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  Chapter 1: The Prophecy Awakens
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alaric pov

The throne room feels colder than usual tonight.

I sit on the obsidian seat my father left me, watching the court sorceress draw blood symbols on the marble floor. Her hands shake. That’s never a good sign. In five years of ruling Nighthaven, I’ve learned that when powerful people show fear, everyone else should run.

But I’m the Lycan King. Running isn’t an option.

“Your Majesty,” she whispers. “The blood speaks.”

“Then let it speak louder, Mirelle. Half the kingdom can’t hear your mumbling.”

She flinches. I don’t mean to be cruel, but patience died in me a long time ago. Around the same time my heart did.

Fenrik stands to my right, my Beta and the closest thing I have to a friend. He shoots me a look that says ease up. I ignore him.

Mirelle’s voice grows stronger. “Forty-two days until the Winter Solstice. The Bloodthorn Curse awakens. Already, three packs have reported wolves who cannot shift. Children who scream when the moon calls them. Elders whose wolves have gone silent.”

My fingers dig into the armrests. “I’m aware of the reports.”

“It will spread, my king. Every wolf in every pack will lose their beast. We will become human. Powerless. Prey.”

“Enough doom prophecy. Tell me how to stop it.”

She looks up, and her eyes glow red with magic. “Only the king’s lost heir can break the ancient curse. Blood of the ruler. Blood of the moon. Blood freely given.”

The words echo through the massive chamber.

I feel every eye on me.

“I have no heir,” I say flatly.

“The prophecy states—”

“I. Have. No. Heir.” Each word comes out like a blade. “No queen. No children. No secret offspring hidden away. So your prophecy is useless.”

Fenrik clears his throat. “Alaric, maybe we should—”

“Should what? Invent a child out of thin air?”

A new voice cuts through the tension. “Perhaps you don’t need to invent one.”

Ronan Kaedric emerges from the shadows near the Catacombs entrance. The ancient keeper of memories moves like smoke, always appearing when you least want him to. His silver hair gleams in the torchlight.

“Ronan.” My voice carries a warning. “Unless you have solutions, I’m not interested in riddles.”

“I have information, my king. Whether it’s a solution remains to be seen.”

“Speak.”

He walks forward, holding a small crystal that pulses with weak light. “Three days ago, I was cataloging bloodline signatures in the Catacombs. Standard archival work. But I found something… unusual.”

“I don’t have time for unusual. I need answers.”

“This crystal contains your bloodline signature.” He holds it up. “Every Volkov king’s essence is stored in the Catacombs upon their coronation. It tracks major magical events connected to your blood.”

“Yes, yes. My father explained the tradition. Get to the point.”

Ronan’s eyes meet mine. “Your crystal shows a branch, Your Majesty. A new signature that emerged approximately five years ago. The magical trace of a child. Your child.”

The throne room goes silent.

I stand up slowly. “That’s impossible.”

“The magic doesn’t lie.”

“Then the magic is broken. I’ve never—” I stop. My throat feels tight.

Fenrik steps closer. “Alaric?”

Five years ago.

The memory hits me like a physical blow.

Her face. Those eyes. The way she looked at me when I—

“No,” I say out loud.

Ronan continues mercilessly. “The signature appeared briefly, then vanished from our realm entirely. As if the child was taken somewhere beyond our magical reach. But the signature exists. Which means the child exists.”

“Who?” Fenrik asks. “Who is the mother?”

I close my eyes. I already know.

The court waits. The sorceress watches. Ronan stares at me with those ancient, knowing eyes.

“Leave us,” I command. “Everyone except Fenrik and Ronan. Out. Now.”

The room clears in a rush of footsteps and nervous whispers. When the massive doors close, Fenrik turns to me.

“Talk.”

“You remember the Blood Moon Marking Ceremony? Five years ago?”

His face shifts. “The low-born she-wolf. The one who—”

“Mireya Solace.” Her name tastes like ash and honey. “My fated mate.”

Ronan’s eyebrows rise. “You rejected a true mate?”

“It was necessary.”

“Was it?” Fenrik’s voice carries an edge I rarely hear from him. “Because I stood there and watched you destroy that girl. I’ve never forgotten the sound she made when you said the words.”

Neither have I.

The memory plays in my head like a curse. The Blood Moon hanging full and red above the Marking Circle. Every pack’s representatives gathered to witness their new king accept his mate. And Mireya walking toward me in a simple white dress, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, her eyes shining with hope and terror and love.

She was beautiful.

She was everything.

And I rejected her in front of everyone.

“I did what was required,” I say, but my voice sounds hollow.

“Required by whom?” Fenrik demands. “The kingdom? Your pride? Because I saw your face that night, Alaric. You wanted her.”

“It doesn’t matter what I wanted.”

“Clearly it mattered enough that you bedded her before the ceremony.”

My head snaps toward him. “Watch yourself.”

“No, you watch yourself. If this child exists, if Mireya was pregnant when you rejected her, then you have bigger problems than a curse. You have a son or daughter who grew up without a father. You have a mate who—”

“She’s not my mate. I severed the bond.”

Ronan makes a sound like a sigh. “Bonds aren’t so easily severed, young king. Especially true mate bonds. The connection may be damaged, but it remains. Like a scar.”

I know he’s right. I feel it every day. The empty space where she should be. The phantom pain in my chest that never quite goes away.

“Where is she?” I ask Ronan. “Where’s Mireya?”

“That’s the interesting part. The child’s magical signature disappeared from our realm, but I had my archivists search for any trace of Mireya Solace. It took three days, but we found something.”

He pulls out a map and spreads it on the floor. His finger points to a section of dense forest marked with old warnings.

“Veilwood Forest. The realm between realms.”

Fenrik curses. “That’s suicide. Time moves differently there. People go in and never come out.”

“Unless they know what they’re doing,” Ronan says. “Unless they’re hiding from something. Or someone.”

The implication hits me hard.

She ran from me. Took our child and disappeared into a place where I could never find her.

Smart woman.

“How do we get in?” I ask.

