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Tristan
T he storm clung to the mountain like it had a warning to deliver.

Wind howled through the narrow spires of Stormvale, sharp and biting, curling
around the stone towers like claws.

The air was thick with the scent of snow and lightning—wild, electric, ancient.

From the overlook, the peaks rose jagged and untamed, silhouetted against a violet
sKky.

My home. My birthright. And lately, a kingdom on the verge of fracture.

| pushed open the heavy wooden door to Morrigan’s chamber deep in the heart of the
mountain, the scent of sage and ironroot thick in the air.

Candles flickered along the stone walls, casting shadows that danced across the runes
etched into the floor like scars.

She stood at the center of the circle, unmoving, her long silver hair whipping around
her likeit had alife of its own.

“You called for me,” | said, voice low. Controlled.

Morrigan opened her eyes, irises pale silver and unfocused. “ Stormvale is shifting.
The old threads fray. A threat is coming.”



My body tensed. “ From where?’

She didn’t answer immediately. Her fingers dipped into the fire and came away clean.
“It’s not just from where. It's who . Someone who carries the weight of false crowns
and broken oaths.”

Alaric.

The name surfaced in my mind like rot beneath still water. | still remembered the
look in the Silver Ridge alpha's eyes the last time we stood across from each
other—cold, gleaming like stone. He wanted the mountain’s power, and he’'d gut us
al to takeit. “Silver Ridge,” | said.

Morrigan’s gaze flicked to me then, sharp. “Y ou assume much.”

“He'stried to claim what isn’t his before. He' |l try again. He always does.”

Her silence wasn't confirmation, but it didn’t need to be.

The celestial stones, buried deep in the heart of Stormvale, had always been the
target.

My pack’s legacy, our strength, came from the mountain’s bond with those stones.

We drew our magic from this land, from rituals older than any bloodline.

If Alaric wanted to weaken us, he’'d come for the source.

“Tell me what you saw,” | demanded.

Morrigan tilted her head, the flames behind her flaring blue. “The mountain groans



beneath stolen crowns. Blood seeks blood. But one flame cannot be claimed—it must
choose.”

| clenched my jaw. She never gave straight answers—only riddles stitched together
with smoke and half-truths. But | knew what | heard.

The mountain was in danger. My pack was in danger.

“And that’s not all,” Morrigan said softly. Her tone shifted, strange and distant, like
she wasn't quite in her own body. “The mate bond stirs.”

That froze me.

“What did you say?’

“l saw you,” she said, eyes unfocused. “You, and another. A light bound to your
shadow. A flame that does not fear the dark.”

A chill scraped down my spine. I’d long since stopped hoping for that kind of
connection. 1I'd buried that hope years ago, shoved it down beneath the bones of
wolves | couldn’t save. Love wasn’t for aphas. Not for me. | didn’t have the luxury
of longing.

“No,” | said, the word more a breath than adenial. “1 have no mate. There’s no room
forit.”

“You don’t have to want it for it to be true,” Morrigan murmured. “ She is coming. Or
you are going to her. The vision wasn't clear.”

“Where?’



“l don’'t know,” she said, her voice growing distant again. “But when you meet her,
the world will tilt. The stones were not forged for wolves, but taken by them in atime
of desperation...”

| turned away from the altar, the fire suddenly too hot against my skin.

The storm outside beat harder against the mountain, wind screaming through the
peaks like it was trying to break the walls open.

| didn’t have time to chase riddles. Not when the threat was already moving.

Not when the mountain’s magic was shifting beneath our feet.

My jaw clenched. Two visions. Two warnings. One of blood and broken bonds. One
of a mate fated by moonlight. And all | could see in their blurred edges was Alaric’s
shadow creeping back over my mountain. Was it a trick? A curse? Or something
worse—the truth?

If Alaric was coming for the stones again, I’ d stop him before he reached the border. |
couldn’t afford to wait for the mate Morrigan claimed was fated to appear. Not when

| had a duty to defend everything Stormvale stood for.

| walked out into the cold, the air sharp with ice and magic. Stormvale pulsed beneath
me, awarning in every breath of wind.

Let fate play its games.

| had awar to start.
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Chapter one
Serena
T heforest didn’t feel right tonight.

Shadows stretched too long beneath the towering pines, reaching like twisted claws
over the rain-softened earth.

Each sound—the trill of crickets, the heavy flap of an owl’s wings—itched against
my skin.

The air was too till, too heavy, and my instincts whispered what | didn’t want to
admit: | wasn't alone.

| halted mid-step, boots sinking into the damp, mossy earth, and reached for the blade
strapped to my thigh. My fingers tightened against the leather hilt as | scanned the
trees around me. Nothing. No movement, no scent... but my wolf stirred anyway,
restless beneath my skin.

It wasn't paranoia.

It was survival.

They called it “patrolling,” but | wasn’t stupid.

| wasn't guarding the border; | was being thrown to it.



This was punishment dressed as duty—a convenient way to dispose of me at the edge
of the Silver Ridge borders, where | couldn’t draw attention to myself.

They knew I'd rather run a hundred miles solo than endure another hour as the
unwelcome outcast in our camp.

Even my father, the great alpha of Silver Ridge, didn’t bother pretending he wanted
me there.

| exhaled sharply and rubbed at the crescent moon etched into my wrist. It gleamed
pale against my skin, faintly illuminated by the deep lavender wash of twilight.
Crescent moon. Stars. Such an innocent mark for something that had made me an
outcast in my own pack.

My father, brilliant and distant as ever, had told me it was my birthright.

That | was special. For a child desperate for approval, those words had been
intoxicating once.

But the truth had turned sour by the time | was old enough to understand.

The curse was something more—a scar, a reminder of ancestral sins, and | was
marked to pay the price.

Those born bearing the mark must find a way to break the curse, or they’ll never be
able to form a true mate bond.

Without a mate, sometimes the marked grow wild with fury and rage, making them a
threat to themselves or others.

Like areal ticking time bomb. It was also a signal to my packmates that | wasn’t one



of them. Not really.

| could handle the whispers and the stares, even the isolation. I'd stopped craving
acceptance years ago. But every time | caught my father’s gaze—hard, sharp, and
shadowed with exhaustion—I saw the weight of his disappointment and the fear of
what | might become. That, | couldn’t forgive.

“You'll never be frege,” his voice murmured in my head, a ghost of his latest
admonishment that haunted me still. “You’ll wander like alost soul until fate decides
otherwise. That's what you are, Serena. A burden the pack must carry.”

| snorted in defiance, fists clenching around the blade as | kept walking. Screw him.
Screw al of them. If the Silver Ridge pack saw me as a burden, then they didn't
deserve my loyalty. Loneliness had teeth, but so did I.

Still, the forest hung heavy tonight—heavier than usual.

| crouched low to the damp earth, calming my pulse as | took in a deep breath. The
air should’ve been clean, full of the familiar scents of pine sap and decaying leaves.
But beneath that, so faint it pinched against my awareness, was a scent | didn't
recognize—sharp, smoky, metalic.

And getting closer.

| didn’t have time to react.

The beast erupted from the tree line with a snarl, a blur of brown fur and barreling
muscle that came straight for my throat. My knife was in my hand in an instant as |

twisted away, narrowly dodging its snapping jaws. There wasn’t time to think—just
to survive.



| lashed out, the blade finding its mark against the wolf’s shoulder, and it howled.
Before | could strike again, more shadows emerged from the trees, their glowing eyes
locking on me with terrifying precision. They shouldn’t have been here. They weren’t
supposed to be here .

“Stormvale wolves,” | hissed, my voice raw as the snarl of my inner wolf surged to
my throat.

The Stormvale pack knew our borders as well as we knew theirs.

The Silver Ridge wolves were certainly no friends of the Stormvale pack, yet we
weren't their typical targets, either.

The origins of our hostility had faded into obscurity, with no recent raids or battles
for territory.

