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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

Thank you for choosing this book. If you crave stories where fated bonds burn brighter than rejection, where shifter romance dares to be both achingly tender and deliciously dangerous, then you’ve found your pack.

If this story made your pulse quicken, shattered your heart only to rebuild it stronger, or left you breathless with a happily-ever-after that felt worth every tear, I would be endlessly grateful for a positive review.

Your reviews are the lifeblood that 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: Rivera




The shimmer of the dimensional gateway fades behind me as my boots hit solid ground. Montana mountain air fills my lungs—crisp and sharp with the bite of early autumn. But something’s wrong. So wrong it makes my stomach clench and my celestial markings tingle beneath my skin.

The portal behind me flickers like a dying flame. Its energy stutters and skips, chaotic pulses that feel like acid against my senses. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. Portals should hum with steady power, not writhe like wounded animals.

“Shit.” The word slips out as I steady myself against a pine tree, bark rough beneath my palm. The ranch spreads out before me—Crescent Moon Ranch, according to my briefing. Rolling pastures dotted with horses, a main house in the distance. Picture perfect. Too perfect.

My fingers trace the air, reaching out with my mind for the familiar warmth of Marcus’s presence. “Marcus? Are you there?”

The connection sparks to life, his voice flooding my thoughts like warm honey. “Rivera. Report.”

Relief makes my knees weak. “I’m through. But something’s wrong with the portal. The energy pattern…” I pause, trying to find words for the wrongness crawling up my spine. “It feels sick. Corrupted.”

“How badly?” His concern bleeds through our link, making my chest tight.

I turn back to study the gateway. What should be a smooth oval of silver light now writhes with dark veins, pulsing like an infected wound. “Bad. Really bad. It’s like something’s been eating at it from the inside—”

Pain explodes through my skull. The telepathic link tears apart, Marcus’s voice cutting off mid-word as if someone slammed a door between us. I cry out, pressing my hands to my temples as the mental feedback sends lightning through my brain.

“Marcus!” I scream into the void. Nothing. Not even static. Just… absence.

The forest around me goes dead quiet. No birds. No insects. Even the wind holds its breath.

My hands shake as I reach for the Starlight Blade at my hip. The weapon slides free with a whisper of celestial steel, its surface rippling like liquid moonlight. Power thrums up my arm, familiar and comforting. Whatever cut me off from Marcus, whatever’s wrong with the portal—I can handle it. I have to.

A twig snaps to my left.

I spin, blade raised, as shadows detach themselves from the treeline. Wolves. But not like any I’ve seen in the natural world. These move wrong—too coordinated, too precise. Their eyes burn with amber fire that’s beautiful and terrible at the same time.

“Stay back,” I warn, though my voice sounds thin in the unnatural silence.

The lead wolf tilts its massive head, studying me with intelligence that makes my skin crawl. This isn’t an animal. This is something else wearing an animal’s shape.

They spread out with military precision, cutting off my retreat routes. One circles left while another moves right, and the big one—their leader—advances straight at me. No random pack behavior here. This is strategy.

My celestial training kicks in. I shift into defensive stance, blade dancing in complex patterns that trail silver light through the air. “I’m Rivera Winters, Guardian of the Celestial Order. You will withdraw or face the consequences.”

The lead wolf’s lips pull back, revealing fangs that gleam like polished bone. The sound it makes isn’t quite a growl—more like laughter.

They attack as one.

I spin left, blade carving through empty air as the first wolf overshoots. But the second is already there, driving me back with snapping jaws. The third hits my blind spot, claws raking across my ribs. Fire blooms along my side as fabric tears.

“Damn it!” I twist away, power flaring through the Starlight Blade. Light erupts from the weapon, and the nearest wolf yelps as celestial fire sears its muzzle. But the others don’t retreat. They adapt.

The pack flows around me like water, always moving, never giving me a moment to catch my breath. When I focus on one, another strikes from behind. They’re herding me. Away from the portal. Away from escape.