Fenrik grabs my arm. “You can’t be serious. Even if she’s there, even if this child exists, Veilwood is—”

“Is where my heir is. The only one who can break this curse and save every wolf in the kingdom.” I shake off his hand. “I don’t have a choice.”

“You always have a choice. You just make terrible ones.”

I almost smile at that. “Noted. Ronan, answer my question. How do we get into Veilwood?”

“With difficulty. The forest’s barriers are ancient magic, designed to keep outsiders away. But they’re weakening. I’ve felt disturbances in the magical currents. Small fractures in the protective walls.”

“Can you break through?”

“I can guide you through. But it won’t be subtle. If Mireya is there, she’ll know you’re coming long before you arrive.”

Good. Let her know. Let her feel the same dread I felt when she walked toward me five years ago, when I knew what I had to do.

“Prepare a team,” I tell Fenrik. “Small. Quiet. We leave tonight.”

“This is insane.”

“Probably. Do it anyway.”

He glares at me for a long moment, then turns and walks toward the doors. But he stops before opening them.

“Alaric. What if she doesn’t want to come back? What if the child doesn’t even know you exist?”

The question cuts deeper than it should.

“Then I’ll deal with it.”

“How?”

“I’m the Lycan King, Fen. I’ll do what I always do. Whatever is necessary.”

He leaves without another word.

Ronan starts rolling up his map, but I stop him.

“Wait. I need to know something.”

“Yes, Your Majesty?”

“When the bond was severed, when I rejected her… could she have been pregnant? Is that possible?”

His ancient eyes study me. “True mates often consummate the bond before the formal ceremony. It’s instinct. The recognition of souls. So yes, it’s very possible.”

“And if she was pregnant when I rejected her?”

“Then you not only broke her heart. You sent a mother and unborn child into exile. Into a forest that exists outside of time, where a day there could be a week here. Where five years in our world might have been…” He pauses. “Well. Time is complicated in Veilwood.”

My stomach twists. “How old could the child be?”

“There’s no way to know until you find them. But the magical signature suggests the child survived and grew. Beyond that?” He shrugs. “Pray that Mireya was strong enough to raise a pup alone in that place.”

She was strong. Is strong.

I remember the way she held herself when she walked into the Marking Circle. The pride in her spine despite being low-born, despite knowing the court looked down on her. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t cower.

Not until I spoke the words.

I reject you, Mireya Solace, as my mate and my queen. I sever this bond by my will and my word. Leave this place. You are not welcome in my court.

I can still see her face. The way hope shattered into devastation. The way she opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. The way she turned and walked away with her head high, even as tears streamed down her face.

The memory tastes like poison.

“Your Majesty?” Ronan’s voice pulls me back. “Are you well?”

“No. But I haven’t been well in five years, so it’s nothing new.”

“May I speak freely?”

“Have you ever done otherwise?”

He almost smiles. “True. Then I’ll say this: whatever happened between you and Mireya Solace, whatever reason you had for rejecting your true mate, you’re about to face the consequences. That young woman has had five years to nurse her wounds and her hatred. If she has raised your child, she’s done it alone. Afraid. Probably angry.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because walking into Veilwood and demanding she hand over the child won’t end well for you.”

“I’m not demanding. I’m asking.”

“The Lycan King doesn’t ask. He commands.”

“Then maybe it’s time I learned how to ask.”

Ronan studies me for a long moment. Then he nods slowly. “Perhaps there’s hope for you yet, Alaric Volkov. Though I suspect the road ahead will be painful.”

“Pain I can handle. It’s the look in her eyes I’m worried about.”

“What look?”

“The one that tells me she’ll never forgive me. Never trust me. Never let me close enough to explain.”

“Can you blame her?”

“No. But I can try to make it right. Or as right as it can ever be.”

He gathers his materials. “I’ll prepare the necessary spells for entering Veilwood. We’ll need protective charms, time anchors to keep us from getting lost in temporal shifts, and—”

“Ronan. How do I talk to her? What do I say?”

The old keeper pauses at the door. “The truth, I imagine. Assuming you know what that is.”

Then he’s gone, and I’m alone in the throne room.

I walk to the balcony and look out over Nighthaven. The obsidian palace sits on volcanic cliffs above the Stormwraith Sea. Below, the city sprawls in organized chaos. My kingdom. My responsibility. My prison.

Somewhere out there, beyond the borders and the mountains and the cursed forest, Mireya is living a life I forced her into.

And our child.

Gods, our child.

I press my palms against the cold stone railing. My wolf stirs inside me, restless and angry. It’s been like this for five years. Ever since the rejection, my wolf has been fighting me. Punishment for going against our nature. Against our mate.

“I know,” I mutter to the beast. “I know I’m an idiot. You don’t have to keep reminding me.”

The wolf snarls in my head. It doesn’t forgive. Doesn’t forget. It wants Mireya with a hunger that never fades.

So do I, if I’m honest.

But honesty is dangerous. Especially when it comes to her.

Footsteps behind me. I don’t turn around.

“The team is ready,” Fenrik says. “Twelve wolves. The best trackers. Ronan says we can leave within the hour.”

“Good.”

“Alaric. Before we go, I need to ask you something.”

“What?”

“Why did you reject her? The real reason. Because I’ve known you since we were pups, and I’ve never seen you look at anyone the way you looked at Mireya Solace. So why?”

I grip the railing harder. “It’s complicated.”

“We have an hour. Uncomplicate it.”

The wind picks up, carrying the scent of salt and storms. I could lie. I could deflect. I could remind him that I’m his king and he doesn’t get to question me.

But he’s right. He deserves to know.

“There’s a curse,” I say quietly. “An old Volkov curse that’s been passed down through generations. Any Lycan King who accepts his true mate dies within a year. It’s not legend. It’s fact. My grandfather died. My great-grandfather died. Every king who completed the mate bond.”

Fenrik goes very still. “You never told me.”

“My father made me swear not to tell anyone. He said the knowledge would make us look weak. That enemies would use it against us.”

“So you rejected Mireya to save your own life?”

