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(Lyra – First Person POV)

The night chooses favorites.

I learned that long before the sacred fires were lit, long before the moon climbed high enough to judge us all. The night watches who stands tall, who trembles, who dares to hope. And tonight, it watched me prepare to be broken.

The ceremonial clearing pulsed with power—old stone rings carved with sigils, black banners snapping in the cold wind, shadows stretching unnaturally long between torchlight and moon-glow. Every unmated wolf stood within the circle, shoulders squared, hearts pounding, pretending not to be afraid.

I stood very still.

Outcasts learn that stillness is survival.

My plain dark dress clung to me like a second skin, unadorned, unblessed. No silver thread. No family markings. Nothing to announce worth. My hair hung loose down my back, unbraided—another quiet declaration that no one claimed me.

Whispers followed me anyway.

“She’s too quiet.”

“No wolf fire.”

“Why is she even here?”

I kept my gaze forward, jaw tight, nails biting into my palms. The stone beneath my feet felt alive tonight—warm, humming. I tried not to think about that.

Tried not to think about him.

Alpha Kael Draven stood at the far edge of the circle, shadow-crowned and unyielding, as if the darkness itself had chosen him as its vessel. He wore black ceremonial leather, bare forearms etched with faint runes that glimmered when the torches flared.

He did not look at me.

That hurt more than hatred ever could.

Kael Draven was not merely our Alpha—he was the Shadow Sovereign, ruler of a pack that drew its strength from darkness itself. Feared. Respected. Untouchable.

And bound to me.

At least, he was supposed to be.

The bond had whispered its presence for months now—subtle at first, like a breath against the nape of my neck. A pull in my chest. A restless ache that grew stronger whenever he was near. I had told no one. Outcasts don’t announce miracles.

I told myself it meant nothing.

I told myself he would never accept it.

The drums sounded.

The circle fell silent.

Elder Rhyse stepped forward, staff striking stone. “Tonight, the moon bears witness. Bonds will be revealed. Claims will be made. Or severed.”

A tremor rippled through the ground.

The moonlight intensified, washing over us in silver fire. I sucked in a sharp breath as something snapped inside my chest—painful, electric, undeniable.

The bond ignited.

My knees almost buckled.

Gasps echoed around the circle as invisible threads flared between chosen pairs. Mates turned toward one another, eyes blazing, wolves howling beneath skin.

And then—

The pull yanked hard.

I turned.

Kael Draven finally looked at me.

For one suspended heartbeat, the world narrowed to the space between us. His eyes—black shot through with silver—locked onto mine. Shock flickered there. Recognition. And then something colder.

Rejection formed before the words ever reached his mouth.

The bond screamed.

“No.”

The word tore from my lips before I could stop it.

Kael stepped forward, voice cutting through the clearing like a blade. “I reject this bond.”

The air shattered.

Pain exploded through my chest, violent and absolute, driving me to my knees. I screamed as the bond tore itself apart, the sensation like claws ripping through soul and bone.

Gasps turned to horrified murmurs.

“He rejected her.”

“Publicly.”

“Is she cursed now?”

Kael’s voice remained steady. “I will not bind my reign to weakness. This bond is severed.”

The words branded me deeper than any mark.

I collapsed forward, palms scraping stone. My vision blurred, blood roaring in my ears. The moonlight flickered—then dimmed.

The shadows surged.

Not toward him.

Toward me.

A hush fell so complete I could hear my own ragged breathing.

The darkness gathered at my feet, curling like smoke, alive and listening. I felt it—not as fear, but recognition. As if something ancient had finally opened its eyes.

Kael stiffened.

“What is this?” someone whispered.

I lifted my head slowly, heart pounding, shadows licking up my arms like living ink.

For the first time in my life, the night did not look away from me.

And somewhere deep within the darkness, something answered back.
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(Lyra — First Person POV)

The silence after rejection is louder than any scream.

It pressed against my ears, thick and suffocating, swallowing the murmurs of the crowd as if the night itself had decided to listen only to me. My palms burned where they scraped against the stone floor, but the pain in my chest eclipsed everything else—raw, tearing, endless.

Rejected.

The word echoed with every ragged breath.

I tasted blood, copper and salt, as the bond continued to unravel inside me, threads snapping one by one. It felt like something was being ripped out by force, leaving behind a hollow ache so deep I wondered if I’d ever fill it again.

The shadows clung to me.

Not in comfort.

In recognition.

I pushed myself upright slowly, trembling, aware of every eye on me. No one stepped forward. No one dared. Rejected mates were contagious misfortune. Touching me now would invite the same curse.

Alpha Kael Draven stood where he had spoken the words that ruined me, posture rigid, face carved from stone. He looked at the shadows coiling at my feet with sharp, calculating intensity.

Not concern.

Not regret.

Fear.

That realization steadied me more than anything else.

Elder Rhyse cleared his throat, his voice unsteady. “The bond… has been severed.”

A lie. We all felt it.

The bond wasn’t gone. It was wounded. Fractured. Thrashing like a trapped animal.

