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The first thing I smelled wasn’t the rain; it was the scent of a dead man coming home.




I was nineteen, standing on the steps of the North Ridge Academy with the weight of a pack I didn’t ask for pressing into my spine. My father had died three months ago, leaving me the title of Alpha and a seat in a classroom where the air always felt too thin. I was supposed to be the predator, the one everyone looked at with lowered eyes, but all I felt was the slow, steady erosion of my own skin.




The rain in this part of the country doesn’t just fall; it punishes. It turned the gravel driveway into a grey soup and blurred the edges of the black sedans idling at the gate. I leaned against the cold stone pillar, my knuckles raw from a fight I’d picked with a brick wall an hour earlier. My hand throbbed in time with my heart—a dull, stupid rhythm that reminded me I was still alive when I really didn’t want to be.




Then the door of the lead car opened.




The scent hit me first. Wet cedar and something sharp, like ozone before a strike. It was a smell I hadn’t encountered in three years, not since the night we ran him out of the territory with nothing but the clothes on his back and a bloodied lip.




Kaelen.




He stepped out of the car, and the world seemed to tilt. He wasn’t the scrawny, desperate boy I’d broken in the woods behind the gym. He was wider now, his shoulders filling out a tailored coat that cost more than my father’s funeral. He didn’t look like an exile. He looked like an owner.




He didn’t look at the school. He looked straight at me.




“You look like hell, Xander,” he said. His voice had dropped an octave, scraping against the air like a blade on a whetstone.




I didn’t move. I couldn’t. My wolf was pacing inside my ribcage, claws catching on my lungs. There was a shift in the atmosphere, a physical pressure that made the other students—the ones who had been loitering near the doors—scurry inside like mice.




“You’re trespassing,” I said. My voice was steady, but my throat felt like it was full of glass.




Kaelen smiled. It wasn’t a kind look. It was the smile of a man who had spent three years counting every bruise I’d ever given him and was finally ready to hand them back. “Not anymore. The Council reinstated my family’s land rights this morning. I’m not just back, Xander. I’m your neighbor again. And I hear the Silver Ridge pack is looking a little… fragile.”




He took a step forward, his boots crunching on the wet stone. He stopped just inches from me, close enough that I could see the faint white line of a scar I’d given him across his jaw.




“Where is she?” he asked.




The question hit me harder than a physical blow. I knew who he meant. I’d spent every night for the last six months trying to scrub the memory of her from my brain.




“Gone,” I whispered.




“Gone where?”




“I don’t know.”




Kaelen laughed, a short, harsh sound that died in the rain. “You had the greatest gift the moon could give a man like you, and you let her slip through your fingers because you were too busy playing king. You didn’t even know what she was, did you?”




I clenched my jaw so hard I thought my teeth might crack. I didn’t have an answer. That was the wound that wouldn’t heal—the central rot in my chest. I had felt the pull. I had felt that strange, magnetic tug toward the girl who sat in the back of the library, the one with the oversized sweaters and the eyes that looked like they’d seen the end of the world. I’d ignored it. I’d pushed her away. I’d treated her like she was nothing because I was an Alpha, and Alphas didn’t fall for nameless omegas with no lineage.




And then, one day, the seat in the library was empty. The scent was gone. And a hole had opened up in my soul that no amount of power could fill.




“She’s my mate, Kaelen,” I said, the words tasting like copper.




“She *was* your mate,” Kaelen corrected, leaning in until his breath stayed on my skin. “But you rejected the bond before you even understood it. And now? Now I’m going to find her. And when I do, I’m going to give her everything you were too proud to offer. I’ll take your pack, Xander. I’ll take your title. But mostly, I’m going to take her.”




He turned on his heel and walked back to the car without waiting for a response. I watched the taillights disappear into the mist, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.




I was nineteen, the Alpha of a dying pack, and I had just realized that the girl I’d thrown away was the only thing that could have saved me.