“No.” The word comes out harsh. “I rejected her to save hers. If I’d accepted the bond, I would’ve had one year with her. One year before she watched me die. One year before she was left alone to face the court, the enemies, the wolves who would’ve torn her apart for being low-born. I couldn’t do that to her.”

“So you broke her heart instead.”

“Yes.”

“That’s the stupidest noble sacrifice I’ve ever heard.”

I turn to glare at him. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. You made her choice for her. You decided what she could handle, what she deserved, what she wanted. Did you ever think to just tell her the truth? To let her decide if one year with you was worth it?”

“She would’ve chosen the year.”

“Exactly! She would’ve chosen you. But you took that choice away. And now look where we are. She’s in hiding with your child. You’re dying anyway—”

“What?”

Fenrik’s expression turns grim. “You think I haven’t noticed? The weight you’ve lost? The way you can barely shift anymore? The curse doesn’t care if you rejected the bond, Alaric. It’s killing you anyway. Slower, maybe. But you’re dying all the same.”

The truth of it sits heavy in my chest. He’s right. The rejection didn’t save me. It just made the death slower and more painful.

“I made a mistake,” I admit.

“A massive one.”

“I thought I was protecting her.”

“You were protecting yourself. From having to watch her grieve. From having to be vulnerable.”

The words sting because they’re true.

“I can’t change the past, Fen.”

“No. But you can stop making the same mistakes in the future. When we find Mireya, when we find your child, you need to tell them everything. No more secrets. No more noble sacrifices. Just the truth.”

“And if she hates me?”

“She probably will. But at least it’ll be honest hate instead of confused heartbreak.”

I almost laugh. “You’re terrible at pep talks.”

“I’m not trying to make you feel better. I’m trying to make you smarter.” He moves to stand beside me at the railing. “For what it’s worth, I think you did love her. In your own stupid, self-destructive way.”

“I still do.”

The confession surprises us both.

Fenrik looks at me with something like pity. “Then you better hope she doesn’t kill you on sight. Because if the stories about Veilwood are true, she’s had five years to perfect her survival skills. And that includes dealing with threats.”

“I’m not a threat to her.”

“You rejected her while she was possibly carrying your child. You are absolutely a threat to her. The question is whether she’ll let you explain before she tears your throat out.”

Fair point.

A horn sounds from the courtyard. The team is assembled.

“Time to go,” Fenrik says.

I take one last look at my kingdom. At the city I’ve spent five years ruling with an iron fist and a dead heart.

Somewhere in Veilwood, Mireya Solace is living a life I know nothing about. Raising a child who doesn’t know my name. Surviving in a place that kills most people who enter.

And I’m about to walk into her world and ask for her help.

This is going to end badly.

But I don’t have a choice. The curse is spreading. Wolves are suffering. And my heir—my child—is the only one who can stop it.

So I’ll face Mireya’s anger. Her hatred. Her pain.

I’ll face all of it.

Because five years ago, I destroyed the best thing that ever happened to me.

And now I need her to save my kingdom.

Gods help me.

Gods help us all.




The ride to Veilwood takes six hours through mountainous terrain. Fenrik leads the team while Ronan rides beside me, muttering protection spells under his breath.

“Tell me about the forest,” I say. “What should I expect?”

“Expect nothing. Veilwood is alive. It thinks. It feels. It protects those it deems worthy and destroys those it doesn’t.”

“Comforting.”

“I’m not here to comfort you, Your Majesty. I’m here to keep you alive long enough to face your mistakes.”

“Everyone’s a philosopher today.”

“Everyone’s trying to save you from yourself.”

We ride in silence after that. The mountains give way to dense forest, and the trees grow taller, older, stranger. The air feels thick with magic that makes my skin prickle.

Finally, we reach the edge of Veilwood.

The barrier is visible as a shimmer in the air, like heat waves rising from summer ground. Beyond it, the forest glows with soft silver light. Everything looks dreamlike. Unreal.

“This is it,” Ronan says. “Once we cross, time becomes fluid. Stay close. Don’t wander. And whatever you do, don’t eat anything growing in there.”

“Why not?”

“Because Veilwood’s food binds you to the realm. Eat it, and you may never leave.”

Fenrik rides up beside us. “The team is ready. On your command, Your Majesty.”

I look at the barrier. Beyond it, Mireya waits.

Beyond it, everything changes.

“Let’s go.”

Ronan speaks words in the old language, and the barrier ripples. An opening appears, just wide enough for us to pass through single file.

I go first.

The moment I cross the threshold, the world shifts. Colors become brighter. Sounds become sharper. I can hear my own heartbeat, loud and fast in my ears.

And I feel her.

The mate bond, damaged but not destroyed, suddenly flares to life. Mireya is close. Somewhere in this forest, she’s alive and awake and—

Aware of me.

I know the exact moment she feels my presence because the bond floods with emotion. Shock. Fear. Rage.

And underneath it all, a hunger that mirrors my own.

She knows I’m here.

“Alaric,” Fenrik says urgently. “We have company.”

I look up.

The trees around us rustle, though there’s no wind. Shadows move between the silver birch trunks. And then I see them.

Wolves.

Dozens of them, surrounding our team with supernatural silence. Their eyes glow in the dim light.

“Stand down,” I order my wolves. “Don’t attack unless attacked.”

One wolf steps forward. It’s massive, with fur the color of midnight and eyes like liquid gold. An alpha.

The wolf shifts.

A woman stands before us, tall and fierce, wearing simple leather clothing. Her hair is silver-white, her face ageless.

“Lycan King,” she says, and her voice sounds like wind through leaves. “You dare enter Veilwood?”

“I seek someone. A she-wolf named Mireya Solace. And a child.”

The woman’s eyes narrow. “What makes you think they’re here?”

“Magic doesn’t lie. My blood calls to them.”

“Your blood.” She laughs, and it’s not a kind sound. “You speak of blood after what you did? After you rejected the moon’s gift?”

News travels, apparently. Even to cursed forests.

“I need to speak with her. Please. It’s urgent.”

“Urgent to you, perhaps. But Mireya Solace has built a life here. She has protection. She has peace. Why would we let you destroy that again?”