.. until tonight. They’d crossed the border into Silver Ridge, which meant they
weren't here for posturing or empty threats.

They’d come armed, coordinated, and determined for blood.

Why?

Rumors of rising tensions had crept through Silver Ridge for weeks, but no one took
them serioudly.

Until now. Two wolves charged me from opposite sides, their movements fluid and
terrifyingly synchronized.

My boots skidded against the dlick earth as | dropped to the ground, narrowly
avoiding a set of snapping jaws that passed just inches from my neck.



A feral growl ripped from my chest as | tossed the blade aside and let the shift take
me.

The change hit like a thunderclap—bones snapping, skin dissolving into silver fur,
the forest suddenly hyper-sharp, colors brighter, smells overwhelming.

Rage pulsed under my skin now, replacing the sharp thorns of fear, and | didn’t
hesitate.

| lunged for the nearest wolf, biting down hard enough to taste blood as my claws
raked itsribs.

One down. Five more circling.

| was trained for defense, not a six-on-one assault. And definitely not for him.

The clearing fell deadly quiet when he stepped into the fray, his massive black-furred
body radiating an aura that made my hackles rise. This was no soldier. No second-in-
command. Thiswas him.

The Stormvale apha

He stepped into the clearing like the storm had summoned him—massive, black-
furred, and pulsing with dominance.

His eyes—ice-blue, ancient, and too intelligent—collided with mine.

My breath hitched. Not out of fear. Something worse.

Something primal. Something that made my wolf whimper and bare her throat.



| didn’t want to, didn't mean to, but there was something in the weight of his stare
that pinned me in place.

For the first time, | felt my wolf falter. Not out of fear, but something more
dangerous: instinctive submission.

| shook my head, angry and defiant, and lunged for him.

Bad move.

His packmates rushed me from behind, one snapping at my hind leg while the others
pinned my sides. | squirmed and fought as teeth sunk shallow into my shoulder, but a
single, commanding growl from the alpha stilled me instantly.

| shifted back, panting and furious as mud and blood smeared my skin. The alpha’s
pack mates shifted back and held my arms pinned with a bruising grip. My human
body felt exposed here, but | refused to show weakness—not to my enemy, and
certainly not to him.

“You're along way from home, alpha,” | spat, my voice laced with venom.

The Stormvale alpha tilted his head as he shifted to stand before me, his black fur
giving way to broad, muscled flesh.

His body was built like the mountain he ruled—tall, broad-chested, scarred from
battles he'd clearly won.

Intricate tattoos told the stories of those battles, his pack’ s history, hislife.

The alpha's hair was dark and unruly, like night caught in a storm, and his eyes were
colder than aglacier’s edge.



Every inch of him said danger. And yet, my mark burned under my skin like it
wanted him anyway.

He crossed his arms over his scarred chest and tattered flannel, looking down on me
with infuriating calm, asif | were nothing more than a minor inconvenience.

“Serena.” He said my name with deliberate cruelty, letting it settle into the air
between us.

11 H OW—”

“We make it a habit to know our enemies,” he interrupted, his voice low and sharp as
ablade. “And you, little wolf, are very interesting.”

When | growled and lunged, he took a step back as a low chuckle escaped his throat,
asif | had amused him somehow.

“Careful,” he warned, voice calm but thick with authority. “Y ou don’t want to make
thisworse for yourself.”

“Go to hell.”

His lips twitched, a glimmer of amusement flickering across them before
disappearing. “Bind her,” he ordered. The two men holding me hostage complied,
snapping crude ropes around my wrists as their gloved hands worked quickly.

The second the wolfsbane-laced rope bit into my skin, a scream shot through my
veins. It wasn't pain—it was suppression. Like something holy was being strangled

inside me. | fought, snarling and writhing, but it was no use.

“You'll regret this,” | spat as they dragged me back to my feet.



“Quiet,” the alpha snapped, his expression unreadable. But just before he turned
away, | saw something unusual: a mark.

It was a pale, faint crescent moon near his shoulder, peeking out from a tear in his
shirt.

The air sucked from my lungs. My mark itched at the sight of his, a faint warmth
rippling across my wrist where the crescent moon and stars were burned into my skin.

Impossible.

It couldn’t be.

It sparked under the moonlight like a glinting blade, and everything | knew about
curses shifted beneath my feet. A Stormvale alpha with the same mark? That wasn't

just dangerous—it was heresy. Treason.

“What the hell are you?’ | whispered, my mind tangled in a thousand questions no
one could answer.

He glanced back at me then, his gaze narrowing briefly. The corners of his mouth
twitched, but not into asmile.

“Your survival just got interesting,” he muttered, just loud enough for me to hear.

And damned if my cursed heart didn’t stutter.

But in the midst of my fury and panic as the Stormvale apha led me deeper into
unfamiliar forest, one thought took root in my mind and refused to let go:

Whoever this alpha was, he wasn't just my enemy. He was something worse. A



prophecy in flesh. A fate carved into my skin.



Page 3

Source Creation Date: July 27, 2025, 7:07 am

Chapter two
Tristan

T he scent of smoke and blood clung to me as | strode through the winding tunnels of
the sanctuary, the steady cadence of my boots echoing across the stone walls.

Shadows from the torchlight flickered and leaped against the jagged surfaces,
twisting into sharp shapes that clawed at my periphery.

The celling glowed faintly with veins of lunar crystal—remnants of the storm
goddess' s blessing.

It pulsed with the pack’s unity. Tonight, it flickered like it couldn’t decide if we still
deserved it.

The mountain didn’t sleep. It listened. It judged.

Every echo that rang through its stone bones reminded me | was never aone
here—not really.

We were born of its magic. Strengthened by it.
Bound to it. But tonight, the walls felt colder.

Sharper. Asif it, too, was waiting to see what I’ d do with her.



Silence had aways been an aly, a part of the mountain’s rhythm that mirrored my
own. Tonight, though, it grated. Behind the quiet, | could hear them— my pack
—whispering in chambers and alcoves. The weight of each hushed word dragged
against my instincts.

They were questioning me. My choice. My leadership.

And perhaps they had every damn right to.

Bringing her here—bringing Serena here—was reckless at best, dangerous at worst.
When I’d made the call after theraid earlier tonight, | told myself it was calcul ated.

But now, as the hum of unease swelled around me, gnawing at the edges of my
precision, doubt hung like a chain around my neck.

| ran a hand through my disheveled hair, my fingers snagging on the dark strands.
“Dammit,” | muttered, the word hanging heavy in the silent room. The weight of my
decision pressed down on me, an invisible burden that threatened to crush my
resolve.

Serends face flashed in my mind - those defiant amber eyes boring into me,
challenging me even as I'd ordered her taken captive. My wolf stirred restlessly
beneath my skin, drawn to her in away | couldn't explain. | clenched my fists, nails
biting into my palms.

“Strength isn't just muscle,” | reminded myself. But what good was strength when
faced with an impossible choice?

| moved to the window, gazing out at the star-strewn sky. The constellations
glimmered, indifferent to the turmoil below. How many nights had | stood here,
seeking answers in those distant pinpricks of light?



“What would you have done, father?’ | whispered, the words bitter on my tongue.

Images of blood-soaked battles flashed through my mind - the legacy of hatred
between our packs stretching back generations. My father's mistakes loomed large,
his hunger for vengeance nearly destroying our pack. And now here | stood, poised to

repeat history.

The cut on my shoulder stung as the air in the mountain tunnels grew colder, but the
pain wasn’'t enough to ground me.

My senses were already raw, straining beyond my control, flaring in ways that had
nothing to do with blood loss.

Every fiber in my body pulsed with unrest, my wolf’s instincts pulling tight and
demanding answers | didn’t have.

Her scent still clung to me.

The entire sanctuary carried it now. It unfurled in waves, wild and sweet—Iike the
bite of honeysuckle in the early summer air.

No matter how long or far | walked, no matter how deep | pushed into the maze-like
chambers of this mountain, it followed.