***




The hallways of North Ridge Academy felt different that afternoon. The gossip moved like a virus, jumping from one group to the next. *Kaelen is back. The Blackwood family is reclaimed. Xander is losing his grip.*




I walked through the corridors, my head down, my hands shoved deep into my pockets. I could feel the stares. In the hierarchy of our world, perception was everything. If they thought I was weak, the challenges would start by dinner.




I ducked into the music room, the one place that was usually empty during the lunch hour. The air inside smelled of dust and old wood. I sat on the piano bench, not playing, just staring at the keys.




I remembered her here.




She used to come in when she thought no one was looking. She didn’t play the piano; she just sat on the floor by the window and read. I’d watched her through the crack in the door more times than I cared to admit. I’d been fascinated by the way her hair fell over her face, the way she tucked a stray strand behind her ear with a hand that always seemed to be trembling.




I’d had a hundred chances to speak to her. To walk in and ask her name. To tell her that every time I was near her, my wolf went silent and the world finally made sense.




But I was the Alpha’s son. I was dating the daughter of the South Pack’s leader. I had a path laid out for me, and it didn’t include a girl who smelled like wildflowers and loneliness.




The last time I saw her was in this room. It was raining then, too. I’d walked in, fueled by a cocktail of teenage arrogance and the sudden, terrifying realization that the bond was becoming undeniable.




*“Stop following me,”* I’d told her. It was a lie. She wasn’t following me; I was the one haunting her steps.




She’d looked up at me, her eyes wide and dark. She didn’t say anything. She just stood up, gathered her books, and walked past me. As she brushed my shoulder, a jolt of electricity had shot through my body, so violent I’d nearly dropped to my knees.




I’d turned to grab her arm, to take it back, to scream that I was sorry—but the words died in my throat. I let her walk out. I let her disappear into the crowded hallway.




The next day, she was gone. No records, no forwarding address. It was like she’d been erased from the earth.




A shadow fell over the piano keys.




I looked up. It wasn’t Kaelen. It was Sarah, my “intended.” She was beautiful in a sharp, cold way, her blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail so tight it looked painful.




“You’re brooding again,” she said, her voice echoing in the high-ceilinged room. “It’s not a good look for you, Xander. People are talking. They saw Kaelen at the gates.”




“Let them talk,” I said.




“He’s going to challenge you,” she stepped closer, her heels clicking on the hardwood. “My father is worried. He says the Silver Ridge pack is losing its edge. If you can’t handle a ghost from the past, how are you going to handle the council?”




I stood up, the bench scraping loudly against the floor. “I don’t care what your father thinks, Sarah. And I don’t care about the council.”




“You should care,” she snapped, her eyes flashing. “Because if you lose your position, I’m not going down with you. I’m an Alpha’s daughter. I deserve a mate who can hold his ground.”




“Then go find one,” I said, walking past her.




“Is this about her?” she called out after me. “That girl? The one who didn’t even have a pack name? You’re losing everything over a nobody who ran away the second things got real.”




I stopped at the door, my back to her. “She didn’t run away, Sarah. I drove her away. There’s a difference.”




I walked out before she could respond, the anger in my chest burning hot and bright. It was a distraction from the cold, hollow fear that was starting to settle in my gut.




Kaelen was right. I didn’t know what she was. I didn’t know her favorite color, or her middle name, or why she always looked like she was mourning something. I had been her mate, and I had been her stranger.




I made my way to the roof of the science building, the highest point on campus. From here, I could see the vast expanse of the woods that bordered our territory. Somewhere out there, she was breathing. Somewhere out there, the other half of my soul was living a life that didn’t include me.




The bond was a faint, thrumming wire in the back of my mind. It was frayed, nearly snapped, but it was there.




I closed my eyes and reached for it.




*Where are you?* I thought, the words a silent plea.




There was no answer, only the sound of the wind whistling through the vents and the distant chime of the school bell.




