger rising. “You knew they were looking for me.”

“I knew they would eventually find you,” he admitted. “And you waited?” I pressed.

“I waited until you were ready,” he said. I let out a bitter laugh.

“Ready for what? To walk into the Dominion that destroyed my family?” My voice shook with anger.

Maelis stepped closer, his expression serious. “The Nocturne Dominion is not your father’s enemy,” he said.

“Then who killed him?” I shot back. His hesitation told me there was more he wasn’t saying.

“The past is more complicated than you think,” he replied. I hated that answer.

“The past is why I’m standing here alone,” I said quietly. He lowered his gaze, unable to argue.

Outside, the forest shifted. A strange wind moved through the sanctuary, carrying something unfamiliar. The stones beneath my feet warmed.

Nyxara went completely still. That had never happened before.

My hand moved to my spine as the Lunar Seal burned. Energy surged through me, sharp and undeniable.

Maelis turned toward the door, his expression changing. Not fear, but recognition.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The Moon has chosen,” he whispered. My breath caught.

“Chosen what?” I asked.

He looked at the summons, then back at me. “The Alpha.”

A cold weight settled in my chest. “No,” I said.

But I already knew. The Dominion wasn’t calling me because of my bloodline alone.

They were calling me because of him. Cassian Voss Ravaryn.

The cursed Alpha. The man tied to a prophecy I had spent my life avoiding.

And somehow, the Moon had just dragged me straight toward him.

***
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The summons sat on the ancient wooden table between us like a threat disguised as an invitation. The Nocturne Dominion seal burned across the black parchment, a symbol of power every wolf in the territories recognized. The Ravaryn crest had been carved into history through conquest, blood, and obedience. I had spent my entire life avoiding that symbol, and now it had found me.

Maelis walked toward the table slowly, his fingers brushing over the seal without touching it. “You understand what this means, Seraphina.” I hated that he sounded afraid because Maelis Thorn was not afraid of much. He had faced hunters, survived wars, and protected secrets that could have gotten him killed. But this frightened him.

“It means they found me,” I answered.

His expression tightened. “It means the Moon has stopped hiding you.”

I looked away from him. That was the problem with destiny. Everyone spoke about it like it was some beautiful gift. They never talked about what happened when destiny chose you for something you never wanted.

My entire life had been a battle against things I could not control. My blood. My name. My family's history. And now a mate I had never met.

I had heard stories about Alpha Cassian Voss Ravaryn since I was a child. Every territory had stories about him. Some called him the strongest Alpha alive. Others called him cursed. Some said his wolf had become too powerful to control, that there were nights when even his own warriors feared standing too close to him.

No one ever spoke about him like a man. They spoke about him like a storm. Something dangerous. Something that destroyed whatever stood in its path.

“You know who he is,” Maelis said.

I looked at him sharply. “I know enough.”

“Knowing stories and knowing the truth are not the same thing.”

“That sounds like something someone says right before telling me something I won’t like.”

A faint sadness crossed his face. “You have your mother’s sharp tongue.”

“And my father’s stubbornness?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Despite everything, a small smile almost appeared. But it disappeared when I looked back at the summons.

“What happens if I refuse?”

Maelis didn’t answer immediately. That was answer enough.

“The Dominion does not like unanswered calls.”

“So this is not a choice.”

“It is a choice,” he said. “But every choice has consequences.”

I laughed quietly.

“Funny. That sounds exactly like something an Alpha would say.”

Maelis studied me.

“You hate them.”

“I hate what power does to people.”

“That is different.”

“No, it isn’t.”

My voice hardened.

“I watched powerful wolves destroy my family because they believed they had the right to decide who mattered and who didn’t.”

The memory of my father walking into the forest returned without permission. His back. His voice. His final words. Remember who you are, little moon.

I swallowed the pain before it could reach my face.

“I know what happens when people like Cassian Ravaryn decide they are allowed to choose my fate.”

Maelis stepped closer.

“You have never met him.”

“I don’t need to meet a blade to know it can cut.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke. The sanctuary remained silent around us. The same sanctuary where my father had hidden me. The same walls that had protected my family. The same place that had become both my home and my prison.

Maelis picked up the summons.

“You cannot stay here forever.”

The words struck harder than I expected. Because I knew they were true. The hunters had already found me. The Dominion had already discovered me. Running would not erase what I was. It would only make me easier to destroy.

“I hate that you’re right,” I muttered.

“I know.”

“That is also irritating.”

“I learned from your father.”

I rolled my eyes.

“You really miss him.”

His expression softened.

“Yes.”

The honesty in that answer hurt more than anything else. Everyone had lost my father. But I was the only one who had lost him as a daughter. I moved toward the table and picked up the summons. The parchment felt heavier than it should have. A simple invitation. A simple request. A simple path leading straight into the world that had buried my family.