My blade finds fur, parts it like silk. Dark blood spatters the ground, but the wounded wolf just snarls and keeps coming. They don’t fear pain. Don’t fear death. What the hell are these things?

Something slams into my back, driving me to my knees. Claws tear through my jacket, through skin, and suddenly my left arm won’t work right. I roll, slashing wildly, but they’re everywhere.

The biggest one lunges for my throat. I get the blade up just in time, catching it across the chest, but its momentum carries us both down. We hit the ground hard, my breath exploding out in a painful whoosh.

Fangs snap inches from my face. I try to push up, to get my blade between us, but my arm’s gone numb. Fire spreads from the claw marks, not just pain but something else. Something that makes my vision blur and my strength drain away like water through a sieve.

“Poison,” I gasp, understanding flooding through me as cold as mountain snow. These aren’t just supernatural wolves. They’re weapons. And I’m dying.

The wolf above me draws back, amber eyes fixed on mine. For a heartbeat, we’re frozen like that—predator and prey, killer and victim. Then its claws flash down, catching me across the shoulder. More fire. More poison flooding my system.

My hand opens without permission, and the Starlight Blade tumbles away into the pine needles. I try to call it back, try to summon the power that’s been mine since childhood, but everything’s slipping away. The world tilts sideways, colors bleeding into each other like a watercolor painting in the rain.

Through the haze, something impossible happens. The wolf above me shimmers. Its form blurs and shifts, fur melting away to reveal human skin. Where a beast stood a moment before, now there’s a man. Tall and broad-shouldered, with amber eyes that hold the same terrible intelligence.

“What…” I try to speak, but my tongue won’t obey. The poison burns through my veins like liquid lightning, stealing my voice, my strength, my will to fight.

The man looks down at me with something that might be regret. Or satisfaction. I can’t tell anymore. Can’t think past the fire eating me alive from the inside out.

The last thing I see before darkness takes me is those amber eyes, watching as I fall into the void.

My body hits the forest floor with a soft thud, pine needles cushioning my landing like nature’s own grave blanket. The silvery markings that trace my arms and throat—the signs of my celestial heritage—flicker once, twice, then fade to nothing. Just pale scars on pale skin.

The poison spreads through my bloodstream like liquid fire, racing toward my heart. Each pulse sends new waves of agony through my nervous system, but I’m too far gone to scream. Too far gone to move. I can only lie here and feel myself dying by degrees.

Footsteps approach, but they sound distant and muffled, like they’re coming from the bottom of a well. Voices murmur in a language I don’t recognize, discussing something in tones too low to understand. Planning. Calculating.

They’re leaving me alive. The thought drifts through my fading consciousness like smoke. All those claws, all those fangs, and they held back just enough. They could have torn my throat out, could have ended this in seconds. Instead, they poisoned me. Disabled me.

They want me alive. The question is why.

I try to lift my head, try to see where they’re going, but my muscles have turned to water. The silvery markings on my skin pulse once more, so faintly it might be imagination, then go dark.

Through the roaring in my ears, I hear them retreating. Paws on pine needles, growing fainter by the second. They’re leaving. Mission accomplished, apparently. Whatever that mission was.

Silence settles over the forest like a heavy blanket. The unnatural quiet from before is breaking up now, normal sounds creeping back in. A cricket chirps tentatively somewhere to my left. Wind whispers through the branches overhead. Life returning to a place that death had touched.

But I’m still dying. The poison might not kill me quickly, but it’ll do the job eventually. I can feel it working, shutting down my systems one by one. Soon my heart will stop, or my lungs will forget how to breathe, and that’ll be the end of Rivera Winters, Guardian of the Celestial Order.

Some guardian. Couldn’t even make it five minutes in this realm before getting taken down like a rookie.

