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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

  
  







Celeste POV




I wake up to sunlight streaming through the thin curtains of my bedroom window, and my heart starts racing before I even open my eyes. Today. Tonight. Everything changes tonight.

My eighteenth birthday. The day I’ve been waiting for my entire life. The day my wolf will finally emerge.

I stretch under my worn quilt, feeling every nerve in my body buzzing with anticipation. My skin feels too tight, like something inside me is pushing to get out. My hands shake as I push my long, dark blonde hair out of my face, and I can smell things differently today—stronger, clearer. The scent of pine from the forest outside, the lingering aroma of last night’s dinner, even my own skin smells different.

“Celeste!” Mom’s voice calls from the kitchen. “Come help with breakfast, birthday girl!”

I throw off my covers and grab the first clothes I can find—a faded blue sweater and my favorite jeans with holes in the knees. My reflection in the small mirror looks the same as always, but my emerald green eyes seem brighter somehow, more alive. I touch the crescent-shaped birthmark on my left shoulder, visible above my sweater’s neckline. Mom always says it means I’m destined for something special. I hope she’s right.

The floorboards creak under my bare feet as I pad down the hallway of our small cabin. The walls are covered with family photos and Mom’s pressed flower art, making everything feel warm and safe. But today, even home feels different. Everything feels like it’s holding its breath, waiting.

In the kitchen, Mom stands at the stove making pancakes, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun. She looks up when I enter, and her green eyes—so much like mine—crinkle with a smile.

“There’s my birthday girl,” she says, pulling me into a hug that smells like vanilla and wildflowers. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”

“Like I might explode,” I admit, accepting the spatula she hands me. “Is it supposed to feel like this? Like my skin doesn’t fit anymore?”

“Perfectly normal,” Mom assures me, squeezing my shoulder. “Your wolf is getting ready to meet you. Tonight will be the most important night of your life.”

From the small dining table, I hear Dad’s deep voice mixed with Ethan’s laugh. They’re hunched over the local pack newsletter, and their conversation makes my stomach twist.

“Roman’s getting more controlling every month,” Dad says, shaking his graying head. “Now he wants approval over all matings? Even for families like ours?”

My brother Ethan, three years older and already settled into his role as one of the pack’s promising young betas, scoffs. “It’s not about control, Dad. It’s about making sure our bloodlines stay strong. Alpha Roman knows what’s best for the pack.”

“Since when do you agree with everything the Alpha says?” Dad challenges.

“Since I started seeing how politics actually work around here,” Ethan replies. “You can’t just mate whoever you want anymore. There are considerations—status, bloodlines, political alliances. It’s bigger than personal feelings.”

I flip a pancake harder than necessary, the batter splattering on the stovetop. Their conversation feels like a cold weight settling in my chest. I know exactly who I want as my mate. I’ve known since I was fifteen and first saw Kieran Ashford practicing combat drills, his dark hair catching the sunlight as he moved with lethal grace. But listening to them talk, it sounds like wanting him isn’t enough.

“Well,” Mom says carefully, “I just hope when our Celeste finds her mate, love will be part of the equation too.”

“If she finds her mate,” Ethan says with a grin that doesn’t quite reach his brown eyes. “And if he’s someone reasonable.”

I set down the spatula with a clatter. “What do you mean, ‘if he’s someone reasonable’?”

Ethan and Dad look up from their papers. Dad’s expression is gentle, but Ethan’s has that protective big brother look that always makes me feel like a child.

“Nothing, birthday girl,” Ethan says. “Just hoping you won’t develop any impossible crushes on wolves who are way out of your league.”

Heat floods my cheeks. “I don’t have a crush on anyone.”

“Right,” Ethan smirks. “And I’m sure all those times you ‘accidentally’ walk past the training grounds have nothing to do with a certain Alpha’s son who practices there every afternoon.”

“Ethan,” Mom warns, but I can hear the laughter in her voice.

“I’m just saying,” Ethan continues, leaning back in his chair, “Kieran Ashford is the Alpha’s heir. He’s going to mate with someone from a powerful family—probably someone who can bring political advantage to the pack. Not someone like…” He gestures vaguely at our modest cabin with its secondhand furniture and patched curtains.

“Someone like what?” I snap.