I rose to my feet, spine straight despite the tremor in my legs. The shadows followed, lifting, curling, responding to my movement as if they’d always belonged to me.

Gasps rippled outward.

“Impossible…”

“She’s untrained.”

“That magic is forbidden.”

I turned my gaze toward Kael. “You’re afraid.”

The words slipped out before I could stop them.

Shock flickered across his face—brief, but unmistakable.

Then his jaw hardened. “You will leave the ceremonial grounds,” he commanded. “Now.”

Authority rolled off him, Alpha pressure slamming into the clearing.

It didn’t touch me.

The shadows pulsed, tightening like a protective barrier. I felt them hum beneath my skin, alive and responsive, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t shrink from it.

I bowed—not low, not submissive. Just enough to acknowledge the law.

“As you command, Alpha.”

I walked out of the circle alone, every step echoing like a challenge.

Behind me, the moon dimmed.

And the darkness followed.
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(Lyra — First Person POV)

I do not remember leaving the clearing.

Only the cold.

It seeped into my bones as if the night itself had decided I no longer deserved warmth. The torches faded behind me, their glow swallowed by the forest’s thick, pressing darkness. My bare feet sank into damp earth, roots scraping my soles, but I didn’t slow.

Pain drove me forward.

Not the sharp agony of the bond tearing—that had already hollowed me out—but something quieter and more dangerous. A humiliation that burned under my skin. A knowing.

I had been rejected in front of the entire pack.

There was no undoing that.

The bond still pulsed faintly inside my chest, like an exposed nerve. Every few steps, it flared—angry, confused, unfinished. I pressed a hand over my heart, teeth clenched, breathing shallow.

“Get it together,” I whispered to myself.

Outcasts didn’t break down in the woods. We learned that early.

The forest deepened as I moved farther from the ceremonial grounds. Towering black pines crowded together, their branches blotting out the moonlight. Normally, the darkness here felt heavy—watchful, even hostile.

Tonight, it shifted when I passed.

The shadows leaned toward me.

I stopped.

My breath fogged in the cold air as I slowly turned in a circle. Darkness pooled at the base of the trees, curling like smoke, gathering with intention. Not stalking.

Waiting.

My stomach twisted. “No,” I murmured. “Not now.”

The shadows pulsed, as if disappointed.

I took another step.

They followed.

Panic flared sharp and sudden. I broke into a run, skirts tangling around my legs as I stumbled deeper into the woods. Branches clawed at my arms, leaves whipping my face, but the shadows flowed effortlessly beside me, gliding over roots and stones.

They never touched.

They didn’t need to.

I burst into a small clearing near the outer territory, chest heaving, vision blurring. I dropped to my knees, hands pressed into the earth, trying to ground myself.

“This isn’t real,” I whispered. “This is just shock.”

The ground hummed beneath my palms.

A low, resonant vibration thrummed up my arms and into my chest, answering something deep inside me. I gasped, pulling my hands back as shadows surged outward from my body in a sudden wave.

The clearing went silent.

Even the insects stopped.

I stared at my hands, heart racing. Thin veins of darkness traced over my skin before fading, leaving nothing behind.

I was not imagining this.

A laugh bubbled up—thin, hysterical—and died in my throat.

Forbidden magic.

That was what they’d always called it. Shadow-touched bloodlines were hunted, erased, buried under history and fear. Anyone born with even a hint of it learned early to suppress, deny, survive.

I had done that all my life.

Apparently, rejection broke more than bonds.

A twig snapped.

I froze, every muscle locking as I lifted my head.

Someone stood at the edge of the clearing.

Not Kael.

Relief and dread tangled inside me as I recognized the figure—Rysa, one of the unmated females from a lesser bloodline. Her eyes were wide, fixed not on me, but on the shadows lingering unnaturally at my feet.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” she said, voice trembling. “They’re saying things.”

My jaw tightened. “What things?”

She swallowed. “That you’re cursed. That the rejection marked you.”

I snorted softly. “That much is obvious.”

Rysa took a step back, fear sharpening her scent. “The elders are deciding what to do with you.”

That sent a cold spike through my chest. “Do with me?”

She hesitated. “Rejected mates with… anomalies don’t usually stay.”

Exile.

Execution.

Or worse—being handed over to rival packs under the guise of ‘containment’.

My hands curled into fists. “Did Kael say that?”

Her silence was answer enough.

Anger flared, hot and sudden, cutting through the ache. He rejected me, humiliated me—and now he would decide whether I was allowed to exist?

The shadows stirred, reacting to my pulse of fury.

Rysa noticed. She backed away another step. “You should leave. Now. Before—”

A howl tore through the forest.

Close.

Too close.

Rysa gasped. “Scouts. Rival pack scouts.”

My blood ran cold.

I pushed to my feet, scanning the treeline. The shadows thickened, pressing inward, muffling sound. I felt them respond to my fear like a living thing, tightening, shielding.

Another howl answered the first—this one unmistakably hostile.

Rysa turned and ran.

I didn’t
















