The darkness pressing in around the edges of my vision thickens. My thoughts scatter like leaves in the wind. The pain fades, which should be a relief but instead terrifies me. Pain means I’m alive. No pain means…

A howl echoes through the night, long and mournful and wild. But it’s different from the sounds my attackers made. This one has music in it, something pure and clean that makes what’s left of my heart skip a beat.

It’s coming closer.

I want to move, want to hide or run or at least sit up, but my body won’t obey. All I can do is lie here like a broken doll, listening to whatever’s approaching through the forest. Hoping it’s not another enemy. Praying it’s something that might help.

The howl comes again, closer now. Then footsteps—not the soft pad of wolf paws, but the heavy tread of boots on earth. Someone walking upright. Human. Or at least human-shaped.

The footsteps stop just out of my line of sight. I hear breathing, careful and controlled. Whoever it is, they’re being cautious. Smart.

Please, I think, not sure if I’m praying to whatever deity watches over this realm or just screaming into the void. Please don’t let me die alone in these woods like some nobody. I had a mission. People were counting on me.

Marcus was counting on me.

The thought of my mentor’s face—kind and patient and full of the wisdom that comes from centuries of service—breaks something inside me. He trained me for this. Gave me everything he had, all his knowledge and skill and love. And I failed him in the first five minutes.

Tears slip down my cheeks, hot against the growing cold of my skin. I’m sorry, Marcus. I’m so damn sorry.

The darkness wins.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







POV: Garrett




The stench hits me first—blood and something else. Something that makes my wolf recoil and my human side want to vomit. It’s wrong on every level, like the smell of rotting meat mixed with burning metal and despair.

I push through the undergrowth in my wolf form, massive paws silent on the damp earth. My charcoal-gray fur blends with the shadows between the pines, a trick that’s saved my life more times than I can count. Being Beta of the Moonrise Pack means knowing every inch of our territory, and right now every instinct I have is screaming that something’s invaded our land. Something that doesn’t belong.

The wrongness grows stronger with each step. My hackles rise without my permission, and my teeth start to ache like I’ve bitten down on aluminum foil. Whatever’s ahead, it’s touched by dark magic. The kind that leaves stains on your soul if you’re not careful.

I crest a small hill and stop dead.

There, maybe fifty yards from the portal’s shimmering edge, lies a broken figure. Even from this distance I can see the platinum hair spread across the pine needles like spilled moonlight, the unnatural stillness of the small form. My nose twitches, sorting through the scent layers. Blood, yes. Fear. Pain. But underneath all that…

My wolf goes absolutely still. Then it starts pacing inside my chest like a caged animal, whining and clawing to get out.

Mate.

The word slams into my consciousness with the force of a freight train. Not just want or lust or even love. Mate. The one thing every shifter dreams of finding and most never do. The missing piece of my soul lying broken in a pool of her own blood.

“No.” The word tears from my throat in a sound that’s more growl than speech. “No way in hell.”

But my wolf doesn’t care about logic or timing or the fact that I’ve never even seen this woman before. It knows what it knows, and what it knows is that our other half is dying while I stand here arguing with myself.

I force myself to move, to think like a Beta instead of a lovesick teenager. The scent trail tells me everything I need to know about what happened here. Shadow Valley pack—I’d know their stink anywhere. But it’s changed, twisted by something dark and oily that makes my stomach turn. They’ve been here recently. Very recently.

I circle the area, reading the story written in disturbed earth and broken branches. They came at her from three directions, coordinated like a military strike. Professional. Efficient. And they left her alive.

That last part chills me to the bone. Shadow Valley doesn’t leave survivors. They’re brutal and efficient killers who’ve been testing our borders for months now. But these wounds… I’m no healer, but I can see the precision in them. They were designed to incapacitate, not kill. Which means they wanted her alive for something.

The thought of what that something might be sends rage boiling through my veins.

I pad closer, every sense on high alert in case this is some kind of trap. But there’s no one else here. Just her, lying so still she might already be dead except for the faint rise and fall of her chest.