“Someone from a middle-ranking family with no special connections or influence,” Ethan says more gently. “I’m not being mean, Celeste. I just don’t want you to get your heart broken over something that could never happen.”

Dad clears his throat. “Maybe we should focus on celebrating today instead of worrying about the future.”

But damage is done. The bubble of excitement I woke up with deflates like a punctured balloon. I stack the finished pancakes on a plate with shaking hands, Ethan’s words echoing in my head. Someone like me. Not good enough. Not important enough.

“I’m not hungry,” I mumble, untying Mom’s apron from around my waist.

“Celeste—” Mom starts.

“I need some air,” I say, already heading for the door.

Outside, the morning air is crisp and clean, carrying the scent of pine and wildflowers. Our cabin sits at the edge of Silver Ridge pack territory, where the forest begins its climb up into the mountains. I’ve always loved how peaceful it is here, away from the village center where all the important pack families live.

But today, that distance feels like a reminder of exactly what Ethan was saying. We live on the outskirts because we’re on the outskirts—of pack politics, of influence, of everything that matters.

My bare feet find the familiar path into the forest automatically. This is where I’ve always come when I needed to think, to breathe, to be alone. The trees here are ancient and tall, their branches creating a cathedral of green above my head. This is where I feel most like myself—not the plain daughter of a middle-ranking pack member, but someone wild and free and maybe even special.

I find my favorite clearing, a circle of soft grass surrounded by towering pines, and sink down onto a fallen log. The silence here is complete except for the whisper of wind through branches and the distant call of birds. I close my eyes and try to imagine what tonight will be like. Will my transformation hurt? Will my wolf be strong? Will she know who our mate is supposed to be?

“Celeste?”

My eyes fly open, and my heart stops. Kieran Ashford stands at the edge of the clearing, and for a moment I wonder if I’ve somehow conjured him from my imagination.

But no—this is real. Kieran is here, barely ten feet away from me, and he’s even more beautiful than I remember. He’s tall—at least six foot three—with broad shoulders that strain against his black training shirt. His dark brown hair is slightly messy from whatever he was doing before he found me here, and his piercing blue eyes are focused entirely on me.

“I… hi,” I stammer, jumping to my feet so quickly I almost trip over the log. “I didn’t know anyone else came here.”

“I was training nearby,” he says, and his voice is deeper than I remember, rough in a way that makes something flutter in my stomach. “I heard someone and wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

He’s been training. That explains the slight sheen of sweat on his forehead and the way his shirt clings to his chest. I try not to stare, but it’s impossible. At twenty-five, Kieran has grown into exactly the kind of man who makes girls forget how to breathe.

“Everything’s fine,” I say, though my voice comes out higher than normal. “Just needed some quiet.”

Kieran nods, but he doesn’t leave. Instead, he steps closer, and I catch his scent—pine and leather and something uniquely him that makes my wolf, even though she hasn’t emerged yet, practically purr inside me.

“Today’s your birthday,” he says, and it’s not a question.

“How did you—”

“Word gets around,” he says with a small smile that transforms his entire face. “Eighteen. That’s a big one.”

“Yeah.” I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly conscious of my worn clothes and messy hair. “Tonight’s the night.”

“Your first shift.” His blue eyes study my face intently. “Are you nervous?”

“Terrified,” I admit before I can stop myself. Then I blush, because admitting weakness to an Alpha’s son probably isn’t smart.

But Kieran’s expression softens. “That’s normal. I remember my eighteenth birthday—I was convinced something would go wrong, that my wolf wouldn’t come or would be weak or defective somehow.”

“But you’re…” I gesture at him helplessly. “You’re perfect. You’re going to be Alpha.”

Something flickers across his face—surprise? Pleasure? I can’t tell.

“Perfect is the last thing I am,” he says quietly. “And being Alpha… sometimes the expectations are harder than the reality.”

We stand there looking at each other, and the air between us feels charged with something I don’t understand but desperately want to explore. Kieran’s eyes are so blue they remind me of deep water, and I feel like I could drown in them.

“Celeste,” he says, and my name sounds different in his voice. Like it means something more than just a name.

“Yes?”

“Tonight, when your wolf emerges… trust her. She’ll know things you don’t know yet. Important things.”

The way he says it makes my skin prickle with goosebumps. “What kind of things?”