Invisible but persistent, curling around my senses like aliving thing.

And it was driving me out of my fucking mind.

Serena.

Her scent shouldn't make me ache. It shouldn't remind me of heat, of nights |



couldn’t afford to want.

But it did. And the worst part? My wolf didn’t hate it.

It wanted more. | bit back alow growl, breathing through my nostrils as | descended
deeper into the tunnels, my boots crunching across loose gravel that no one had
bothered to clear from the main path.

It wasn't her name. It wasn't her fire or the defiance that cracked against me like
lightning in a storm.

It wasn't even the spectacle she’ d made of herself, spitting in my face and daring me
to regret taking her alive.

It was her mark .

The cursed moon and stars on her wrist—too faint to catch light until she was
writhing in pain from the wolfsbane on the ropes. The welts on her wrist still haunted
me. I’d smelled her pain when they tied her—hbitter, burning. No one else had

noticed. But | had. And | hadn’t stopped it.

“This changes nothing,” | whispered to no one, shaking my head sharply, trying to
shove her from my mind.

She was a Silver Ridge wolf, my enemy, and she's tethered to an ancient curse that
could rip apart our packs and undo everything I’ d spent my life building.

Y et somehow—I gritted my teeth at the thought—she’ d managed to sink hooks under
my skin in the space of asingle hour.

| clenched my jaw as | rounded a corner, the wide entrance to one of the larger



assembly chambers now visible ahead. My wolf stirred in my chest—the connection
restless but unspoken, an unnamable hum that vibrated my bones. For fuck’s sake, if |
didn’'t get my head together, I’ d—

“You'relate”

Ewan’s voice hit me like a slap, sharp and deliberately antagonistic.

His lean form leaned against the chamber wall, silhouetted by the fiery torches and
the faint mineral glow of the cave.

His arms were crossed, his lips curved down into a sneer.

The other ranking pack members gathered with him exchanged nervous, sidelong
glances, their unease suspended in the air like heavy fog.

| leveled my stare at him, steady and cold. “I didn’t realize | was on a schedule.”

Ewan pushed off the wall and stepped closer, his movements efficient, deliberate.

“The pack isn’t blind, Tristan.” His voice curled low and rough at the edges, his
loyalty laced with challenge.

“They see the enemy in the cell, the Silver Ridge wolf taking up our air, and they
want to know why .” His shoulders squared, his jaw ticking.

“Hell, so do I. We were supposed to take out the alpha, not kidnap his damn
daughter.”

My fingersitched to clench, but | kept my hands loose at my sides. Authority wasn’t
all power and rage; it was control. And | wasn't about to let Ewan—or anyone



else—mistake my calculus for hesitation.

“You'll address her properly,” | replied, my tone a sharp blade of warning, “unless
you' re ready to challenge my judgment in front of the entire pack.”

Ewan stiffened, the subtleties of his wolf rippling beneath his skin. Our bond as alpha
and beta tempered the tension, keeping it just short of outright rebellion—at least for
now. Behind us, the pack stood silent, waiting like the trees before a storm.

“1 don’'t question your right to lead,” Ewan said, his words edged with caution but no
less direct. “But | question the choice you' ve made. Y ou brought a curse into these
tunnels. A curse , Tristan—and for what? Leverage? You've dedt a blow to Silver

Ridge before. We could’ ve crushed them—"

“Do you think | don’'t know that?’ | snapped, sharper than | intended. “The decision
wasn't up for debate.”

“It should’ ve been.”

My wolf surged toward the surface, ears back, tail high.

It hated being questioned. Hated the smell of doubt pouring off Ewan like sweat.

The chamber bristled. At least three nearby wolves stiffened visibly in their seats, and
| caught the faint metallic tang of restless adrenaline in their sweat.

| shifted my eyes just long enough to acknowledge their unease before returning to
Ewan, refusing to drop my voice any lower than necessary.

“You've stood beside me long enough to know what a battlefield looks like.
Decisions don’'t wait, not when the stakes are set in blood. And this one? This was



about more than a border skirmish.”

| let the weight of the sentence linger, my gaze sweeping across the room for
emphasis. “Serena isn't just leverage. She's tied to something bigger than this war,
and until | figure out what , she stays here. Any objections?’

Ewan snorted softly, his expression grim.

“You're saying you risked the pack for answers, Tristan?

Stormval€'s strength runs through these very stones,” he growled.

“You start shaking the foundation with prophecy and curses, and it’'s not just your
title on the line.

Y ou risk the blood-rite bond we swore under the full moon. ”

“I"'m saying | risked the pack for certainty,” | snapped, finaly letting my words edge
with command.

“If any of you think Serena is the reason we're at war, you're more ignorant than |
thought.

This curse, this prophecy —it doesn’t end with one pack over the other. Not if tonight
was any indication.”

Ewan stepped forward, his shoulders squaring until he was barely afoot away.

“You think the pack gives a shit about curses?’ he murmured, his gaze low and sharp
beneath the torchlight.



He wasn't raising his voice, but he didn’t need to.

Ewan’s anger cut colder when it was quiet.

“They see a rogue with a mark—and they see you hesitating for the first time since
you've held thistitle.

Thisisn't like you... and it’s putting cracks where there shouldn’t be any. ”

He hesitated for the smallest beat, his jaw clenching before continuing. “I don’t want
cracks, Tristan. | want survival.”

| took two steps forward, closing the remaining distance between us. “I know what
happened tonight. | know where the lines were. | know what could have spilled over
onto this stone if I’d let it. But | made a call—one your position demands you either

accept or chalenge. Which will it be?’

Ewan’s gaze flickered briefly, his teeth locked audibly before he dropped them with a
dight tilt of his head. Submission, barely.

Good.

But a half-step away from rebellion.
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The pack dispersed begrudgingly after | assured them of further answers tomorrow
during committees—a political formality if nothing else. But Ewan lingered behind,
and though tension still hung like smoke between us, | didn’t send him away.

Ewan and | had history too deep to ignore, even when he grated against me.

He'd stood by my shoulder when we were both too young to wield
authority—teenagers climbing a mountain we shouldn’t have had to scale alone.

It was Ewan who' d gathered the pack in my father’s absence, handed me the wolves
loyalty, and bound himself to me when no one else would.

That kind of camaraderie didn’t dissolve in asingle night.

But it cracked around the edges, sharp and dangerous, every time resentment reared
its head.

“You never let anyone close,” he said finally, pacing as his heels scuffed the stone
floor. “ So why her?’

| leaned my hands against the oak table in the center of the chamber, turning my head
just dlightly to glance at him. My reflection stared back faintly in the maps spread
across the surface—just shadows against parchment. | didn’t answer immediately.

His frustration boiled over. “ Tristan, damn it—"

“Because there's something different ,” | said, my voice low but clipped, steady.



“Something tied to the curse she carries—the one she doesn’t even fully understand.
And with the prophecy Morrigan warned of, | have to be sure.”

Ewan flinched, inhaling sharply through clenched teeth.

| didn't owe him details, but he wasn't someone | could leave in the dark about
everything.

He wouldn’'t use her, not so long as the question of her importance remained
unanswered, but his doubt would spread to the pack quickly if | wasn't honest
about—at |east—half of what | knew.

“What kind of ‘different?” He crossed his arms but lowered his tone.

| hesitated before speaking evenly: “Her mark. It’'s the same as mine. The same as the
trail of runes carved through these chambers. | saw it when you were tying her up.”

Ewan swore under his breath, the heat of his anger briefly traded with shock,
followed by dawning concern.

“We bled for this pack,” Ewan muttered, eyes flashing.

“1 watched your father burn, and | made sure you didn’t fall with him.

| just... | don’t want to lose you too. Y ou sureit’s not some kind of—"

“Trick?” | cut him off, shaking my head. “No. It's real. And she noticed mine, too.”
My voice tightened as the memory flashed in my mind—her sharp intake of breath,

the way her eyes widened as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “Whatever
thisis, it’s not coincidence.”