Up close, she’s even more ethereal than I thought. Not human—that much is obvious from the faint silvery marks tracing her exposed skin like living tattoos. They’re dim now, barely visible, but I can see the intricate patterns they make. Beautiful and alien and somehow familiar, like a half-remembered song.

Her clothes are torn and bloody, but they’re not local. The fabric has an otherworldly quality to it, like it was woven from starlight and dreams. Near her outstretched hand lies a weapon unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It looks like a blade, but the metal seems to shift and flow in the moonlight, sometimes silver, sometimes gold, sometimes the deep blue-black of a night sky.

My wolf pushes harder against my control, demanding I shift and help our mate. The human side of me wants to call Devon, report this to the Alpha, follow protocol like a good little soldier. But there’s something about her that stops me cold.

She’s not from here. That much is obvious. The weapon, the clothes, the markings on her skin—she’s from somewhere else entirely. Somewhere that might not exist on any earthly map. And if that’s true, then bringing her to the pack house might be the worst thing I could do.

Devon’s a good Alpha, but he’s practical above all else. Unknown supernatural beings showing up in our territory during a time of war? He’d see her as a threat first and a person second. Especially if she’s connected to whatever’s been driving Shadow Valley to act so aggressively lately.

But she’s my mate. My wolf has claimed her, and that means protecting her is now more important than protocol. More important than duty. More important than anything else in the world.

The decision makes itself.

I shift back to human form, the change rippling through me with familiar pain and relief. My skin feels too tight after the freedom of wolf form, but I need hands for what comes next. I grab my emergency clothes from the hollow tree where I stash them—jeans and a flannel shirt that smell like pine and home.

She’s even smaller than she looked from wolf height. I could probably carry her with one arm, she’s so light. But there’s strength in her frame too, lean muscle that speaks of training and discipline. A warrior, then. Or maybe a guardian of some kind, given that otherworldly blade.

I kneel beside her, and that’s when the scent really hits me. Not just the blood and fear, but her. Clean mountain air and wildflowers and something that might be starlight if starlight had a smell. It goes straight to my hindbrain and lights up every possessive instinct I have.

Mine. The word echoes in my skull like a prayer and a promise and a threat all rolled into one.

Her eyelids flutter as I touch her shoulder, and for a moment those eyes focus on mine. They’re blue. Not sky blue or ocean blue, but the deep indigo of twilight, with flecks of silver that catch the moonlight. Beautiful doesn’t even begin to cover it.

“Hey,” I whisper, keeping my voice soft. “Can you hear me?”

Her lips move, but no sound comes out. I lean closer, and she tries again.

“Marcus,” she breathes, the name barely audible. “Need… Marcus…”

Marcus. My chest tightens with an emotion I don’t want to name. Of course she has someone. Someone she calls for when she’s dying. Someone more important than a stranger who happened to find her in the woods.

But mate bonds don’t care about inconvenient truths like existing relationships. My wolf just growls and settles deeper into my bones, as possessive as ever.

I slip my arms under her carefully, mindful of her wounds. She weighs almost nothing, like she’s made of air and dreams instead of flesh and bone. But as I lift her, something incredible happens. Her silvery markings pulse once, twice, then begin to glow faintly where her skin touches mine.

The sensation is indescribable. Like being struck by lightning, but instead of pain there’s warmth. Connection. Rightness. Her magic recognizing mine, even if she’s too far gone to know it.

“What are you?” I murmur, but she’s already unconscious again.

I scoop up her weapon too—I’m not leaving that for Shadow Valley to find. The moment my fingers close around the hilt, power surges up my arm. Celestial energy, clean and pure and so far beyond anything I’ve ever felt that it makes me dizzy. Whatever this blade is, it was made by beings who could reshape reality with a thought.

And it belongs to the broken woman in my arms.

The smart thing to do would be to take her to the pack house. Let Sage heal her, let Devon decide what to do with her. Follow the rules and trust the system and hope for the best. But something in my gut tells me that would be a mistake. A fatal one, maybe.