For a moment, it looks like he might answer. His lips part slightly, and he takes a step closer. The space between us shrinks to almost nothing, and I can feel heat radiating from his body.

Then he seems to catch himself. He steps back, and the moment breaks like a soap bubble.

“Just… trust her,” he says again. “Good luck tonight, Celeste. I hope everything goes well for you.”

He turns to leave, but then pauses and looks back at me.

“Happy birthday,” he adds, and there’s something in his voice—something warm and intimate—that makes my cheeks burn and my heart race.

Then he’s gone, disappearing into the trees as silently as he came, leaving me standing alone in the clearing with my thoughts spinning and my body still humming from his presence.

I sink back down onto the log, pressing my hands to my flushed cheeks. That conversation felt like more than just friendly well-wishes. The way he looked at me, the way he said my name… it felt like he was trying to tell me something without actually saying it.

But that’s probably just wishful thinking. Ethan’s words echo in my mind: out of your league. Someone like me doesn’t catch the attention of someone like Kieran Ashford. I’m reading too much into a simple conversation.

Aren’t I?

The walk home takes longer than usual because I keep replaying every moment, every word, every look. By the time I reach our cabin, the sun is higher and my family is already bustling around with birthday preparations.

“There you are,” Mom says when I walk in. “I was starting to worry.”

“Sorry. I just needed to clear my head.”

Dad looks up from the birthday banner he’s hanging. “Nervous about tonight?”

“A little.” A lot. Especially now, with Kieran’s words echoing in my head. Trust her. She’ll know things.

“That’s normal,” Dad says, the same thing Mom said earlier. “Your mother was a nervous wreck before her first shift. Threw up three times.”

“Daniel!” Mom protests, but she’s laughing.

“It’s true. But once it happened, once she met her wolf… it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”

The love in his voice when he talks about Mom makes something ache in my chest. They’ve been mates for over twenty years, and he still looks at her like she hung the moon. That’s what I want. That’s what I’ve always dreamed of.

“Will it hurt?” I ask.

“Yes,” Dad says honestly. “But it’s the kind of pain that transforms you into who you’re meant to be. And once it’s over, you’ll wonder how you ever lived without your wolf.”

The rest of the day passes in a blur of birthday traditions. Mom makes my favorite lunch—grilled cheese and tomato soup. Ethan gives me a silver bracelet that belonged to our grandmother. Dad presents me with a leather journal “for recording your thoughts as you grow into your wolf.”

But underneath all the celebration, tension builds in my body like a storm gathering strength. As afternoon fades to evening, the sensations I felt this morning intensify. My skin feels hypersensitive. Sounds seem louder, colors brighter. Even the familiar smells of home—Mom’s cooking, Dad’s aftershave, the wood polish on our furniture—feel overwhelming.

“It’s starting,” Mom observes, watching me squirm during dinner. “The transformation usually begins a few hours before moonrise.”

“Is that why I feel like I might crawl out of my skin?” I ask, picking at my birthday cake.

“Exactly like that,” Dad confirms. “Your wolf is getting ready. She’s probably been trying to emerge for hours.”

As if summoned by his words, a sharp pain shoots through my spine. I gasp, gripping the edge of the table.

“Okay,” Mom says, immediately shifting into practical mode. “Let’s get you outside. You’ll want space when it really starts.”

They lead me to our back deck, where we have a clear view of the mountains and the forest beyond. The sun has set, and the full moon hangs low and silver in the darkening sky. Just looking at it makes something wild and primal stir inside me.

“Remember,” Dad says, settling into a chair where he can watch, “don’t fight it. Let your wolf come. She’s not separate from you—she is you. The truest part of you.”

Another pain, stronger this time, doubles me over. It feels like something large and powerful is unfolding inside my chest, trying to break free.

“That’s it,” Mom encourages. “Let her out, sweetheart.”

The pain intensifies, radiating from my spine through every nerve in my body. I cry out, falling to my knees on the wooden deck. It feels like every bone in my body is breaking and reforming, like my very essence is being rewritten.

“I can’t,” I gasp. “It hurts too much.”

“You can,” Dad says firmly. “You’re stronger than you know, Celeste. Trust yourself.”

Trust her, Kieran had said. Trust your wolf.