Ronan steps forward. “Because the Bloodthorn Curse is spreading. Every wolf in every pack will lose their beasts within forty-two days unless the king’s heir helps break it. If Mireya has Alaric’s child, that child is the only hope.”

The woman studies us. “Lyra!” she calls.

Another figure emerges from the trees. Older, wrapped in shawls that shimmer with starlight. Her eyes are clouded with magic.

“I see,” Lyra says, though she’s clearly blind. “I see the truth in their words. The curse is real. The child is needed.”

“Then what do we do?” the first woman asks.

“We let Mireya decide.” Lyra turns her face toward me. “But know this, Lycan King. If you hurt her again, if you bring pain to this forest, Veilwood itself will devour you. Your crown means nothing here. Your power means nothing. Only your intentions matter. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“Do you? Because I see your heart, Alaric Volkov. I see the curse eating you from inside. I see the love you buried. I see the regret. But I also see the duty, the pride, the fear. Which one will you choose when it matters?”

The question hangs in the air.

Before I can answer, a new voice cuts through the clearing.

“He doesn’t get to choose anything.”

Every head turns.

And there she is.

Mireya Solace steps out from between the trees, and my heart stops.

She’s changed. Harder. Stronger. Her dark hair is longer, pulled back in a warrior’s braid. She wears leather armor and carries a blade that looks like it’s seen real use. But her eyes—those beautiful, devastating eyes—are exactly as I remember.

Except now they’re looking at me with pure hatred.

“Hello, Mireya,” I manage.

“Don’t.” Her voice is ice. “Don’t say my name like you have the right.”

Behind her, partially hidden, I see a small figure. A child with dark hair and—

Silver eyes.

My eyes.

The boy stares at me with curiosity and fear. He can’t be more than five years old. Small for his age, but I can feel the power radiating from him even from here.

My son.

Gods above, I have a son.

“His name is Orion,” Mireya says, watching my face. “And he’s mine. Not yours. Mine.”

“Mireya, I need to—”

“Need to what? Explain? Apologize? Grovel?” She laughs, and it sounds broken. “You’re five years too late, Your Majesty.”

“The Bloodthorn Curse—”

“I know about the curse. Lyra told me. And I don’t care.”

“Your son is the only one who can break it.”

“Then I guess every wolf in every pack is going to lose their beast. Because I will die before I let you anywhere near my child.”

Fenrik steps forward carefully. “Mireya Solace, I remember you. You have every right to hate the king. But innocent wolves are suffering. Children are crying because they can’t shift. Elders are dying because their wolves have gone silent. Please. We’re not asking you to forgive him. We’re asking you to help them.”

She looks at Fenrik, and some of the rage softens. “I remember you too. You were kind when no one else was.”

“Then be kind now. Let us talk. Let us explain what’s at stake.”

Mireya’s jaw clenches. She looks down at Orion, who whispers something too quiet for me to hear. She closes her eyes.

When she opens them, the hatred is still there. But so is resignation.

“You have until sunrise,” she says. “Lyra will take you to the guest lodge. You stay there. You don’t wander. You don’t hunt. You don’t touch anything. And you don’t—” Her voice breaks. “You don’t come near my son unless I say so. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“Good.” She picks up Orion, who wraps his arms around her neck. “Because if you break these rules, Alaric Volkov, I will kill you myself. And I promise you, it won’t be quick.”

She turns and walks back into the forest, my son in her arms, leaving me standing in the clearing with the weight of five years crushing my chest.

Fenrik touches my shoulder. “Well. That went better than expected.”

“She threatened to kill me.”

“Yes. But she didn’t actually do it. I call that progress.”

I watch the trees where Mireya disappeared. Somewhere in there, my son is learning that his father exists. Learning that the man his mother never talks about has come to their sanctuary.

And tomorrow, I have to convince Mireya Solace to trust me one more time.

The woman I destroyed.

The mate I rejected.

The mother of my child.

This is going to be the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

But looking at those trees, feeling the faint pulse of the bond still connecting us, I know one thing for certain.

I’m not leaving Veilwood without them.

Not this time.

Not ever again.
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mireya pov

The morning light in Veilwood doesn’t come from the sun. It spills through the silver leaves like liquid metal, cold and beautiful and wrong. I’ve lived here for five years and I still can’t get used to it.

I open my eyes to that strange glow filtering through my bedroom window. My hand reaches across the bed before I remember—there’s no one there. There hasn’t been for a long time.

The cottage is quiet except for the sound of breathing from the next room. Orion’s room.

I slip out of bed and pad barefoot across the wooden floor. The boards don’t creak here. Nothing in Veilwood makes the sounds it should. Even my footsteps are muffled, like the forest is holding its breath.

When I push open Orion’s door, my heart does what it always does—it squeezes tight in my chest.

He’s not in bed.

“Orion?” My voice comes out sharper than I mean it to.

“I’m here, Mama.”

I spin around and there he is, standing by the window. Five years old and already tall for his age. His dark hair catches the silver light. But it’s his eyes that stop me cold every single time.

Silver eyes.

His father’s eyes.

“You scared me,” I say, crossing the room to him. “What are you doing up so early?”

“I couldn’t sleep.” He looks out the window at the misty forest. “I keep having dreams.”

I kneel down beside him, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear. “What kind of dreams, baby?”

“There’s a man with silver eyes like mine.” Orion’s small hand presses against the glass. “He’s looking for something. He’s looking for me.”

My blood turns to ice.

“It’s just a dream,” I lie, pulling him close. “Nothing’s going to happen to you. I promise.”

Orion leans into me but his eyes stay fixed on the forest. “You promised we’d practice shifting today.”

I force a smile. “I did, didn’t I?”

“Can we go now? Please?”

I shouldn’t. Something feels wrong this morning. The air tastes different, metallic and sharp. But Orion’s looking at me with those eyes—his father’s eyes—and I can’t say no.

“Okay. But just for a little while.”