She needs medical attention, yes. But she also needs protection. And right now, the safest place I can think of is somewhere no one else knows about.

My cabin sits deep in the wilderness, miles from the nearest road or trail. It’s where I go when I need to think, when the weight of being Beta gets too heavy to carry. Devon knows about it, but he’s never been there. As far as most of the pack is concerned, it doesn’t exist.

Perfect.

I start walking, her weight warm against my chest. The silvery markings on her skin pulse in time with my heartbeat, growing brighter as we move away from the portal. Whatever she is, wherever she came from, she’s responding to me on some fundamental level. The mate bond, probably, but it feels like more than that. Like our very souls are calling to each other across whatever void separates our worlds.

The forest seems different as I carry her deeper into the wilderness. More alive somehow, more aware. Branches bend aside without me asking, creating a clearer path. Animals watch from the shadows but don’t flee. It’s like nature itself approves of what I’m doing.

Or maybe it’s her. Maybe this is what happens when you carry a being of pure magic through a living forest. The trees recognize power when they see it.

“Who are you?” I ask her unconscious form. “What were you doing near our portal?”

No answer, of course. Just the steady rhythm of her breathing against my chest and the gentle pulse of her markings against my skin. But I’m starting to form theories. The otherworldly weapon. The silvery tattoos. The way she appeared near a dimensional gateway and immediately got attacked by supernaturally coordinated wolves.

She’s not from Earth. That much seems obvious. But what is she? Some kind of guardian or protector, maybe. Someone sent to watch over the portal from the other side. Which would explain why Shadow Valley wanted her alive—she might have information they need.

The thought makes my grip tighten protectively around her.

“Well, they’re not getting you,” I growl into the night. “Not while I’m breathing.”

My wolf rumbles agreement, finally settling into something like contentment. We have our mate. We’re protecting her. Everything else can wait.

The cabin comes into view just as her fever starts to spike. I can feel the heat radiating from her skin, and those silvery markings are beginning to flicker like dying lightbulbs. Whatever poison Shadow Valley hit her with, it’s accelerating.

“Shit. Come on, sweetheart. Stay with me.”

I shoulder through the cabin door and head straight for the bedroom. The place is simple—one room with a bed, a small kitchen area, and a fireplace. Built for function, not comfort. But it’s clean and warm and, most importantly, hidden.

I lay her on the bed as gently as possible, then step back to assess the damage. The wounds themselves don’t look fatal, but I can see dark veins spreading from each one like spiderwebs of poison. They’re moving slowly but steadily toward her heart, and I don’t need medical training to know that’s bad.

Her breathing is getting shallower. Those beautiful markings are growing dimmer by the minute. And I have no idea how to help her.

The smart thing would be to call Sage. The pack’s healer could probably counteract whatever toxin is in her system. But that would mean revealing her existence to the pack, and my gut still says that’s a mistake. Too many questions. Too many complications.

But watching her die isn’t an option either.

I pace to the window, torn between duty and instinct. Outside, the forest is quiet except for the normal sounds of night hunters going about their business. No sign of pursuit. Shadow Valley probably thinks she’s dead already, which gives us time. But not much of it.

Behind me, she makes a soft sound—not quite a moan, not quite a word. I turn to see her eyes open, unfocused and glassy with fever.

“Hey,” I say, moving back to her side. “You’re safe. Can you tell me your name?”

“Rivera.” The word is barely a whisper, but it’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard. “Need… Marcus…”

There’s that name again. Marcus. The pain in her voice when she says it tells me everything I need to know about their relationship. Not romantic—I’d be able to smell that on her. But important. Maybe family, or a mentor, or just someone she trusts.

“I don’t know how to find Marcus,” I tell her gently. “But I’m here. I’m going to help you.”

Her eyes focus on mine for a moment, and I see intelligence there despite the fever. Recognition, maybe. Like she knows, on some level, what we are to each other.