I close my eyes and stop fighting the pain, stop trying to hold myself together. Instead, I open myself to whatever wants to emerge. The wolf inside me surges forward like a dam breaking, and suddenly I’m not just Celeste anymore—I’m something wild and free and powerful.

The pain reaches a crescendo, and I scream. But it’s not entirely human sound that comes from my throat. It’s something wilder, something that echoes across the forest and makes every creature for miles know that a new wolf has awakened.

Through my agonized cries, through the overwhelming sensations of my first transformation, I catch a familiar scent on the night air. Pine and leather and that uniquely male essence that made my heart race this morning.

Kieran.

Even in the midst of my awakening, even as my world reshapes itself around the emergence of my wolf, I know he’s somewhere in the darkness beyond our cabin. Waiting.
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Kieran POV




Something pulls me through the forest like invisible chains wrapped around my chest. I tell myself I’m just checking on Ethan’s little sister—it’s what any good friend would do on such an important night. But my wolf paces restlessly beneath my skin, and every step toward the Blackwood cabin feels like walking toward my destiny.

The scent hits me first. Sweet jasmine mixed with something wild and untamed that makes my blood sing. My hands shake as I approach the modest cabin, and I force myself to stop behind the treeline. Through the window, I see her.

Celeste kneels on the wooden floor, her body arched in agony as the transformation tears through her. Her anguished cries slice through the night air and straight into my soul. My wolf claws at my insides, desperate to burst free and comfort her, protect her from the pain that all first shifts bring.

“Let me help her,” my wolf snarls in my mind. “She needs us.”

But I stay frozen, watching as her delicate frame convulses with power she’s never felt before. Her dark blonde hair whips around her face as she throws her head back and screams. The sound makes something primal roar to life in my chest.

Then she shifts.

Silver-white fur erupts across her skin like moonlight given form. Her wolf emerges—beautiful, graceful, and glowing with inner strength that takes my breath away. When those emerald green eyes look up and meet mine through the window, the world explodes.

The mate bond slams into me like lightning striking a tree. Every cell in my body ignites with recognition, with need, with an impossible certainty that shakes me to my core. My wolf howls in triumph while my human mind reels from the impact.

Mine.

The word echoes through every fiber of my being as Celeste’s wolf tilts her head at me. Even in animal form, those green eyes hold intelligence and something that looks like… recognition. She feels it too.

She moves toward the door with fluid grace, and I step back as she emerges into the moonlight. Her silver-white coat seems to glow, making her look like something from the old legends—a spirit wolf sent by the Moon Goddess herself.

My wolf takes control before I can think. My human form dissolves as I shift into my large black wolf, my transformation swift and practiced from years of experience. When I stand before her on four legs, the mate bond pulses between us like a living thing.

She approaches carefully, her wolf’s instincts telling her to be cautious even as the bond pulls her forward. When she’s close enough to touch, she extends her muzzle toward mine. The moment our noses touch, electricity shoots through both of us.

Then she turns and runs.

I follow without hesitation, my larger frame easily keeping pace with her graceful movements. She leads me deeper into the forest, through paths I’ve known since childhood but which feel completely new with her beside me.

We run together like we were born for this moment. When she leaps over a fallen log, I’m right behind her. When she darts between two massive pine trees, I match her movement perfectly. Our wolves understand each other in ways our human minds haven’t even begun to process.

She stops at a small clearing where moonlight filters through the canopy above. When she looks back at me, I see invitation in those green eyes. She wants to play.

What follows is the most natural thing in the world. We chase each other in circles, her smaller wolf darting around my larger form with playful nips and gentle tackles. When I catch her, we tumble together in the soft grass, our wolves communicating through touch and scent and the pure joy of finding their other half.

Time loses all meaning. We could have been playing for minutes or hours—all that matters is the perfect synchronization between us. When she pounces on me and we roll together, I feel complete for the first time in my twenty-five years of life.

Finally, we collapse beside a small stream, both our wolves panting from exertion and happiness. The bond between us has grown stronger with every moment we’ve shared, until it feels like a golden thread connecting our hearts.

But reality crashes back when she begins to shift.

I watch, mesmerized, as her silver-white fur recedes and her human form emerges. Pale skin seems to glow in the moonlight, and when she sits up, I see every perfect curve of her body. My own shift happens without conscious thought, need overriding all other considerations.