We stand in the clearing behind the cottage. The grass here grows in a perfect circle, ancient magic soaked into the earth. Lyra told me this place was used for rituals once, back when Veilwood was more than just a hiding spot for wolves who didn’t belong anywhere else.

“Remember what I taught you,” I say, watching Orion bounce on his toes with excitement. “Feel your wolf inside. Don’t force it. Ask it nicely.”

“Ask it nicely,” Orion repeats, his face scrunched up in concentration.

He closes his eyes. His small body starts to tremble.

I’ve seen plenty of wolves shift. It’s usually violent—bones breaking and reforming, skin tearing to make way for fur. It hurts. Every single time it hurts.

But Orion shifts like water becoming ice.

One moment he’s a boy. The next, there’s a small gray wolf pup standing in his place, silver eyes gleaming.

“Oh, baby,” I whisper, dropping to my knees. “You’re perfect.”

The pup—my son—yips happily and runs in circles around me. His joy is infectious. I laugh despite the fear knotted in my stomach.

“Show me your best howl,” I say.

He sits back on his haunches and lets out a sound that’s somewhere between a howl and a squeak. It’s adorable.

“That’s good. Really good. Now try to—”

The words die in my throat.

The forest goes silent.

Every bird stops singing. Every cricket stops chirping. Even the wind stops moving through the trees.

Orion shifts back to human form in an instant, naked and scared. “Mama?”

I grab his clothes from the grass and shove them at him. “Get dressed. Fast.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Just do what I say.”

My wolf is clawing at the inside of my chest, screaming danger. I scan the tree line, looking for movement, for anything.

That’s when I see her.

Lyra Mooncrest steps out from between the silver birch trees. She’s wearing her traveling cloak, the one she only uses when she’s been walking the spirit paths. Her white hair is wild around her face.

“Mireya.” Her voice is breathless. “They’re coming.”

My heart stops. “Who?”

“The king’s men.” She moves toward us quickly, her limp more pronounced than usual. “The barriers are failing. I’ve tried to reinforce them but there’s too many. They’ll be here within the hour.”

Orion clutches my hand. “Who’s coming, Mama?”

I can’t answer. Can’t breathe.

Five years. I’ve had five years of peace.

“How many?” I ask Lyra.

“At least twenty soldiers. Led by the Beta himself.” She looks at Orion and her expression softens. “The boy needs to run.”

“No.” The word comes out fierce. “We don’t run. This is our home.”

“Mireya—”

“I said no.” I pull Orion behind me. “We’ll hide. The cottage has protections.”

Lyra shakes her head. “Not strong enough. Not against him.”

I don’t need to ask who she means.

“He’s here?” My voice cracks. “He came himself?”

“Who?” Orion tugs on my hand. “Who’s here?”

Lyra meets my eyes. “The Lycan King. Alaric Volkov is in Veilwood.”




I move through the cottage like a woman possessed. Throwing clothes into a bag. Grabbing the emergency supplies I’ve kept packed for exactly this moment. The moment I always knew would come.

“Mama, you’re scaring me.” Orion stands in the doorway of his bedroom, clutching his stuffed wolf.

I stop. Breathe. Kneel down in front of him.

“Listen to me very carefully,” I say, gripping his shoulders. “Some people are coming. They want to take you away from me.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re special.”

“I don’t want to be special.” His eyes fill with tears. “I want to stay with you.”

“You will.” I kiss his forehead. “I promise you will. But we have to be very brave right now, okay?”

He nods, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.

Lyra appears in the doorway. “The barriers just fell. They’re at the outer edge of the forest.”

“How long?”

“Minutes. Maybe less.”

I stand up, my mind racing. We can’t outrun them. Can’t fight them—not twenty trained soldiers plus an Alpha. Plus him.

“There’s another way,” Lyra says quietly.

“What way?”

“The old tunnels. Under the cottage. They lead to the ravine on the eastern edge.”

I stare at her. “You never told me about tunnels.”

“I hoped you’d never need them.” She moves to the fireplace and presses her hand against a stone. There’s a grinding sound and a section of the floor slides away, revealing darkness below. “Go. I’ll buy you time.”

“Lyra—”

“Don’t argue with me, girl.” She turns, and I see the steel in her eyes. “I’ve lived a long life. Let me end it doing something useful.”

“I’m not letting you die for us.”

“You don’t have a choice.” She grabs my arm, her grip surprisingly strong. “That boy is more important than you know. More important than me. Now go.”

Orion’s hand slips into mine. “I don’t like the dark, Mama.”

“I know, baby. I know.” I look at Lyra one more time. “Thank you. For everything.”

She smiles, sad and wise. “Protect him. Even from his father.”

Before I can ask what she means, I hear it.

Footsteps. Lots of them.

Voices calling out in the distance.

“Down. Now.” Lyra pushes us toward the opening.

I grab Orion and lower us into the darkness. The tunnel smells like earth and old magic. I can barely see anything.

Above us, Lyra starts chanting in the old language. The floor begins to slide closed.

“Wait,” I call up. “What do I—”

“Follow the light,” Lyra says. “It will guide you.”

The floor seals shut with a thud, plunging us into complete darkness.

Orion whimpers against my chest.

“It’s okay,” I whisper, even though my heart is hammering. “We’re okay.”

A faint glow appears ahead of us. Pale blue, like foxfire.

“See?” I say. “Light. Just like Lyra said.”

We start walking, following the eerie glow deeper into the tunnel. Behind us, I hear muffled sounds. Shouting. Something heavy hitting the cottage floor.

They’re inside.

“Faster,” I urge, pulling Orion along.

The tunnel twists and turns. The blue light stays just ahead of us, always moving, always leading. My legs burn. Orion’s breathing is ragged.

Then I hear it.

A howl.

Not just any howl. An Alpha’s command. It echoes through the tunnel, making the walls shake, making my wolf want to submit.

I know that howl. I’d know it anywhere.

Alaric.

“Mama, what was that?” Orion’s voice is small and scared.

“Nothing. Keep moving.”

But the howl comes again, closer this time. And with it, I feel something I haven’t felt in five years.

The phantom pull of a broken mate bond.