“Who…” she starts, then breaks off as a wave of pain wracks her small frame.

“I’m Garrett,” I say, taking her hand in mine. Her skin is burning up, but her markings pulse brighter where we touch. “Garrett Stone. You’re safe now. I promise.”

She squeezes my fingers weakly, and the sensation sends electricity racing up my arm. The mate bond, probably, but it feels like more than that. Like she’s channeling power through our connection, drawing strength from my presence the way I’m drawing it from hers.

“The portal,” she whispers. “Something’s wrong. Corrupted.”

My blood runs cold. “What do you mean, corrupted?”

But she’s already slipping back into unconsciousness, her grip on my hand loosening as the fever pulls her under. Those dark veins are spreading faster now, racing toward her heart like they know time is running out.

I sit on the edge of the bed and watch her fight for her life. My mate. The other half of my soul. Dying slowly while I sit here feeling helpless.

The responsible thing would be to call for help. But something tells me that might do more harm than good. She’s not just any supernatural being—she’s something special. Something powerful. The kind of power that wars are fought over.

And right now, she’s completely at my mercy.

The weight of that responsibility settles on my shoulders like a lead blanket. I’m not just protecting a stranger anymore. I’m protecting my mate. The woman my wolf has chosen as the other half of our soul. Whatever the cost, whatever the consequences, I will not let her die.

Even if it means going against everything I’ve been taught about duty and loyalty and following orders.

Even if it means betraying my Alpha.

I stroke her fever-hot cheek with one finger, marveling at how something so delicate could feel so absolutely essential to my existence.

“I’ve got you,” I whisper to her unconscious form. “Whatever you are, wherever you came from—you’re mine now. And I protect what’s mine.”
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POV: Rivera


I’m floating. Or maybe drowning. Hard to tell the difference when your brain feels like someone’s stirring it with a hot poker.

Images flash behind my eyelids—fragments that don’t make sense anymore. A silver city where towers grow like trees. Hands teaching mine to hold starlight. A man’s voice, warm and patient, saying my name over and over until it became real.

“Rivera.”

But that’s not the voice I hear now. This one’s deeper, rougher around the edges. Human in a way the other wasn’t.

I try to open my eyes, but my lids feel like they weigh a thousand pounds. Everything hurts. Not just the claw marks—those are fire and lightning wrapped together—but something deeper. Like the poison’s eating me from the inside out, turning my own magic against me.

“Easy there.” The voice again. “You’re safe.”

Safe. The word bounces around my skull without finding purchase. Nothing’s safe. Can’t be safe when—

The vision hits me like a freight train. Portals stretching across space, connected by threads of light that pulse like heartbeats. But something’s wrong with the pattern. Dark spots spreading like infection, turning the silver pathways black. The corruption I saw in the gateway here—it’s everywhere. Every portal touched by shadow.

“No,” I whisper, or try to. My voice sounds like broken glass. “They’re all… the network…”

“Shh.” A cool cloth touches my forehead, and I almost cry from the relief. “Don’t try to talk. You’ve been poisoned pretty bad.”

Poisoned. Right. The wolves with their calculated attacks and amber eyes that held too much intelligence. The claws that burned like acid when they found their mark.

But this voice doesn’t belong to them. This one’s gentle. Careful in a way that speaks of someone used to handling broken things.

I force my eyes to crack open, just a sliver. Wooden beams overhead. A ceiling fan turning lazy circles. The scent of pine and something else—something wild that makes my pulse skip.

A man leans over me, and my brain short-circuits for a second. He’s beautiful in that rough-around-the-edges way, like a sculpture carved from mountain stone. Dark hair falls across his forehead, and his eyes…

Amber. Just like the wolves.

Terror floods through me, giving me strength I didn’t know I had. I try to roll away, try to put distance between us, but my body won’t obey. The movement sends lightning through my nervous system, and I can’t swallow the scream that tears from my throat.