We sit facing each other in the small grove, both naked and trembling. But it’s not from the cool night air—it’s from the mate bond that pulses between us like a heartbeat, demanding acknowledgment.

“Kieran,” she whispers, and my name on her lips sounds like a prayer.

I want to reach for her, but my hands shake as the full weight of what’s happening crashes down on me. This is Ethan’s little sister. This is Celeste, who’s just turned eighteen tonight. This is impossible.

“We can’t,” I say, but my voice sounds rough and uncertain even to my own ears.

“Why?” Her green eyes search my face, and I see the hurt beginning to form there. “You feel it too. I know you do.”

I do feel it. The mate bond is like fire in my veins, pulling me toward her with a force I’ve never experienced. My wolf is practically clawing at my insides, desperate to claim what’s ours.

“My father has expectations,” I start, but she cuts me off.

“I don’t care about your father’s expectations.” Her voice grows stronger, more determined. “This is between us. This is what the Moon Goddess wants.”

She’s right, and we both know it. The mate bond doesn’t lie, doesn’t make mistakes. But the political ramifications—my father’s plans for advantageous marriages, the pack hierarchy, the fact that she’s Ethan’s sister—all of it swirls through my mind like a storm.

“Celeste—”

“Don’t.” She moves closer, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her skin. “Don’t think about anything else right now. Just… feel what this is.”

When she places her hand on my chest, right over my heart, every rational thought evaporates. The touch sends shockwaves through my entire system, and my wolf roars in approval.

“You’re so young,” I whisper, my last attempt at resistance.

“I’m eighteen. I’m an adult. And I’m your mate.” Her hand slides up to cup my cheek, and I lean into the touch despite myself. “I’ve been waiting for this my whole life, Kieran. Haven’t you?”

The truth is yes. I have been waiting, though I never knew what I was waiting for until this moment. Every other woman I’ve been with felt wrong somehow, like I was just going through the motions. Now I know why.

“Yes,” I admit, and her smile is radiant.

“Then stop fighting it.”

When she leans forward and presses her lips to mine, the last of my resistance crumbles. The kiss is soft at first, tentative, but then the mate bond flares between us and everything changes.

I pull her closer, my hands tangling in her long hair as our mouths move together with desperate hunger. She tastes like moonlight and magic, and I can’t get enough. When she sighs against my lips, the sound goes straight to my core.

“Kieran,” she breathes against my mouth, and hearing my name said like that—like a plea, like a promise—breaks something inside me.

“You’re mine,” I growl against her lips, my wolf’s possessiveness bleeding through. “Tell me you’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” she whispers back, and the words seal something between us that goes deeper than any vow.

I kiss her again, harder this time, pouring all of my longing and need into the connection between our mouths. She responds with equal fervor, her small hands gripping my shoulders as she presses herself against me.

When I trail kisses down her throat, she arches her neck to give me better access, a soft moan escaping her lips. The sound makes my wolf practically howl with satisfaction.

“I need you,” I whisper against the soft skin of her neck, breathing in her intoxicating scent. “I’ve never needed anything like I need you.”

“Then take me,” she says, and there’s no hesitation in her voice. “I’m yours, remember?”

I lift my head to look at her, needing to see her eyes, needing to be sure. What I find there is desire, yes, but also trust and love and a certainty that matches my own.

“Are you sure?” I ask, because even with the mate bond singing between us, I need to know she wants this choice.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

That’s all the permission I need. I kiss her again as I lower her back onto the soft grass, my hands exploring the curves of her body with reverent touches. Every inch of her skin feels perfect beneath my palms, and when she shivers at my touch, I think I might lose my mind.

“You’re so beautiful,” I whisper against her collarbone as I trail kisses across her chest. “Perfect.”

She arches beneath me when I take her breast in my mouth, her fingers threading through my hair to hold me closer. The taste of her skin is addictive, and I want to memorize every sound she makes, every way she responds to my touch.

“Please,” she gasps, and I don’t need to ask what she’s begging for. I can feel her need through the mate bond, can sense how much she wants this connection between us.

When I settle between her thighs, she looks up at me with those emerald eyes full of trust and desire, and I feel something shift in my chest. This isn’t just about physical need anymore—this is about claiming my mate, about completing the bond that will tie us together for life.