Ewan slanmed afist against the table. The dull thud echoed through the chamber, his
frustration crackling like firelight. “You're gambling with the pack, Tristan. If the
elders catch wind of this—or worse, if she's some kind of weapon Silver Ridge
planted—"

“She’snot aplant,” | snapped, standing straight.

The words came out faster than | intended, too charged.

| inhaled, refusing to meet Ewan’s eyes as realization settled dense and suffocating in
my chest. Why was | so sure?

What was it about her that stripped away my detachment, leaving me raw and
defensive in ways I’ d never allowed myself to be before?

Besides, | recalled the last elder meeting and they’re aready circling.

‘Stormvale should act like Stormvale,” one had hissed.

Asif they were waiting for an excuse to unseat me.

Ewan caught my hesitation and pounced on it. “You don’'t know that. For al we
know, she's bait. A curse-touched wolf who could unravel everything we've built.
Y ou're letting emotions cloud your judgment—"

“Watch your tone,” | growled, the warning clear in the low rumble of my voice. My
wolf edged closer to the surface, demanding submission, but Ewan didn’'t back down

entirely.

“What tone should | use when my alpha might be risking the pack for one she-wolf
who doesn’t belong here?



" He glared, fists clenched at his sides.

“She’ s dangerous. You know it. | know it.

And keeping her here doesn't just endanger our lives—it calls everything into
question.

Y ou’ ve worked too damn hard to let a mistake unrave it.”

| turned away from him, jaw locked as | gripped the edge of the table hard enough
that alesser material might have cracked.

It wasn't that | didn’t understand his anger, his doubt.

He wasn't wrong—not entirely. If the council caught wind of this, they’d invoke the
old laws—binding combat.

Challenge by blood. And if | lost... they’d tear Stormvale apart from the inside out.

But underneath his words was a challenge | couldn’t accept, not now, not when my
resolve was fractured by thoughts of the wolf locked in the chamber down the hall.

| paced the length of the room, my fingers trailing along the rough stone. The cool
touch grounded me, a stark contrast to the fire that seemed to ignite whenever |
thought of Serena. “And what would you have me do? Release her? That's not an
option.”

“We could ransom her,” Ewan suggested, his voice tight. “Get Alaric to agree to
leave us aone and be done with this mess.”

| whirled to face him, a snarl building in my chest. “And risk her father's retaliation?



No. Not when they’ ve already attacked us before, it’stoo risky. She stays.”

The tension in the room was palpable, crackling like lightning before a storm. | could
smell Ewan's anxiety, sharp and acrid, mingling with my own conflicted scent.

“She's not just a prisoner, Ewan,” | answered finaly, my voice low, measured.
“She’'s something much larger than she knows. Larger than we know.” | shifted my
gaze to him over my shoulder, my ice-blue eyes locking with his. “And until | figure
out exactly what that is, Serena stays.”

Ewan inhaled slowly, the tension between us taut as a drawn bowstring. Then, with a
stiff bow of his head, he relented—for now. “I hope you're right,” he muttered, his
voice still laced with skepticism. “Because if this thing spirals out of control, it'll be a
storm none of us can outrun.”

Without another word, he strode from the chamber, his boots striking the stone faster
than necessary. | watched him go, my chest tight with the weight of leadership. |
wanted to believe | was right—needed to believe it. But doubt gnawed at me like a
wolf too long without a hunt.

The tunnels were quiet again, the sounds of conversation dimmed to faint murmursin
the background.

It was late; most of the pack would retreat to their respective chambers soon, turning
to rest as they always did, safe under our mountain’s protection.

But my wolf didn’t feel like resting. It prowled beneath my skin, stirring with restless
energy, pulling me toward the south wing of the sanctuary.

Toward her.



Answers. That’swhat | was going to find, or at least that’swhat | told myself.

The deeper | trekked into the sanctuary, the more the air shifted—damp and heavy,
with afaint whistle from the mountain winds filtering through cracks in the stone.

My hand brushed against the jagged walls as | walked, a sensation that grounded me
just enough to keep my thoughts in check.

The walls whispered history—runes etched into volcanic stone, long faded but never
erased.

Some told stories of sacrifice. Others, warnings: “Break the bond, and the earth will
bleed.” I'd ignored those as superstition once. Now... | wasn't so sure.

The passage narrowed briefly before opening into another carved hollow, the corridor
that led directly to the secure quarters. Her scent was stronger here, wild and
stubborn, though touched with something sharper—wolfsbane.

Good. At least the measures Ewan had ordered for her containment were working. It
was enough to slow her wolf’s strength without crippling her human form entirely.
Still, it clawed at me, the thought of her wrists chafing against the bindings, her

freedom stripped entirely.

Why does it matter? My own voice pushed the question like a scold, trying to rip
away the concern that had no place here.

It didn’t matter—not for her.

But for the prophecy tied to her mark.

This mark, this prophecy—it should’ ve been awarning.



But now | wasn't sureif | wanted answers, or just another excuse to see her again.

It wasn't until | reached the thick iron bars of her chamber that | realized how tightly
my fists were clenched.

| flexed my fingers, taking a slow breath to calm myself, before stepping silently into
the dimly lit space.

She was sprawled on the cot against the far wall, her auburn hair wilder than it had
been earlier.

The faint shift of her shoulders told me she wasn't asl eep.

Her head snapped up, eyes locking on me like a predator spotting prey. “Come to
gloat, Alpha?’ she spat, her words as sharp as her glare. “Or are we skipping straight
to the torture?’

Her fire didn't dim for anyone, not even in captivity—and gods help her, it was
almost... magnetic.

Serena was now sitting on the edge of the cot, her bare, bruised wrists resting lightly
on her lap. The torchlight made her hair glow like fire, and | hated that | noticed.
Hated that | wanted to see more of her skin lit up by it.

“Are you planning to stand there brooding, or does the big bad alpha plan to say
something?’ she said, breaking the quiet without looking up. Her voice was sharp
enough to slice bone, but her fire didn’t bother hiding its wounds.

| stepped fully into the dim torchlight this time, my boots deliberate against the stone
floor. She raised her head then, her hazel eyes narrowing as they met mine.



“Still breathing. Shame, redly,” | finaly answered smoothly, leaning one shoulder
casualy against the iron bars of her cell. The dry retort didn't satisfy her, though.
Serena s eyes remained on mine, measuring me.
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“That’s the best you've got? Not very original for someone with oh-so-great apha
authority,” she said, smirking as she rose to stand. Her bare feet grazed against the
stone with grace—as though the rough terrain meant nothing to her.

| stayed silent for a moment, watching. No matter how sharp her words, her body
language betrayed the exhaustion she didn’t dare show, the faint tremor in her fingers
as she gripped the cot behind her.

“How noble of you to play the silent protector. What... saved my life after all that
bloodshed? Guilt? Pity?’ She gritted her teeth before biting out the last venomous
question. “Or is it leverage, pure and ssmple? What were you doing in Silver Ridge,
anyway?’

| stepped closer, closing the gap until only the cold and illusion of the iron bars
separated us. My grip firmed against the cold rungs as | leveled my voice low.

“You're still breathing because you bear the same mark | do,” | said evenly.

This time, her reaction wasn't immediately biting. Her carefully guarded smirk
faltered, and | caught the flicker of frustration—or maybe fear—that bridged her
silence.

| leaned forward just slightly, enough to seize my advantage. “I’m keeping you alive
because whatever ties you to this prophecy isn’'t something | can ignore, no matter the

body count from your pack,” | said, my voice dangerously quiet.

Her breathing hitched just dlightly, though she mastered her face quickly enough to



retort. “So I'm... what, then? Fate's little experiment? Tied to your life now?’ Her
chin jutted up defiantly, even as her body tensed.

“Perhaps,” | admitted amost lazily. “But that doesn’t make you safe.”