It shouldn’t be possible. He rejected me. Severed the connection.

But I feel it anyway—a hook in my chest, yanking me backward toward him.

“No,” I gasp, stumbling against the tunnel wall.

“Mama!”

I force myself upright. Force my legs to move. We’re so close to the end now. I can see real light ahead, not just the magical glow.

Ten more steps.

Five.

We burst out of the tunnel into daylight—or what passes for daylight in Veilwood. We’re in the ravine, surrounded by jagged rocks and twisted trees.

“Which way?” I spin around, disoriented.

Orion points. “There. I see a path.”

We run. Branches scratch my face. Rocks tear at my feet. I don’t care. All that matters is putting distance between us and—

“Going somewhere?”

I skid to a stop so fast I nearly fall.

A man steps out from behind a boulder. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and amber eyes. He’s wearing the black uniform of the royal guard.

“Fenrik Halvorsen,” I breathe.

The Beta smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Hello, Mireya. It’s been a long time.”

I push Orion behind me. “Get out of our way.”

“Can’t do that.” He moves closer, hands raised like he’s approaching a wild animal. “The king wants to talk to you.”

“I don’t care what the king wants.”

“It’s important. About the boy.”

“No.”

“Mireya—”

“I said no.” My wolf surges forward and I feel my eyes flash. “You’re not taking my son.”

Fenrik’s expression softens. “I’m not here to hurt you. Either of you. Just listen—”

“I’m done listening to people who serve him.”

“Things have changed. The kingdom is in danger. We need—”

“I don’t care if the whole kingdom burns.” My voice comes out as a snarl. “You all watched him reject me. Watched him humiliate me. And now you want my help?”

Fenrik’s jaw tightens. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what’s it like?”

He opens his mouth to answer but freezes, his head snapping to the side. “He’s here.”

I don’t need to ask who.

I feel it. That pull in my chest intensifies, becomes almost painful. My wolf is going crazy, torn between running toward him and running away.

Then I hear footsteps.

Slow. Deliberate. Steady.

“Stand down, Fenrik.” The voice makes my entire body go rigid. Deep and commanding and familiar in a way that makes me want to scream.

“Your Majesty—”

“I said stand down.”

Fenrik bows his head and steps aside.

And there he is.

Alaric Volkov.

The man who destroyed me.

He looks different. Older. There are shadows under his eyes that weren’t there before. His jaw is sharper, his face harder. But his eyes—those silver eyes—are exactly the same.

Those eyes find mine and the world stops.

For a moment, neither of us moves. Neither of us breathes.

Then Orion shifts beside me, peeking out from behind my leg.

Alaric’s gaze drops to him.

I watch it happen in slow motion. Watch the recognition dawn on his face. Watch his expression shift from cold authority to something raw and broken.

“That’s…” His voice cracks. “That’s my son.”

Orion’s hand tightens in mine. “Mama?”

I can’t speak. Can’t move. All I can do is stare at Alaric as he stares at our child.

“His eyes,” Alaric whispers, taking a step forward. “He has my eyes.”

“Don’t.” I finally find my voice. “Don’t you dare come closer.”

He stops. Looks at me. And the pain in his face is so raw it physically hurts to see.

“Mireya.” My name on his lips sounds like a prayer and a curse. “I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t want to know.” My hands are shaking. “You rejected me. Remember?”

“I remember everything.” He takes another step. “Every word. Every moment. Every—”

“Stop.” Tears blur my vision but I blink them back. “You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to show up after five years and act like—like—”

“Like I’ve been dying inside since the moment I let you go?” His voice drops to barely a whisper. “Because I have. Every single day.”

“Liar.”

“I wish I was.”

Orion tugs on my hand. “Mama, who is that?”

I look down at my son. My beautiful, precious son. The only good thing that came from the worst moment of my life.

“That’s no one,” I start to say.

“That’s your father,” Alaric says at the same time.

Orion’s eyes go wide. He looks at me. “My papa?”

“No,” I say quickly. “He’s not—”

“I am.” Alaric’s eyes never leave Orion’s face. “I’m your father.”

“Mama, is that true?”

I want to lie. Want to protect him from this. But I’ve never lied to Orion before and I won’t start now.

“Yes,” I whisper. “It’s true.”

Orion pulls away from me. Takes a small step toward Alaric.

“Orion, no—”

“Are you really my papa?” he asks, his voice so small and hopeful it breaks my heart.

Alaric drops to one knee. Brings himself down to Orion’s level. “Yes.”

“Where have you been?”

The question hangs in the air like an accusation.

Alaric’s throat works as he swallows. “I’ve been looking for you. For both of you. For a very long time.”

“Why?”

“Because I made a terrible mistake.” His eyes flick to me, then back to Orion. “The worst mistake of my life. And I need to fix it.”

“What mistake?”

“I let your mother go. I pushed her away. And I’ve regretted it every single day since.”

“That’s enough.” I grab Orion and pull him back to me. “You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to manipulate him.”

Alaric stands slowly. “I’m not manipulating anyone. I’m telling the truth.”

“Your truth.” I spit the words like venom. “What about my truth? What about what you put me through?”

“I know.” His eyes meet mine and I see genuine anguish there. “I know what I did to you. There’s no excuse. No justification. But—”

“But what?”

“But I need you to listen to me. Please. Just for five minutes.”

“Why should I?”

“Because the kingdom is dying.” Fenrik speaks up from behind Alaric. “And only your son can save it.”

The words hit me like a physical blow.

“What?” I breathe.

Alaric’s jaw tightens. “There’s a curse. The Bloodthorn Curse. It’s killing our wolves. Taking their ability to shift. Starting with the children.”

I look at Orion, my heart in my throat. “What does that have to do with him?”

“There was a prophecy. It says only the king’s lost heir can break it.”

“No.” I shake my head. “Absolutely not. You’re not using my son for some—some—”

“I’m not using him.” Alaric’s voice rises. “I’m trying to save him. To save all of us.”

“By putting him in danger?”