I had spent my whole life being told that being an Alpha was about strength. About teeth and claws and dominance. But as I stood there in the rain, watching Kaelen’s black car pull back into the driveway of the abandoned Blackwood estate across the valley, I realized I’d been wrong.




Being an Alpha was about what you were willing to lose.




And I had already lost the only thing that mattered.




I looked down at my hands. They were shaking. Not from fear, but from a sudden, violent resolve.




Kaelen wanted a war? Fine. He could have it. He could try to take the land, the title, and the crown. But he wouldn’t find her first. I would tear this world apart before I let him touch her.




I would find my unknown mate. I would bring her back. And then, I would burn everything I’d built just to hear her say my name one more time.




The rain picked up, turning into a deluge that soaked through my shirt and chilled me to the bone. I didn’t care. For the first time in months, the fog in my head had cleared.




I wasn’t just a grieving son or a failing leader.




I was a wolf on the hunt.




And I was coming for what was mine.
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The rain didn’t wash anything away; it just made the dirt heavier.




I stood at the edge of the ridge, my boots sinking into the softening mud, watching the lights flicker on in the Blackwood estate. For three years, that house had been a hollow skull, staring out over the valley with empty windows. Now, it had eyes again. Yellow, predatory eyes. Kaelen was back, and he hadn’t come to settle old debts. He had come to collect the interest in blood.




I pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes from my pocket. I’d quit months ago, or maybe years—time had become a blurred smear since she disappeared—but the air felt too thin to breathe without something to thicken it. The match flared, a tiny, pathetic spark against the deluge. I took a drag, the smoke burning my throat in a way that felt honest.




Rain and cigarettes. That was the smell of my life now. It was the smell of waiting for a ghost to come home.




“You’re going to catch pneumonia, and then I’ll have to lead a pack of mourners instead of a pack of wolves,” a voice said behind me.




I didn’t turn. I knew the weight of Elias’s footsteps. My Beta, my friend, the only person left who didn’t look at me like I was a ticking time bomb.




“He’s in there,” I said, my voice sounding like gravel grinding together. I pointed the glowing cherry of my cigarette toward the Blackwood house. “He’s sitting in his father’s chair, drinking my whiskey, and thinking about how easy it’s going to be to break me.”




Elias stepped up beside me, his coat already soaked through. He didn’t have an umbrella. We weren’t the kind of men who used umbrellas. “He’s been talking to the elders, Xander. He’s telling them you’ve lost your grip. He’s using the girl—or the lack of her—as proof that the moon has turned its back on you.”




I felt a low growl vibrate in my chest, a sound that was more animal than man. “Let him talk. Words don’t hold territory. Teeth do.”




“It’s not just words,” Elias said softly. “He’s found something. A scent trail near the northern creek. He’s claiming it’s hers.”




The cigarette snapped between my fingers. The embers fell into a puddle and hissed into nothing. I turned to him, my vision tunneling. The world became the size of Elias’s worried eyes. “He found her scent? Where?”




“He’s not sharing the location. He’s using it as leverage. He told the Council he’d lead them to the ‘lost Luna’ if they recognized his claim to the Blackwood lands and the western hunting grounds. He’s playing the hero, Xander. He’s playing the man who can find what the Alpha couldn’t.”




I lunged, grabbing Elias by the front of his jacket. I didn’t mean to, but the wolf was too close to the surface, clawing at my ribs. “He doesn’t even know her name. He doesn’t know the way she breathes when she sleeps or the way the air changes when she walks into a room. How can he find her?”




Elias didn’t flinch. He just looked at me with a pity that hurt worse than a punch to the gut. “He doesn’t have to love her to find her. He just has to be faster than you.”




I let him go, my hands shaking. I wiped the rain from my face, but it was useless. It was everywhere. It was inside me.




I thought about her. My unknown mate. The woman whose face I’d only seen in the fractured glass of my dreams, whose voice was a melody I couldn’t quite hum. She was out there, somewhere in the dark, cold and alone, while I stood on a hill playing politics with a ghost from my past.