“This might hurt at first,” I warn her, my voice rough with barely controlled restraint.

“I don’t care,” she says, her hands coming up to frame my face. “I want all of you, Kieran. Everything you have to give.”

When I join our bodies together, she gasps and her nails dig into my shoulders, but she doesn’t ask me to stop. Instead, she pulls me down for another kiss, pouring all of her trust and love into the connection between our mouths.

I move slowly at first, letting her adjust to the new sensation, but when she starts moving with me, all of my carefully maintained control snaps. The mate bond flares between us like wildfire, and suddenly we’re not just two people coming together—we’re two halves of one soul finding each other at last.

She meets every thrust with eager movements of her own, her soft cries and gasps driving me toward madness. When she throws her head back and calls my name, the sound echoes through the forest like a battle cry.

“Mine,” I growl against her throat as I feel her body tighten around mine. “My mate. My everything.”

“Yours,” she agrees breathlessly. “Always yours.”

When her release crashes over her, she cries out and her body arches beneath mine with such beauty that it takes my breath away. The sensation of her coming apart in my arms, combined with the mate bond pulsing between us, sends me over the edge after her.

Afterward, we lie entwined on the forest floor, both of us breathing hard and trembling from the intensity of what just happened. The mate bond hums between us like contentment itself, and for a moment, the world feels perfect.

“I love you,” she whispers against my chest, and the words hit me harder than any physical blow.

“I love you too,” I reply, and I mean it with every fiber of my being. “More than I thought was possible.”

She lifts her head to smile at me, and in her eyes I see our future—a life together, children, growing old side by side. For a moment, I let myself believe it’s possible.

Then the sound reaches us.

Drums echoing through the forest in the slow, steady rhythm that every pack member knows by heart. The traditional signal that someone has died.

We both freeze, our perfect moment shattered by the ominous sound that carries on the night wind. Celeste sits up, her face going pale as the meaning sinks in.

“Someone’s dead,” she whispers, and I can hear the fear creeping into her voice.

I pull her against me, trying to offer comfort even as my own dread begins to build. The drums continue their mournful beat, and somehow I know that whatever we’ve just found together is about to be tested in ways we can’t imagine.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





Celeste POV


The sound of drums still echoes in my ears as Kieran and I run through the forest, our bare feet pounding against the cold earth. My heart hammers against my ribs, not from the running but from the terror growing inside me with each step. The drums only sound when someone has died. Someone in our pack is gone.

“It’s probably just old Henrik,” I gasp, trying to convince myself. “He’s been sick for months.”

But Kieran doesn’t answer. His face is tight with worry, his blue eyes scanning the trees ahead of us. We both know the drums wouldn’t sound this urgent for a natural death. Something is wrong. Very wrong.

The smell hits us first—sharp and bitter, clawing at my throat. Smoke. Not the gentle wood smoke from evening fires, but something harsher. Something that makes my newly awakened wolf whimper inside my chest.

“No,” I whisper, but my feet keep moving faster. “Please, no.”

We break through the tree line, and my world shatters.

Orange flames dance against the night sky where my family’s cabin should be. The building that holds every memory of my childhood is being devoured before my eyes. Thick black smoke pours from what used to be windows, and the roof has already caved in on one side.

“Mom!” The scream tears from my throat. “Dad! Ethan!”

I start running toward the burning cabin, but Kieran’s strong arms catch me around the waist.

“Celeste, no! It’s too dangerous!”

“Let me go!” I fight against him, clawing at his hands. “My family is in there! I have to help them!”

Pack members have formed a bucket brigade from the well to the house, but even from here I can see it’s hopeless. The flames are too high, too fierce. The wooden walls that my father built with his own hands are turning to ash before our eyes.

“Where are they?” I sob against Kieran’s chest. “Where’s my family? Why aren’t they out here?”

But I already know the answer. The terrible, crushing weight in my chest tells me they’re still inside. Still in that burning hell.

Alpha Roman Ashford appears through the smoke like a dark shadow, his silver hair gleaming in the firelight. His face is grim but calm, too calm for what’s happening. He moves through the bucket brigade with authority, directing pack members away from the building.

“Stand back!” he orders. “The structure is too unstable. No one goes near it.”