“By protecting him.” He runs a hand through his hair, frustrated. “Mireya, please. I know you have no reason to trust me. But if the curse isn’t broken before the Winter Solstice, every werewolf in the kingdom will lose their wolves. Including Orion.”

My blood runs cold. “You’re lying.”

“I wish I was.”

I look at Fenrik. “Is this true?”

The Beta nods grimly. “Three packs have already lost their wolves completely. It’s spreading fast.”

“And you think Orion can stop it?”

“We don’t think,” Alaric says. “We know. The prophecy was clear.”

“What does he have to do?”

“We’re not sure yet. That’s why I need you both to come back to Nighthaven with me. Our scholars can—”

“No.” The word is final. Absolute. “We’re not going anywhere with you.”

“Mireya—”

“I’ve kept him safe for five years without your help. I’ll keep him safe now.”

Alaric’s expression hardens. “You can’t. You’re in danger here.”

“From you.”

“From Magnus Eirwyn.”

The name means nothing to me. “Who?”

“A rogue Alpha. He’s been hunting for Orion too. And he won’t be as gentle as I am.”

“Gentle?” I laugh, the sound bitter. “You call invading my home gentle?”

“I call giving you a choice gentle.” His eyes flash gold. “Magnus won’t. He’ll take the boy by force. Kill you if you resist. And he has an army.”

“So do you.”

“Mine is here to protect you. His is here to destroy you.”

Before I can respond, the forest explodes.

Wolves—at least a dozen of them—pour out from between the trees. But they’re not wearing Alaric’s colors. They’re dressed in dark leather, with red paint marking their faces.

“Magnus’s forces,” Fenrik growls, already shifting.

Alaric moves in front of me and Orion in one fluid motion. “Get behind me. Now.”

I should argue. Should tell him I can protect my own son.

But there are too many. And they’re coming fast.

A massive gray wolf leaps at us, jaws snapping. Alaric catches it mid-air, his strength inhuman, and throws it aside like it weighs nothing.

More come. Fenrik fights beside his king, both of them moving with deadly precision.

“Orion, run!” I scream.

But Orion isn’t running. He’s staring at something behind me, his face gone white.

I spin around.

A woman stands at the edge of the clearing. Beautiful and cold, with platinum hair and ice-blue eyes. She raises one hand and the temperature drops instantly, frost spreading across the ground.

“Hello, little prince,” she purrs, looking at Orion. “I’ve been searching for you.”

“Who are you?” I demand, pushing Orion behind me.

She smiles. “Thalia Frostwyn. And I’m here to collect.”

She moves her hand and ice shoots toward us like daggers.

I don’t think. I just react.

My body shifts—bones breaking and reforming in an instant—and my wolf emerges. I throw myself in front of Orion, taking the ice shards in my shoulder instead of letting them hit my son.

Pain explodes through me but I stay standing.

Thalia’s eyes widen. “Interesting. You’re stronger than I expected.”

“You have no idea,” I snarl.

Behind me, Alaric roars—a sound of pure Alpha dominance that makes every wolf in the clearing freeze.

“Touch them again,” he says, his voice deadly calm, “and I’ll tear you apart myself.”

Thalia laughs. “Big words from a dying king.”

“What?”

“Oh, did you think we didn’t know?” She circles us like a predator. “The rejection is killing you. We can all smell it. You reek of death.”

Alaric’s face doesn’t change but I see something flicker in his eyes. Fear.

“It doesn’t matter,” he says. “You’re not taking the boy.”

“We’ll see.”

She raises both hands this time. More ice forms in the air, deadly and sharp.

But before she can attack, something happens.

Orion screams.

Not in fear. In power.

Light explodes from him—silver and blinding—and everything stops.

The wolves mid-attack freeze in place. Thalia’s ice shatters. Even the wind stops moving.

Everything except Alaric and me.

“What…” I breathe.

Alaric’s staring at Orion with shock. “Time magic. He has time magic.”

“What?”

“He stopped time.” Alaric looks at me, his expression stunned. “Only the most powerful wolves can do that. It’s practically extinct.”

Orion’s glowing like a small star, his silver eyes wide and scared. “I didn’t mean to. I just wanted them to stop.”

“It’s okay, baby.” I shift back to human form, ignoring my nakedness, and grab him. “You’re okay.”

“We need to go,” Alaric says urgently. “His power will wear off in seconds and they’ll attack again.”

“I’m not going with you.”

“Mireya, look around.” He gestures at the frozen wolves. “They almost killed us. All of us. And they’ll keep coming. Is that what you want for him?”

I look at Orion. At his scared face and glowing hands.

“I can protect him,” I insist, but even I hear the doubt in my voice.

“Can you?” Alaric steps closer. “Can you protect him from an army? From magic users like Thalia? From wolves who want to use his power?”

“I’ve done fine so far.”

“You’ve been lucky.” His voice gentles. “But luck runs out, Mireya. Let me help you. Let me protect our son.”

“Our son,” I repeat bitterly. “Now he’s our son. Five years ago you wanted nothing to do with me.”

“Five years ago I was an idiot.” He reaches out slowly, carefully, and touches my cheek. The contact sends electricity through me—the mate bond sparking despite being broken. “I’ve regretted that moment every second since. Let me make it right.”

I want to pull away. Want to stay angry.

But Orion’s power is flickering. The glow is fading.

And when I look into Alaric’s eyes, I see something I didn’t expect.

Truth.

“If you hurt him,” I whisper, “I will kill you. King or not.”

“If I hurt him,” Alaric says quietly, “I’ll let you.”

Orion’s light goes out.

Time snaps back into motion.

Thalia screams in rage. “What did you—”

“Run!” Alaric grabs my hand and pulls.

We run together—me naked and bleeding, Alaric half-shifted, Orion held between us. Fenrik appears beside us, guarding our escape.

Behind us, I hear Thalia shouting orders. Hear wolves giving chase.

“There!” Fenrik points ahead. “The portal!”

I see it—a shimmering tear in the air. Alaric’s magic.

“Go!” Alaric shouts.

Fenrik dives through first.

“You next,” Alaric says, looking at me.

“Not without you.”