That struck personal.

Despite myself, an amused exhale dlipped from my lips. “Do you ever stop talking
long enough to think?’

“1 think just fine,” she shot back. “And | think you' re an arrogant wolf with too much
time on his hands. What exactly do you want from me?’

| leaned against the bars, broad shoulders barely fitting between them as | folded my
arms. “Answers.”

“Well, too bad.” She crossed her arms, raising a brow in mock defiance. “Because |
don’t have any.”

| tilted my head, letting the faintest trace of a smirk curl the edge of my lips. “Don’t
you?’

The tension between us thickened, her silence sharpening the air around us like an
unsheathed blade.

She broke eye contact first, glancing briefly at her wrist. | didn't need to see it to
know what she was thinking.

She didn’t understand the mark any better than | did, and that fact seemed to unsettle
her deeply.



Good.

“It's nothing,” she said finally, her voice feigned indifference.

“That’s twice tonight you've lied to me,” | replied simply, though the steadiness of
my voice carried far more weight than the words themselves. “Do you want to try

agan?’

Her eyes snapped back to mine, fire sparking somewhere deep within their hazel
depths.

“What do you want meto say? That | don’t know why | have this stupid mark?

Or what it means?” Her voice was rising now, her frustration overriding her
calculated defiance.

“Do you think | asked to be some cursed wolf that doesn’t belong anywhere?”

| paused, the rawness of her words cutting deeper than | expected. Of all the things |
anticipated from her, this—vulnerability buried beneath fiery bravado—was not one
of them.

“This mark,” | said, tilting my head toward my shoulder, “it means something. To
both of us. And until we figure out exactly what, you'll stay here under my
protection.”

“Protection?’ She laughed bitterly, though it sounded more like a warning than
humor.

“Don’t pretend this is about my safety.” She took a step closer, her chin tilting up
defiantly despite the bars between us.



“You talk about protection likeit'safavor.

But I’ ve seen that look in your eyes before—on aphas who lost control.

You're not afraid for me. You're afraid of me. ”

My wolf snarled in my chest, but | held myself steady, unwilling to give her the
satisfaction of seeing me react. “I’'m afraid of nothing.”

She lifted her chin as she smiled dightly, the muscles in her jaw flexing. It was sharp,
fera, her exhaustion only making it more dangerous. “That’s exactly what someone
who's afraid would say.”

My grip on the bars tightened, the cold iron creaking faintly beneath my hands.
“Careful, little wolf,” 1 growled, my voice dropping low enough to rumble against the
stone walls. “Y ou're running out of room to push me.”

She met my gaze head-on, unflinching despite the obvious disparity in power
between us. Damn her defiance. It shouldn’'t interest me. Shouldn’t make my chest
tighten the way it did now.

| pushed away from the bars, breaking the charged silence between us. Turning
sharply on my hedl, | left her standing there in the torchlight, her glare burning into
my back.

The mountain wind howled outside my quarters, rattling the narrow window set high
in the stone wall. | stared at the world beyond it—vast stretches of darkness
interrupted by jagged peaks dusted with silvery snow. The moon hung heavy in the
sky, bathing everything in an eerie, pale light.

She was right about one thing.



| was afraid.

Not of her, or of what she might do to my pack.

What scared me was infinitely worse—how she was changing me.

How one defiant prisoner could unearth questions | thought I’ d buried long ago.

Questions about destiny, about sacrifice...

about what it meant to truly choose instead of ssmply follow duty’s path.

Her voice echoed in my head, sharp and fiery, but beneath it, the faintest tremor of
something softer.

It wasn't coincidence that our paths had crossed. That much, | was sure of. What |
wasn't sure of was whether I’ d survive whatever fate had chained us to.
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Chapter three

Serena

T he stone walls of my cell were too quiet—just like my room at Silver Ridge.

Too quiet, too still. That’s where my mind always went first. Back to the dining table.
Back to him. Everyone in the pack was against me.

Even my own father, with his constant warnings and secrets, had made it clear that |
was an outsider.

They wanted to trap me here like a prisoner, but | was determined to break free.
No one could keep me locked away forever.

| twirled a lock of hair, a nervous habit | couldn't quite shake, and thought back to
when it all began.

| was agirl, sitting across from my father.
| remember the way his voice shook like an old tree when he said | was in danger.
He sat on the other side of a long oak table, brooding and silent, while | ate in quiet

fury. | asked for a ssimple answer to a simple question, and it didn’t seem like he'd
ever giveit to me.



“Serena,” he said finally. | watched him clench his hands into fists and unclench them
as he paused. “| know you feel trapped.” | opened my mouth to argue, but he held up
a hand to silence me. “But it is for your own protection. The outside world is
dangerous.”

“You say that about everything,” | said, sitting back and crossing my arms. “I’'m just
going to the ridge with Lila. It's not the moon.”

“That’s what you say now,” he said, hisvoice low. “But you are marked.”

| wanted to scream. To grab him by the shoulders and shake some sense into him.
“You act like | have a target painted on me. You don’'t understand that there’s more
to lifethan this.” | gestured to the empty room around us. “Y ou and the pack.”

Hedidn't raise hisvoice. He didn't need to. “Thereisn't for you.”

Not a future. Not a choice. Just a prison with better lighting. Those words carved
something out of me. | turned away so he wouldn’t see me cry.

| replayed his warning in my mind as | moved through the house, feeling the weight
of every decision he'd ever made for me. They al carried the same condescending
theme: | was a caged thing, and he would keep it that way. It was worse than him
calling me a prisoner. It was like he knew | was cursed and didn’t even want me to be

happy .

Asif it wasn’t enough the curse would take my sanity from me eventually.

| made my way to the bedroom, torn between running away and fighting my father
right there.

| thought maybe my room would feel lesslikeacell, but it didn’t.



He'd taken everything from me. My father couldn't take me seriously when he
thought the curse was.

And it was serious. It had taken my mother from me, from him too, when | was
seven.

The curse drove her mad, to the brink of insanity.

She had clawed her own heart out as the pack watched in horror.

What would | do when it came for me? Would | wake up screaming?

Start seeing things that weren’t there? Or just.. . stop being me?

| slammed the door and pounded on my pillow, feeling like it was the only thing | had
any power over. It wasn't like | was losing my damn mind. Y et.

My father must have known how desperate | was.

| wasn’t subtle about it, and he sure didn’t miss the big blowout in the dining room.

How could he think he was protecting me?

Maybe it wasn't protection at all. Maybe he wanted to see how long | could last
before | broke.

| rolled over, burying my face in the pillow.

| wasn’t going to break, not now or ever. He couldn’t win.

After | left, he probably gave himself a medal for best performance of an emotionally



absent father. | wondered if he had the whole pack over for drinks and awards.

“Most Improved at Pretending to Care,” he’d announce to them, pinning a piece of
scrap metal to his jacket.

The others would laugh, the sound hollow and hateful.

| imagined their sneering faces as they watched me crack under the weight of what
my father thought was protection.

They all knew | didn’t belong, and not a single one of them did athing to help me.
“Most Likely to Lose Her Shit,” they’d chant, pounding their drinks on the table. |
twirled my hair as | thought about it, the memory of Alaric in the dining room

creeping into my mind again.

“They don't care about you, Serena,” he'd say. It wasn't a sentence so much as a
promise. He might have added: “Neither do I.”

The door slammed open and pulled me out of my thoughts.

“Guess what | heard,” Lila said, half excited, half suspicious, and al up in my face
about it.

| started to sit up, but she pushed me back into the bed and pinned me there like | was
a butterfly and she was the world’ s most petite collector.

“Everyoneisin the dining hall, acting like you’ re the next wolfy war criminal. What
happened?’

| waited to see if she'd answer her own question. | should have known she wouldn’t



until she ran out of air.