The moment my fingers touched the seal, the Lunar Seal across my spine burned again. Nyxara moved beneath my skin. Not violently. Not with fear. With recognition. That unsettled me more than anything. My wolf did not trust easily. Neither did I. But whatever waited beyond those borders had already reached something inside me.

“Why now?” I whispered.

Maelis looked toward the dark forest beyond the sanctuary.

“Because something is changing.”

“What?”

His eyes returned to mine.

“The old bloodlines are waking.”

A cold silence filled the room.

“What does that mean?”

“It means the world that tried to erase you may soon need you.”

I looked down at the summons. The girl my father left behind would have been terrified. The woman I had become was terrified too. But fear no longer controlled me. That was the lesson he had given me. Strong wolves cry. They just do not let pain decide what they do next.

I folded the summons. “When do we leave?”

Maelis looked surprised. “You are going?”

I met his gaze.

“I spent twenty-five years hiding from a world that already knows I exist.” I placed the summons inside my coat. “I’m done running.”

The words felt strange. Not brave. Not fearless. Just honest.

Maelis nodded slowly. “Then you should know something before we go.”

I waited.

“The Lunar Convergence is not only a ceremony.”

My eyes narrowed. “What else is it?”

His expression turned serious.

“It is where fated mates are revealed.”

The room went completely still. I already knew what he was saying. I just didn’t want to hear it.

“The Moon has marked you toward the Alpha,” he continued.

My jaw tightened. “Cassian Ravaryn.”

“Yes.”

I looked toward the sanctuary doors. Beyond them waited the Hollow Moon Forest. Beyond that waited the Nocturne Dominion. And somewhere inside those mountains waited the man destiny had chosen before I ever had a say. A man I had never met. A man whose family carried the blood of my enemies. A man who might be the only person in the world capable of understanding my power. Or the person who would destroy me with it.

I grabbed my cloak from the chair. The decision was already made. Not because of the Moon. Not because of Cassian. Because I refused to spend my entire life being hunted by ghosts.

Maelis opened the sanctuary doors. Cold air rushed inside. The forest waited. I stepped forward. For thirteen years, I had been the secret the world wanted buried. Now I was walking straight toward the people who buried me. And whatever happened next... They would finally learn my name.

Seraphina Vale Arden. The last Moonbound Keeper.

And I was done hiding.
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Seraphina 

The forest knew I was leaving before I admitted it to myself. It whispered through the leaves and shifted beneath my feet as if it could sense the change in my heartbeat. Every step I took felt heavier than the last, like the earth itself was reluctant to let me go. For twenty-five years, the Hollow Moon Forest had been my refuge, my shield, and my prison all at once.

The trees stood silent as I walked beneath them, their ancient branches stretching over the path like they were trying to hold me back. Their shadows clung to me, brushing against my skin like familiar hands that didn’t want to release their grip. This forest had watched me grow, had hidden me when the world beyond wanted me erased. It had never judged me for what I was.

Here, I was simply Seraphina. Not a bloodline, not a prophecy, not a threat whispered in fear. Just a girl who learned how to survive when survival was the only option left. A girl who listened to the trees when silence was safer than speaking.

I was the girl who buried every question she was never brave enough to ask. The girl who learned early that answers often came with consequences. The girl who understood that knowing too much could get you killed. And yet, despite everything, I had always wanted to know.

But the moment the Nocturne Dominion summons entered my hands, this forest stopped feeling like home. It no longer felt like protection, but like a place I had been hiding in for far too long. The safety it once offered now felt suffocating, like it was trying to keep me small. It felt like a chapter that had already ended.

Maelis walked beside me, carrying a leather satchel filled with records from the sanctuary. His presence was steady, grounding, but his silence was unsettling. He had barely spoken since we left, and that alone told me something was wrong. Maelis Thorn was not a man who kept quiet unless something weighed heavily on his mind.

That worried me more than anything else. Maelis was many things—old, stubborn, secretive, and impossible to argue with—but silence was not one of them. His voice had always filled the spaces I didn’t know how to navigate. Without it, the world felt strangely unbalanced.

“You’re thinking too loudly,” I said, breaking the quiet between us. My voice sounded steadier than I felt, but I knew he would hear the tension beneath it. Maelis glanced at me, his expression unreadable as always.

“I did not realize thoughts made noise,” he replied calmly. His tone was neutral, but there was something beneath it, something he wasn’t saying. I narrowed my eyes slightly.

“Yours do,” I said, crossing my arms as we continued walking. A small breath of amusement escaped him, barely noticeable but still there. It was enough to ease the tension, even if only slightly.

“You have become
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