“Hey, hey. It’s okay.” He holds up both hands, backing away from the bed. “I’m not going to hurt you. I found you in the woods. You were—” He stops, jaw working like he’s chewing on words too big to swallow. “You were dying.”

The dark veins. I can feel them now, creeping up my arms like living tattoos. They pulse with each heartbeat, spreading the poison through my system. Where my skin used to glow with that soft celestial light, now there’s just sickness.

“The corruption,” I gasp out. “It’s spreading. Through the whole network. Every portal’s—”

“Portal?” His eyebrows draw together. “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about. But you need to stay still. That poison… it’s like nothing I’ve seen before.”

I try to push myself up on my elbows, but the world tilts sideways. My stomach lurches, and bile burns up my throat. “Need to… warn them. The council, they have to know—”

“The only thing you need to do is rest.” His voice carries an authority that makes something deep in my chest want to submit. Which is weird and probably a side effect of whatever’s running through my veins.

But I can’t rest. Can’t stop fighting. Because if I close my eyes, I see the portals dying one by one. Silver light turning black as whatever force corrupted the wolves spreads its infection across dimensions.

“You don’t understand.” Each word feels like swallowing broken glass. “I’m a guardian. It’s my job to—”

“Your job is to heal.” He steps closer, and that wild scent grows stronger. Pine and earth and something that makes my mouth water despite the nausea. “Whatever you were before, right now you’re hurt. And I’m not letting you die on my watch.”

The certainty in his voice does something to the panic clawing at my chest. Doesn’t stop it, but… tempers it. Like pouring cool water on fire.

I sink back against the pillows—when did I get pillows?—and really look at him for the first time. He’s dressed like a rancher. Worn jeans and a flannel shirt that’s seen better days. But the way he moves speaks of training. Combat experience, maybe. There’s a precision to his gestures that normal civilians don’t have.

“Who are you?”

“Garrett.” He settles into a chair beside the bed, close enough to help but far enough not to crowd. “Garrett Stone. And you’re trespassing on Moonrise Pack territory.”

Pack. The word sends shivers down my spine that have nothing to do with fever. “You’re one of them. The wolves.”

Something flickers across his face. Surprise, maybe. Or recognition. “How did you—” He cuts himself off, shaking his head. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re safe now. Those Shadow Valley bastards can’t touch you here.”

Shadow Valley. The name fits the wrongness I felt from my attackers. “They’re not normal wolves.”

“No, they’re not.” His jaw tightens, hands clenching into fists. “They’ve been corrupted by something. We don’t know what, but they’ve been hitting our borders for weeks. Getting bolder each time.”

I try to process this, but thinking feels like swimming through molasses. The poison’s doing something to my brain, making connections fuzzy. Important details slip away before I can grab them.

“My blade.” The words come out urgent, panicked. “Where’s my blade?”

“The weird sword? It’s right here.” He nods toward the nightstand, where the Starlight Blade rests in its scabbard. Even through the leather sheath, I can see it pulsing. Weak, erratic beats like a dying heartbeat.

Relief floods through me so hard it’s almost painful. The blade’s been with me since childhood, forged specifically for my bloodline. Losing it would be like losing a limb.

But even as I watch, the pulses grow fainter. The weapon’s tied to my life force, my magic. As the poison spreads, it dims. Another reminder of how little time I have left.

“Tell me about the wolves,” I whisper. “The ones that attacked me. How long have they been corrupted?”

Garrett’s eyes narrow. “What do you know about corruption?”

Everything and nothing. The knowledge is there in my head, fragmented and scattered like puzzle pieces. I remember training sessions where instructors spoke in hushed tones about guardians who fell to darkness. About the infection that could spread through dimensional networks faster than wildfire.

But I can’t remember specifics. Can’t remember why it matters or what I’m supposed to do about it.

“There was someone,” I try, grasping for threads of memory. “A teacher. He had kind eyes and…” The image slips away before I can pin it
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