I had been passive for too long. I had let grief turn me into a statue. I thought that by staying still, I could keep the pain from spreading. But while I was standing still, the world was moving. Kaelen was moving.




“Get the car,” I said.




“Where are we going?”




“To the creek. If there’s a scent, I’ll find it. I don’t need Kaelen’s map.”




“Xander, it’s a trap. He wants you out there, away from the pack house, away from the Council. He’s going to challenge you the moment you step off your land.”




“Then let him challenge me,” I snapped, starting down the muddy slope. “I’m tired of being an Alpha on paper. I want to feel his throat under my hand. I want to see if he still bleeds the same color as the rest of us.”




We drove in silence, the windshield wipers struggling to keep up with the downpour. The interior of the truck smelled like wet leather and the lingering smoke from my clothes. I stared out the window at the passing trees, their branches reaching out like skeletal fingers.




Every mile we drove away from the estate felt like a betrayal, but every mile toward the creek felt like a desperate prayer.




The northern creek was a jagged line of black water that cut through the oldest part of the forest. It was a place of thick moss and ancient secrets, where the canopy was so dense that even the sun couldn’t find its way down. In the rain, it was a graveyard of gray and green.




I hopped out of the truck before Elias had even killed the engine. The air here was different. It was heavy with the smell of damp earth and rotting leaves, but underneath it all, there was something else.




I shifted, the change tearing through me with a familiar, agonizing heat. My bones cracked and reset, my skin stretched, and my senses exploded. The world turned from a dull photograph into a vibrant, terrifying landscape of smells and sounds.




I put my nose to the ground, ignoring the mud that coated my fur.




I searched. I circled. I let the rain beat against my back until my muscles ached with the cold.




Then, I caught it.




It wasn’t the scent of a wolf. It wasn’t the scent of a human. It was something in between—something that smelled like freesia and ozone, like the moment right before a storm breaks. It was faint, a ghost of a memory clinging to a jagged rock at the water’s edge.




My heart hammered against my ribs. It was her. I didn’t know how I knew, but my soul recognized it. It was the missing piece of a puzzle I’d been trying to solve my entire life.




But there was another scent layered over it.




Acrid. Sharp. The smell of cheap tobacco and expensive cologne.




Kaelen.




He had been here. He had stood exactly where I was standing. He hadn’t just found her trail; he had stepped on it. He had tainted it.




I shifted back, the cold hitting my naked skin like a thousand needles. Elias was standing a few feet away, holding a blanket. He didn’t ask if I found it. He saw it in my eyes.




“He’s close, isn’t he?” Elias whispered.




“He was here an hour ago,” I said, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders. My teeth were chattering, but my blood was boiling. “He’s tracking her like she’s prey. He’s not looking for a Luna. He’s looking for a trophy to hang over his fireplace.”




“What do we do?”




“We don’t go back to the pack house,” I said, looking toward the dark wall of trees that led deeper into the mountains. “We go where the scent goes. I don’t care about the Council. I don’t care about the borders. If Kaelen wants a war, he can have it in the dirt.”




I walked back to the truck, my mind racing. I could see the headlines in the pack’s whispers tomorrow: *Alpha Abandons Post.* *Xander Loses His Mind.*




Let them talk. A crown is just a piece of metal if there’s no one to share it with.




As I climbed into the passenger seat, my hand brushed against the glove box. I opened it, pulling out a small, silver locket I’d found in the woods months ago—the only thing I had of hers. I hadn’t been able to open it. Every time I tried, my fingers froze.




I tried now. My thumb caught the edge, and the metal gave way with a soft click.




Inside, there was no picture. There was only a scrap of paper with a single line written in elegant, hurried script:




*Don’t look for me. It’s safer in the dark.*




I stared at the words until they blurred. Safer in the dark? From what? From Kaelen? Or from me?