“I’ll be right behind you. I promise.”

I look into his silver eyes—the same eyes my son inherited—and make a choice that terrifies me.

I trust him.

I jump through the portal with Orion clutched tight to my chest.

The last thing I see before the world goes white is Alaric turning to face the oncoming wolves alone, buying us precious seconds.

Then everything disappears.




We land hard on obsidian floors.

I gasp, struggling to catch my breath. Orion clings to me, crying softly.

“It’s okay,” I whisper. “We’re okay.”

But I don’t know if that’s true.

Fenrik is beside us, already on his feet. “Your Majesty, she needs—”

The portal flares again.

Alaric stumbles through, covered in blood. Some of it his own.

He collapses to his knees, breathing hard.

Our eyes meet across the space.

“Thank you,” I say, the words feeling strange. “For coming back.”

“I’ll always come back for you,” he says. “Both of you.”

Then he passes out.

And I realize with a sinking feeling in my stomach that everything just changed.

We’re in his world now. His kingdom.

And there’s no going back.
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The boy’s eyes hit me like lightning.

Silver. Just like mine. Just like every Volkov king before me.

My chest stops working. Air won’t come. I’m staring at this child—this small, perfect child—and my wolf is howling inside me, screaming one word over and over.

Son. Son. Son.

Five years. Five years I thought I was alone. Five years I believed the rejection killed everything between us.

I was wrong.

“That’s my son.”

The words fall out of my mouth before I can stop them. Quiet. Broken.

Mireya moves faster than thought. One second she’s three feet away. The next she’s a wall between me and the boy, teeth bared, eyes blazing with fury that makes my wolf want to roll over and beg forgiveness.

“Don’t you dare.” Her voice could cut steel. “Don’t you dare come here after five years and claim him.”

The boy—Orion, she called him Orion—peeks around her leg. He’s small but solid, with dark hair that curls at his ears and a face that’s going to break hearts someday. My face. Her eyes. A perfect blend of us.

Something in my chest cracks wide open. Something I thought died the day I rejected her.

“Mama?” Orion tugs her hand. “Why is everyone so angry?”

Mireya doesn’t take her eyes off me. “Go inside, baby. Right now.”

“But—”

“Now, Orion.”

The command in her voice surprises me. This isn’t the soft-spoken girl I rejected five years ago. This woman is steel and fire, and I have no idea how to reach her.

Orion hesitates, then runs into the cottage. The door slams.

Fenrik shifts his weight behind me. “Your Majesty, perhaps we should—”

“Everyone stays quiet.” I don’t look away from Mireya. “This is between me and her.”

“There is no me and you.” Mireya’s laugh is ugly. Mean. “You made sure of that.”

The mate bond—what’s left of it—pulses with phantom pain. Like someone’s grinding glass into my sternum. I want to reach for her. Touch her. Make this right.

But I can’t. I lost that privilege.

“I need to explain.” My voice sounds rough. “There’s a curse—”

“I don’t care about your curses.” She takes a step forward. Another. Now we’re close enough that I can smell her—wild honeysuckle and rain. The scent hits my wolf like a drug. “You rejected me in front of everyone. You looked me in the eye and said I wasn’t worthy. Do you remember that, Alaric?”

I remember everything. Her white dress. The way her hands shook. How she tried so hard not to cry until she couldn’t hold it anymore.

“I remember.”

“Good.” Her eyes shine with unshed tears, but her voice stays steady. “Then you’ll remember that you don’t get to walk into my life and make demands.”

Behind her, an older woman emerges from the trees. Gray hair, kind eyes, but there’s power rolling off her in waves. A seer, if I’m reading the energy right.

“The barriers are failing.” The woman—must be Lyra Mooncrest—addresses Mireya but watches me. “We have maybe an hour before they collapse completely.”

“Then we run.” Mireya turns to her. “Pack everything. We leave now.”

“Run where?” I step closer. Feel the bond screaming. “You think I’m the only one who found you? If I can track you down, so can others.”

“And whose fault is that?” She whirls back. “Who sent an army crashing through my protections?”

“An army that saved your life.” Fenrik finally speaks up. “We weren’t the only ones hunting. Magnus Eirwyn has forces surrounding this forest.”

That stops her. “Magnus?”

“You know him?” I search her face.

“I know of him.” Mireya crosses her arms. “The rebel leader. The one who wants to burn the kingdom down.”

“He wants more than that.” I move closer. She doesn’t back away, which feels like a small victory. “He’s after the boy. After Orion.”

“Why?”

I glance at Lyra. She nods slightly, giving permission.

“Because of who Orion is.” I take a breath. “He’s not just my son. He’s the key to breaking the Bloodthorn Curse.”

Silence falls over the clearing. Even the wind seems to stop.

“What curse?” Mireya’s voice drops low. Dangerous.

So I tell her. About the prophecy. The wolves losing their ability to shift. The seer’s vision that only “the king’s lost heir” can break the curse before Winter Solstice. Forty-two days. That’s all we have.

Mireya listens without interrupting. Her face goes from angry to shocked to something I can’t read.

When I finish, she shakes her head slowly.

“No.”

“Mireya—”

“I said no.” She backs up. “You don’t get to come here with some convenient prophecy and take my son.”

“Our son.”

“You gave up that right!” Her voice cracks. “You stood in front of the entire pack and rejected me. You said the bond was a mistake. That I was—” She stops. Swallows hard. “You said I was beneath you.”

The words hit like punches. Because I did say that. I said every horrible thing I could think of to make her leave. To save her life.

It didn’t work.

“I had my reasons.”

“Oh, I’m sure you did.” Bitterness drips from every word. “Let me guess. Political alliance? Someone better came along? Or was I just not pretty enough for—”

“I was trying to save you!”

The words explode out of me. Loud enough that birds scatter from nearby trees.

Mireya goes still. “What?”

“There’s another curse.” I run a hand through my hair. This is harder than I thought. “The Volkov Curse. Every king who accepts his true mate dies within a year. Every single one. I rejected you because I thought—” My voice breaks. “I thought































































































































































