“Well?" she asked, moving back alittle and giving me some room to breathe. “What
happened?’

| pushed myself upright, crossing my legs in front of me. “My father thinks he can
keep me trapped forever,” | said, trying not to let my voice quiver like | knew it was

going to. “He doesn’'t know that I’'m ready to leave.”

Lilaarched an eyebrow. “He’ s your father, not an idiot,” she said. “Y ou don’'t have to
tell me everything you told him, but at least tell me you kept the good dirt.”

“Why would he think he can control me like this?’ | asked, hugging my knees and
staring out the window. “He might aswell put mein acage.”

Her eyes softened. “Hey. Serena. Look at me.”

| didn't.

“Serena,” she said again, putting a hand on my shoulder and giving it a gentle
sgqueeze.

| turned and met her gaze.

“Fuck him,” she said, her voice low and serious, her sharp words wrapping
themselves around my heart. “You're not the only one he's tried to break,” she said
softly. “But I’m still here. And so are you.”

| nodded. | knew she was right, but it didn't stop my father from invading every
thought. She looked me over and tilted her head. | could see a hint of anger
smoldering in her amber eyes. | couldn’t tell if it was because of what | told her or if



she knew there was something | hadn’t said yet.

“He s going to learn, Serena,” she said. “| promise.”

And like that, the threat of losing hope was gone. It was that simple when it was just
the two of us. | believed her more than | could believe my own mind, and if she

thought | would get through this, then | would. | just had to hang on.

| smiled weakly and nodded again, feeling the warmth of her confidence seep into me
like medicine.

We both knew that it would take more than a promise to break me out, but it was a
good start.

If nothing else, I'd have an ally, and with that ally, | could get the hell out of here.

My determination came rushing back, strong and fast, sweeping away my doubts.

Lila spent the rest of the day with me, making me laugh so much | couldn’t help but
feel alittle better.

She stayed until it was nearly dark, and when she was sure | wouldn’'t do anything
reckless or stupid, shefinally left to join the rest of the pack.

| watched the sky get darker and darker until it was black and filled with stars.
And there | was, stuck in my room like a kid on timeout, afraid I’d never leave it.
That | would let my father get the best of me and keep me here with his velled threats

and guilt.

That I’ d be trapped forever.



| lay down and closed my eyes, forcing myself to sleep.

| twirled alock of my hair as the memory faded, replaced by the present.

The starkness of my new cell pressed in on me from all sides.

It was cold and bare and exactly what | expected when they locked me up.

My mark burned more sharply here, an ache that pulsed in sync with the mountain’s
silence.

| didn't know why. But something in this place—something buried deep—was
reaching for me.

The walls felt like they were inching in, daring me to last a single day. | knew my
father would love to see how long it took before | caved, but | wouldn’t give him the
satisfaction. Thiswas my life, and he had no say init. | was getting out of here. | just
had to make a plan.

| finally stopped pacing and took along breath.

The stone beneath my feet wasn’t just cold—it was dive.

There was ahum in the walls, so faint | thought | imagined it.

Like the mountain was breathing around me, aware that | didn’t belong.

My father was right about one thing. | was marked, but not the way he wanted me to
think.

| wasn’t going to let his warnings hold me back any longer.



| had to escape and find the truth. No matter what he said, no matter how dangerous
he claimed the outside world was, | would do it.

Was he even looking for me anyway? Probably not.

| wasn't a prisoner or a child. | was strong and defiant and ready to face anything that
came my way.

| closed my eyes, steadying myself. | was going to get out, and | was going to break
thiscurseif it killed me.

My wolf didn’'t like this place. It stayed close to the surface, ears pinned, eyes
scanning every crack in the stone. Not afraid. Just... aert. Asif it knew something |
didn’t.

The door opened, and ayoung Stormvale wolf slinked inside like a secret.

| stopped pacing and stared at him, sensing both his sympathy and unease.

He was too young to understand what this place was doing to me, but he was old
enough to know | didn't belong here.

| could work with that. If | played my cards right, | could be out and halfway to
freedom before anyone noticed | was gone.

“What do you want?’ | asked, keeping my voice as smooth and steady as | could
manage.

He shifted on hisfeet, unsureif he should speak or run.
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| didn't give him the chance to decide. “Do you like being your pack's errand boy? A
lapdog for Tristan?’ | tilted my head and smiled, hoping to crack hisresolve.

The young wolf’ s cheeks reddened, and he looked away. “1 came to seeif you needed
anything,” he mumbled.

| held back a laugh. “How thoughtful. You could try setting me free. That might
help.”

He glanced at the door, then back at me, torn between his loyalty and the allure of
rebellion.

“They’ll send you away if they catch you in here,” | said, my voice dipping low.
“You'll end up just like me. A stranger to the pack, locked out, unwanted.”

The words landed like stones. | watched him squirm.

“But,” | said, drawing it out to reel him back in, “I could owe you one. A big one.
That might be worth it, don’t you think?’

His eyes darted around the room, looking everywhere but at me. “What kind of
favor?’ he asked, barely above awhisper.

“The kind that gets you out of trouble,” | said, throwing him alifeline. “A favor from
me could come in handy when things start going bad.” | let him stew on that for afew
beats, watching the gears turn in his head. He was getting close, | could see it. “So
what’sit going to be?’ | asked.



He swallowed hard, and his voice cracked when he spoke. “They’ll notice,” he said.
“The guards.”

| waved ahand inthe air like | didn’t care.

“They’ ve got bigger things to worry about.

The wolves are out for blood.” | saw his eyes go wide, and | smiled to myself.

Maybe he wasn't so hard to convince after all.

“Besides, they think I’'m weak,” | said, playing my last card. “I won't last long out
there, right?’

He stared at me for along moment, then nodded. He didn’t want to admit that he was
falling for it, but he couldn’t help himself.

“You're smarter than they think,” | said, sweetening the deal as much as | could. “Do
you want to be the kid who sets me free, or the one who never even tried?’

His mouth tightened into a hard line, and he shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ll do
it,” he said, like he was betraying the whole pack by even saying it. “But you better
keep your promise.”

“I"'m good for it,” | said, flashing agrin that | hoped would calm him down.

The young wolf approached my cell and pulled out a ring of keys, hands trembling
with nerves.

| kept my eye on the door, ready to put him in front of me as a shield if anyone
caught us.



Hetried afew keys before finding the right one.

It dlid into the lock, and a tremor skittered under my bare feet—not an earthquake,
not quite.

More like the mountain itself exhaled, aware of the defiance unfolding inits belly.
Maybeit didn’t like traitors. Maybe it didn’t like me.

With a soft click of the lock, my heart raced as | heard the bolt turn.

| was closer than | thought. He opened the door just enough for me to dlip out, and |
caught hiseye as | walked past. “Don’'t look so guilty,” | said. “They’ll suspect you in
a heartbeat.”

He nodded, worry etched into his young face. He looked so young—too young to be
playing at betrayal. For half a heartbeat, guilt coiled in my gut. But | buried it. This
was survival, not kindness. | left him standing there, ducking into the shadows before

he could change his mind.

The compound was quiet. Most of the pack was asleep, but | knew there were guards
out there somewhere.

| kept to the darkness, staying aslow as | could.

The night air was crisp and cool on my skin, sending shivers down my spine as |
moved through the open corridors.

The thrill of escape pulsed through me, mingling with a constant undercurrent of fear.

| was close, so close | could almost taste it.



All | had to do was stay one step ahead of the guards.

| paused at a corner, listening for any sign of movement. My senses were on fire,
sharper than they’d ever been. Every creak of wood and rustle of |eaves seemed
magnified. | held my breath, waiting for the right moment to sprint across the clearing
and into the cover of trees.

Thereit was. A shout from the east side of the compound.

| didn’t wait to seeif it was meant for me.

| dashed forward, my feet silent against the earth, my heart pounding like awild thing
in my chest. | ducked behind a building and leaned against the wall, catching my
breath and scanning the area.