The realization hit me like a physical blow. She wasn’t just lost. She was hiding. And she wasn’t hiding from the villain of the story. She was hiding from the Alpha who was supposed to protect her.




“Elias,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.




“Yeah?”




“Drive. Fast.”




I looked out at the Blackwood estate as we passed the turn-off. A single figure stood on the balcony, the orange glow of a cigarette a tiny beacon in the gloom. Kaelen. He wasn’t watching the road. He was looking toward the mountains, toward the same darkness I was about to enter.




He waved. A slow, mocking gesture of a man who knew he’d already won the first round.




I didn’t wave back. I just gripped the locket until the edges cut into my palm.




The scent of rain and cigarettes followed us into the trees, a bitter reminder of everything I’d failed to see. I wasn’t just chasing a mate anymore. I was chasing the truth of why she’d run in the first place.




And as the truck bounced over the uneven trail, the headlights cutting weak yellow tunnels into the night, I realized the most terrifying thing of all.




Kaelen wasn’t the one who had broken her.




I was.




The road ahead disappeared into a thick, suffocating fog, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t know if I was the hunter or the one being led to the slaughter.




But I knew one thing: I wasn’t stopping until the world burned or she was back in my arms.




The engine roared, drowning out the sound of the rain, but it couldn’t drown out the silence of the woman who didn’t want to be found.




Ahead, the first checkpoint of the northern border loomed—a gate that had been locked for a decade. And standing in front of it, bathed in the harsh glare of our lights, was a girl with hair the color of midnight and eyes that held the weight of a thousand storms.




She wasn’t running. She was waiting.
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She stood there like a ghost I’d spent a decade trying to exorcise, only to realize I was the one haunting her.


The rain didn’t just fall; it punished the earth, turning the gravel of the northern border into a soup of grey mud. The headlights of my truck cut through the dark, pinning her against the rusted iron of the gate. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t squint. She just watched me with those eyes—eyes that held the weight of every lie I’d ever told myself.


I killed the engine. The silence that followed was louder than the roar of the V8. It was a heavy, suffocating thing that crawled into my lungs and stayed there.


I stepped out of the cab. My boots sank into the sludge, the cold seeping through my leather jacket instantly. I didn’t care. I couldn’t feel anything but the thrum of my heart against my ribs, a frantic, rhythmic bruising.


“You’re late, Xander,” she said. Her voice was low, brittle, like dry leaves being crushed underfoot.


“I didn’t think you’d be waiting,” I managed to say. My throat felt like I’d swallowed glass.


“I wasn’t waiting for you to find me,” she said, finally looking away, her gaze drifting to the locked gate behind her. “I was waiting for you to realize you already lost.”


She looked different, yet exactly the same. Her hair, once a soft crown I used to tangle my fingers in during the quiet hours of the night, was now a jagged, midnight-dark mess plastered to her neck by the storm. She looked tired. She looked like she’d been running for a hundred years, and I was the one who had set the hounds on her.


The realization hit me again, harder this time. It wasn’t Kaelen. It wasn’t the pack politics or the pressure of the Alpha bloodline. It was the way I’d looked at her back then—like she was a prize to be won, a hole to be filled, rather than a person with her own gravity.


I took a step forward. She took a step back. The distance between us remained a yawning chasm, fixed and unyielding.


“Elara,” I whispered.


“Don’t,” she snapped, the first flash of heat breaking through her frozen exterior. “Don’t use that voice. Not here. Not after the lockers.”


The mention of the lockers felt like a physical blow to the stomach.


I remembered the smell of floor wax and teenage sweat. I remembered the sound of the heavy metal doors slamming shut in the hallway of the Academy. I remembered the day I’d found her standing in front of her locker, staring at the combination lock like it was a puzzle she’d forgotten how to solve. I’d thought I was being protective. I’d thought I was being the Alpha she needed.