“But Alpha,” calls Fenrir, one of our strongest warriors. “Daniel and Isabella might still be—”

“They’re gone.” Alpha Roman’s voice cuts through the night like a blade. “I’ve confirmed it. They were overcome by smoke before they could escape.”

The bucket falls from my hands, splashing water across my bare feet. Gone. The word echoes in my head, but it doesn’t make sense. My parents can’t be gone. They were just laughing with me at dinner. Mom was braiding my hair. Dad was telling stories about his first shift.

“What about Ethan?” My voice cracks on my brother’s name. “Where’s Ethan?”

Alpha Roman’s eyes find mine across the crowd, and I see something flicker in them. Pity? Guilt? “Your brother tried to save them. He didn’t make it out either.”

The world tilts sideways. My knees hit the ground hard, but I barely feel it. Ethan, who was supposed to tease me about Kieran for years to come. Ethan, who promised to walk me down the aisle someday. Ethan, who called me his little moonbeam.

Gone. All of them, gone.

Kieran kneels beside me, his hands gentle on my shoulders. “I’m so sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so, so sorry.”

But sorry doesn’t bring them back. Sorry doesn’t explain how this happened.

Alpha Roman raises his voice to address the gathered pack. “This is a tragedy, but accidents happen in old buildings. An oil lamp was overturned in Daniel’s workshop. The fire spread too quickly for anyone to—”

“No.” The word leaves my mouth before I can stop it.

Every head turns toward me. The Alpha’s eyebrows rise slightly, as if he can’t believe someone interrupted him.

“No,” I say again, louder this time. I push myself to my feet, swaying slightly. My newly enhanced senses are screaming at me, picking up things the others can’t detect. “That’s not what happened.”

“Celeste,” Kieran warns quietly. “Don’t—”

“I can smell it,” I continue, ignoring his warning. “Under the smoke and ash. There’s something else. Something chemical. Gasoline.”

A murmur ripples through the crowd. Some pack members exchange glances, their expressions uncomfortable.

Alpha Roman’s face doesn’t change, but his voice gets colder. “You’re in shock, child. Grief can make us imagine things that aren’t there.”

“I’m not imagining anything!” My grief transforms into rage, hot and bright in my chest. “My father would never leave an oil lamp burning in his workshop. Never! He was too careful. And why would gasoline smell be—”

“Enough.” The Alpha’s voice carries the full weight of his authority. “You will not spread wild accusations based on confused senses. This was a tragic accident, nothing more.”

The pack members nod along with their Alpha’s words, but I can see doubt in some of their faces. Mrs. Holloway, who lived closest to us, wraps her arms around herself. Young Peter keeps glancing between me and the burning house like he’s trying to piece something together.

“You’re wrong,” I say, my voice shaking but determined. “This wasn’t an accident. Someone did this. Someone murdered my family, and you’re covering it up!”

Gasps echo through the crowd. Several pack members step back from me like I’ve grown fangs.

“How dare you?” snarls Beta Morrison, Alpha Roman’s right-hand man. “How dare you accuse our Alpha of—”

“I’m not accusing him of covering it up!” I snap back. “I’m saying he’s not looking hard enough! My family is dead, and he’s already decided it was an accident without investigating anything!”

“Watch your tone, girl,” growls another pack member. “Alpha Roman has led us for thirty years. He knows what he’s doing.”

“Does he?” I spin to face the crowd, my hands shaking with fury. “Then where was this great leadership when my family was burning? Where was the protection we’re promised as pack members?”

The murmurs grow louder now, but not in my favor. I can hear the disapproval, the anger at my challenge to their Alpha’s authority.

“The Blackwoods always thought they were special,” mutters someone in the back.

“Too good for pack traditions,” adds another voice.

“Remember how Daniel questioned the arranged marriages last year?”

My heart sinks as I realize the pack is turning against me. They’re using this moment, when I’m desperate and grieving, to voice complaints they’ve been harboring for years.

“My father questioned things because he cared about fairness!” I shout over their murmurs. “That’s not disloyalty, that’s—”

“That’s exactly what disloyalty looks like,” Beta Morrison interrupts. “Questioning the Alpha’s wisdom. Spreading dissent among pack members. And now his daughter does the same thing.”

Tears stream down my face, but I refuse to back down. “I’m not spreading dissent! I’m demanding justice
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