No guards. No alarm. | was still safe, at least for now.

| took off again, this time slower, more careful. A single misstep would give me
away, and | couldn’t risk it. Not after coming this far. | was in the open now, fully
exposed and painfully aware of it. | crossed another patch of grass and dlipped
between two trees, trying to blend into the night.

Another noise caught my attention, and | froze.

A howl pierced the air, long and loud and lonesome.

| could hear other wolves joining in, their voices echoing off the walls of the
compound to the sides of the mountains all around us.

It wasn’t the sound of a hunt, and it wasn’t meant for me.



Not yet. They’d find my empty cell soon enough, but by then I'd be long gone. |
hoped.

| crept through the compound, every sense tingling with anticipation.

My eyes adjusted to the darkness, picking out shapes and shadows that | could use as
cover.

| spotted a guard to the south, but he didn’t see me.

He was preoccupied, staring off into the distance, unaware that | was dlipping awvay
right under his nose.

| pushed on, using the commotion of the other wolves as a distraction.

They were restless, just like me. A few lights flickered on, and | ducked behind a pile
of cratesto avoid being seen.

| couldn’t afford any mistakes now, not when | was this close.

The air thickened the deeper | moved through the compound, as though the mountain
was reluctant to let me go.

Its magic wasn't loud, but it pressed against me—curious, judging.

When | was sure the coast was clear, | moved again, weaving between buildings and
trees like a shadow.

It felt good, thisfreedom. It felt right.

Theway I’d always wanted it to. | was no one's prisoner, and soon | would proveit.



| could almost taste the air outside, crisp and clean and wild. Just alittle farther and
I’d be free.

| finally reached the outer wall, its edge looming before me like a promise. | took a
moment to breathe, to steady my racing heart and clear my mind. This was it. This
was my moment.

| glanced over my shoulder one last time, half expecting to see guards rushing toward
me, the young wolf pointing and shouting, “There sheis!”

But it was just me and the night.

| slipped through a gap in the wall, barely wide enough for my frame, and took off
into the open. The forest loomed before me, dark and full of possibilities. | sprinted
toward it, my legs pumping and my lungs burning, the scent of pine and freedom
filling my senses.

The ground was soft underfoot as | crossed the field, feeling the rush of cold air
against my skin. It woke me up, made me alive, made me think | might really be free.
It was everything I’ d hoped for. | was out. | was gone.

And then it hit me. | didn’t know where | was going.

| was free. But freedom without direction was just another kind of prison. | had no
home. No pack. No plan. Just the ache of being unclaimed in aworld that didn’t want
me.

The idea landed like a punch in the gut, knocking the wind out of me. | stumbled to a
stop, catching myself against a tree and panting for breath. | thought | had a plan. |
thought | knew what | was doing. But now, alone and out here in the woods, it was
clear how little | understood.



The only thing | knew for sure was that | couldn’t go back to Silver Ridge. Not yet.
Not ever, if | could helpit.

| closed my eyes, steadying myself. The forest stretched out before me, vast and
unknown, and | took a step toward it. Then another. My heart slowed, my mind
cleared, and | started to run.

Thiswas my chance. | wouldn’t let it slip away.

| pushed into the trees, leaving the Stormvale compound behind. The cool night air
wrapped around me, filling my lungs and fueling my drive. | had to keep going, to
find my own path, to discover the truth about my curse and my fate. | couldn’t let
anyone hold me back.

Not my father. Not the pack. Not even myself.

The forest opened up around me, and | disappeared into it, a wild thing finaly set
free.

| ran, the dark woods closing around me like secrets.

| couldn't stop, not when | was finally out, not when | was so close to being free.

My own pack was behind me, but their betrayal was an open wound.

| had to keep going, to find the truth. The real reason for my father's warnings.

Then | saw something. Someone. Up ahead, just beyond the next row of trees.

My heart stuttered, skipping beats and hope.



Had the pack sent someone after me? Was | already caught?

| crouched low, peering through the tangle of branches and leaves.

The figure moved closer, and my pulse quickened.

My mind raced through the possibilities.

| thought about the young wolf and wondered if he’ d given me up.

| thought about my father and his cold, unforgiving eyes.

| thought about my other pack members, each one eager to bring me down.

| couldn’t let them find me, not yet, not ever.

The trees seemed to close in on me as | backed away.

| had to be careful. It could be atrap, aploy to draw me out of hiding.

The ground was damp beneath my feet, every snapped twig and crushed leaf a
potential alarm.

My breath was loud in my ears, ragged and uneven as | tried to steady myself.

| needed a plan, but all | could think about was running.



Page 8

Source Creation Date: July 27, 2025, 7:07 am
Maybe | wasn’t cut out for this. Maybe my father was right, and I’d be back in the
cell by morning, tail tucked between my legs. My whole body tensed at the thought. |
turned and prepared to bolt, but then | heard something. A voice. A familiar voice
that stopped me in my tracks.
“Serena?’
The relief was instant and overwhelming, crashing over me like awave.

It wasn't anyone from the Stormvale pack.

It wasn't my father. It was Lila. | straightened up, heart still racing, and watched as
she came into view.

She was breathless and wild-eyed, but alive and safe and exactly what | needed.
“Serenal” she shouted, her voice cutting through the dark like a beacon.

| stepped out from my hiding place, my chest tight with emotion. “Lilal”

She ran toward me, and we collided in a tangle of arms and laughter and breathless
words. It felt good to have someone here with me, to know that | wasn’'t alone in this.
It felt right, the way nothing else had for so long.

“Where the hell have you been, Serena?’ Lila's voice was a mixture of relief and

frustration, her eyes searching mine for answers. “The pack was in chaos, trying to
figure out who took you and where you went.”



| took a deep breath, steadying myself before replying, “It was the Stormvale pack in
the mountains. | managed to escape, but | need to get out of here. | can't let them, or
my father, find me.

| had to get out, Lila. | couldn't stay there anymore. My father... he was suffocating
me with his warnings and secrets. | needed to find the truth about my curse.”

She pulled back just enough to look at me, her eyes bright with questions. “I always
knew you'd get out,” she said, her voice full of admiration and something else,
something that sounded alot like worry.

“Not for long if | keep running into people,” | said, trying to sound braver than | felt.

She punched me lightly on the shoulder. “It’s a good thing | found you first, then.”
Her eyes darted around the forest, scanning for any signs of danger. “They’ll be
following you, Serena. When they find out you' re gone—"

“They won't,” | said, cutting her off. | wanted to believe it, to let myself think I'd
gotten away for good. “Not if | can helpit.”

She nodded, her expression fierce and determined. “ Then we have to move. It’'s not
safe here.”

| knew she was right, but | couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not yet. Not without
knowing how much she knew. | watched her, waiting for her to say more, hoping she
had answers | didn’t. “What about the curse?’ | asked, my voice tight with urgency.
“Did you find anything?’

Her eyes met mine, and | could see it all there before she even spoke. The truth. The
lies. The tangled web | was caught in.



“Serena,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “There’'s so much you don'’t
know.”

| pulled her into a hug, my heart swelling with gratitude and love. She'd done it.
She'd really doneiit.

She clung to me for a long moment before pulling back, her face serious. “Y our
father is keeping things from you,” she said, her tone low and urgent. “Things he
doesn’t want you to find out.”

| felt a sharp pang of anger, hot and bright and familiar. “He's been doing that my
whole life,” | said, trying to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “What's he hiding

now?’

Lilatook a deep breath, and her expression was a mix of fear and resolve. “ Some sort
of stones,” she said. “He' s been trying to get them.”

The stones. The forbidden ones. My father’s obsession, the source of his secrets—and
now, maybe, my only answer.

“Why?' | asked, though | already knew the answer.

“The curse,” she said. “Hethinksit’s the only way to break it.”

| laughed, a harsh and bitter sound. “And what does he plan to do with me in the
meantime?’