I had reached over her shoulder and clicked the lock shut myself. I had told her she didn’t need what was inside. I’d told her that from now on, I was the only thing she needed to rely on. I thought I was giving her safety. I was actually building her cage.


“I didn’t know,” I said, the words feeling pathetic even as they left my mouth.


“You didn’t want to know,” she countered. She walked toward the gate, her fingers trailing over the cold, wet bars. “You liked the version of me that was quiet. The one that didn’t ask why the northern border was closed or why my father’s letters stopped coming. You liked the girl who stayed behind the locked door you built for her.”


I wanted to reach out and grab her, to pull her into the warmth of the truck and tell her I’d burn the whole world down to make it right. But I knew that was the old Xander. The Xander who thought fire solved everything.


“Kaelen is back,” I said, changing the subject because the truth of our past was too sharp to handle. “He’s moving on the Council. He’s using your disappearance as leverage. He’s telling them I’m unfit because I can’t keep my own house in order.”


Elara let out a short, jagged laugh. It wasn’t a happy sound. “He’s right, isn’t he? You can’t even keep your own heart in order, Xander. You’re out here in the middle of a storm chasing a ghost while your throne is being dismantled piece by piece.”


“I don’t care about the throne,” I growled, the Alpha in me stirring, though it felt hollow.


“Liars shouldn’t talk so much,” she said. She turned back to face me, her eyes flashing in the dark. “You care about the power because it’s the only thing that makes you feel like you aren’t falling apart. But look at you. You’re drenched, you’re alone, and the girl you broke is the only one who can save your title. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To bring back the little mate so the Council will stop barking?”


“No,” I said, my voice cracking. “I’m here because I can’t breathe without knowing why you left. I’m here because I realized I’m the villain in your story, Elara. And I don’t know how to rewrite it.”


She softened, just for a second. The tension in her shoulders dipped, and for a heartbeat, I saw the girl who used to hide notes in my textbook. Then, the mask slid back into place. Cold. Efficient.


“You can’t rewrite it,” she said. “Some chapters are just meant to end in blood.”


Before I could respond, the radio in my truck crackled to life. The static was thick, but the voice that broke through was unmistakable. It was Marcus, my second-in-command, and he sounded like he’d been through a war.


“Xander, come in. You need to get back. Now.”


I didn’t move. I kept my eyes on Elara.


“Xander, listen to me,” Marcus’s voice rose, desperate. “Kaelen didn’t just go to the Council. He’s at the manor. He’s opened the vaults. He’s claiming the lineage by blood-right. He says you’ve abandoned the pack for a traitor. The enforcers are siding with him. If you don’t show up by dawn, there won’t be a pack to come back to.”


The words should have panicked me. They should have sent me racing back to the truck to defend my birthright. But I just stood there in the rain, looking at the woman who had every right to hate me.


“Go,” Elara said. She wasn’t mocking me anymore. She looked almost pitying. “Go save your kingdom, Alpha.”


“Not without you,” I said.


“I’m not yours to take,” she replied. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, rusted key. She stepped toward the gate and slid it into the heavy padlock that had held the northern border shut for a decade.


The sound of the mechanism turning was like a gunshot in the quiet night.


The gate creaked open, a groan of tortured metal that echoed through the trees. Beyond the gate was nothing but the black expanse of the forbidden woods—the place where the outcasts lived, where the law of the Alpha didn’t reach.


“I’m going through that gate, Xander,” she said, her voice steady. “And if you follow me, you lose your crown. If you go back to the manor, you lose me. Forever.”


She didn’t wait for an answer. She stepped through the threshold, the darkness of the woods swallowing her silhouette almost instantly.


I looked at the truck, the radio still spitting out Marcus’s frantic warnings. I looked at the gate, swinging slowly in the wind.


The choice was supposed to be hard. It was supposed to be the defining moment of my life as a leader. But as I watched the spot where her midnight hair had vanished into the trees, I realized there was no choice at all. I had spent my whole life being an Alpha, being the man everyone feared and respected. And it had left me with nothing but a cold bed and a heart full of stones.


I walked back to the truck, but I didn’t get in. I reached through the window and grabbed my heavy flashlight and the small silver locket I’d carried in my pocket since the day she disappeared. I tossed the keys into the mud.


The truck would stay here. The pack would have to survive—or burn—without me.


I turned toward the open gate. The rain was turning into a downpour now, the kind that washed away tracks and memories alike. I stepped over the threshold, leaving the gravel and the lights behind.


The woods were different. The air was thinner here, smelling of pine needles and something ancient. Something that didn’t care about titles or bloodlines.


I clicked on the flashlight, the beam cutting a narrow path through the dense undergrowth. I could see her footprints in the soft earth, already filling with water. She was moving fast, but she wasn’t hiding. She was leading me.


I followed the trail for what felt like hours. My legs ached, and the cold had moved from my skin into my bones. Every time I thought I’d lost her, I’d see a broken branch or a scrap of fabric caught on a thorn.


Finally, the trees thinned out, opening into a small clearing. In the center stood a dilapidated cabin, its roof sagging under the weight of moss and time. A single light flickered in the window—a candle, weak and yellow.


I approached the door, my heart hammering. I didn’t knock. I couldn’t. I just pushed it open.


The interior was sparse. A wooden table, a cot, and a fireplace that was currently cold. Elara was sitting on the floor, her back against the wall, her knees pulled to her chest. She looked small. She looked human.


“You’re a fool,” she said, not looking up.


“I know,” I said. I sat down on the floor across from her, keeping a respectful distance.


“He’ll come for you,” she whispered. “Kaelen won’t be satisfied with the manor. He’ll want your head to make sure you never come back.”


“Let him come,” I said. “I’m tired of running, Elara. And I’m tired of making you run.”


She finally looked at me. In the dim candlelight, I could see the tracks of tears on her cheeks, washed clean by the rain but still visible in the way her skin caught the light.


“Why did you really come?” she asked. “No Alpha bullshit. No mate-bond excuses. Why, Xander?”


I looked at my hands, scarred and rough. “Because when I closed that locker door ten years ago, I didn’t just lock you in. I locked myself out. And I’ve been freezing ever since.”


She didn’t move for a long time. Then, slowly, she reached out her hand. She didn’t touch me, but she left it there, palm up, on the floor between us.


“The gate is open now,” she said softly. “But the woods are full of monsters, Xander. And some of them have your face.”


I reached out and let my fingers brush hers. The spark was there—the same one from the hallway, from the moonlit runs, from the dreams I’d tried to drown in whiskey. But it was different now. It wasn’t a spark of possession. It was a spark of survival.


Outside, the wind howled, and for a moment, I thought I heard the sound of distant engines. Kaelen was coming. The pack was fractured. The world I knew was ending.


But as Elara’s fingers curled around mine, I realized for the first time that I didn’t want to be saved. I wanted to be found.


“Let the monsters come,” I said, my voice finally finding its strength. “I’ve been one for a long time. I think it’s time I learned how to fight them.”


She pulled her hand back, but the warmth remained. She stood up and walked to the window, peering out into the blackness of the northern woods.


“He’s not alone,” she said, her voice turning sharp again. “He brought the Silver-Sights. He’s not just coming for you, Xander. He’s coming to finish what you started.”


I stood up beside her, the weight of the situation finally settling in. This wasn’t just a chase anymore. This was a war. And we were trapped in a cabin with nothing but a candle and a decade of unspoken words.


“How many?” I asked.


“Enough,” she replied. She turned to me, a strange, fierce light in her eyes. “Do you still have the locket?”


I pulled it from my pocket and handed it to her. She didn’t open it. She gripped it tight in her fist until her knuckles turned white.


“Good,” she said. “Because if we’re going to die tonight, I want to make sure he knows exactly what he’s



