She frowned. “He' s scared, Serena. He doesn’'t want to lose you.”

| didn't buy it. Not for a second. “He’'s keeping me in the dark so he can have it al
for himself. Has he even been looking for me? He's probably relieved I’m gone, not



his burden anymore.”

Her silence was answer enough.

“Where are the stones?’ | asked. | had to know, even if it meant tearing the truth out
of my father’s cold, dead hands.

“The Stormvale pack,” Lila said. “He thinks they still have them. | found some old
letters—"

“What else did you find?’ | asked, cutting her off.

Her eyes softened. “Something about the mark,” she said, nodding toward my wrist.
“There was a page missing, but...”

“But what?’
“One line stuck with me,” Lilawhispered. “The celestia bond must be broken where
it was made—within the stone heart of the wolf’s mountain.” She reached out and

gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I think your father’s more scared than you are.”

| didn’t want to believe it. | didn’t want to think he cared, not after everything he'd
put me through. But | knew Lilawouldn’t lie. Not to me. Not ever.

She glanced around, the urgency creeping back into her expression. “We need to go.
If they catch you—"

“They won't,” | said, more sure of it than I’d been since leaving the compound. “Not
if we find the stonesfirst.”

Lila looked at me, her eyes full of questions. She nodded, and | knew she was with



me, all the way. We were about to move when a noise froze us both in place.

Someone was out there, just beyond the trees. A shadow among shadows, closing in
fast.

Lila's grip tightened on my arm. “It's them, Serena,” she said, her voice barely a
whisper. “They found us.”

| strained to see through the dark, my heart hammering in my chest. It wasn't our
pack. It wasn’t my father. It was something else. Someone else. A strange pressure hit
the back of my neck, like the air thickened all at once. Something powerful was
coming.

The forest went still. No birds, no wind, no sound—just a sudden hush, as if the trees
themselves were holding their breath.

A figure stepped into the clearing, tall and imposing, and | felt a chill run down my
spine.

His eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that stirred more than fear.

It was him. The Stormvale alpha. Tristan.

The tension crackled between us, electric and undeniable. He stopped a few paces
away, his presence commanding and inescapable. | felt Lila's pulse thudding against

my arm. She wouldn’t run. But she was scared.

“You're coming back with me” he said, his voice as cold and strong as |
remembered.

| glared at him, defiant and unyielding. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”



Tristan took a step closer, and | could feel the weight of him, the raw power that
clung to him like a shadow. My wolf flinched before | could stop her, a ripple of
submissive instinct flashing through me. | hated it. But | felt it.

Lila shifted beside me, her fear amost tangible. | knew she'd fight him if it came to
that, but | didn’t want her to risk it. Not for me. Not for this.

“You don’'t have achoice,” Tristan said, his eyes never leaving mine.

“Watch me,” | said, turning on my heel and pulling Lilawith me.

| didn’t get far.

He was in front of us before | even realized he'd moved, blocking our path with a
speed that made my heart jump. He moved like a predator—silent, controlled, but
coiled with barely restrained violence.

The clearing seemed to shrink around him. Even the shadows shifted, bending toward
him like he was the center of their gravity. My wolf bristled beneath my skin, half-

cowed, half-electrified. He was danger in its purest form—and | couldn’t look away.

“Thisisyour last chance, Serena,” he said, his voice softer but no less certain. “Come
back willingly, or—"

“Or what?’ | asked, challenging him with every ounce of strength | had.
“Or I'll make you.” Hiswords were a promise, unyielding and absolute.
| could feel Lila trembling beside me, her fear pushing against my resolve. | wanted

to stand and fight, to claw and bite my way to freedom, but | didn’t know if | could.
Not with him. Not like this.



Tristan’s eyes bore into me, and for a moment, | saw something there. Something
vulnerable and raw. It was gone before | could place it, replaced by his usua steely
determination.

“You can't keep me locked up,” | said, trying to ignore the way his presence affected
me.

“l can,” he said, stepping closer, “and | will.”

His nearness made it hard to think, hard to breathe. | wanted to push him away, but |
wanted to pull him closer. The confusion and anger twisted inside me, leaving me
off-balance and exposed.

Then he reached for me, and everything changed.

His hand closed around my wrist, and the world exploded into light. Our birthmarks
glowed with a magical, sparkling iridescent energy, bright and blinding in the dark of
the forest. | gasped, and | could feel him do the same.

It was a connection | couldn’'t explain, couldn’t understand, but it was there. Pulsing
between us. It was beautiful. Terrifying. | hated that part of me didn’t want to let go.

The earth beneath us gave a low, echoing thrum—Iike the Stormvale mountain itself
had felt the mark awaken. The leaves stilled. The air grew heavy with something old,
watching.

| pulled my wrist away, and the light faded. The night rushed back in, filling the
space with a heavy silence. Tristan stared at me, his usua confidence shattered by
what had just happened. His jaw tightened, but something flickered in his eyes. Not
fear. Not anger. Something like awe.



We were both stunned, both speechless. | didn’t know what it meant, but | knew it
was important. More important than anything I’ d ever faced.

Lila was the first to find her voice. “What the hell was that?’ she asked, her eyes
wide with shock.

| didn’t have an answer. | wasn't sure | wanted one.

Tristan took a deep breath, his expression shifting from surprise to something else.
Something like hope. “Come back with me,” he said, and this time it wasn't a
demand. It was a plea. The apha facade cracked for a second. Just a second. And |

saw the man underneath.

| looked at Lila, at the forest, at my wrist where the light had been. There was too
much to figure out, too much | didn’t understand. | needed answers.

“Serena,” Lilasaid, her voice steady and supportive. “It’s up to you.”

| hesitated, weighing the risks and the promises and the unknowns.

Going back to arival pack’s compound was dangerous, but it might be the only way
to find out what was happening.

To learn the truth about the curse and Tristan and everything that had been hidden
from me.

| didn’t trust the mountain. But | trusted the way his voice steadied the chaos in mine.

“I’ll come back,” | said finally, my words surprising even me. “But you don’'t own
me, Tristan.”



He nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “We'll see about that.”
Lila hugged me tight, her eyes telling me she'd be there, no matter what. She slipped
something into my hand, closing my fingers around it before | could see what it was.
“Just in case,” she said, her expression fierce and full of promise.

Then she was gone, disappearing into the night, leaving me aone with the alpha.

Tristan’s gaze met mine, the connection between us as strong as it was confusing.
“Ready?’ he asked, and it wasn't a question.

| didn’t answer, but | took a step toward him.

| had to know. | had to find out.

No matter the cost. Because deep down, | already knew—I wasn’'t walking into a
prison. | was walking into fate’s fire, and something inside me was ready to burn.
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Chapter four
Tristan

S erenas skin had been fire under my touch, a searing confirmation that left me
reeling as we reached the mountain compound. My pack watched, their suspicion a
palpable scent as we crossed the stone gates. Inside, moonlight filtered through
crystal skylights, the air heavy with pine and sage...and something deeper, like the
mountain exhaled secrets it had buried for centuries. She didn’t belong here, and yet |
couldn’t bring myself to put her back in that cell.

My birthmark tingled where it met hers. The mark flared beneath my skin—not
painfully, but insistently, like it was waking up.

It felt like a question, the kind you can't un-ask.

The revelation haunted me as | led her deeper into our stronghold, through the ancient
corridors carved directly into the mountainside.

Stone pillars loomed overhead, etched with symbols of our lineage, wolf insignias
guarding the path.

The runes shimmered subtly as we passed, like they were catching moonlight that
wasn't there.

The mountain’s energy had changed. Not loud.



Not angry. But aware. Asif it, too, recognized her.

| should have returned her to the dim confinement where the rest of her pack
languished, where she would pose no risk to us or herself.

But something in me balked at the thought.

| knew her father, Alaric, the alpha of the Silver Ridge pack.

And | knew the rumors about how he treated his daughter.

A long shadow cast by obligation stretched before me. As a formidable alpha, |
suddenly found myself unsure. Unsettled. | could hear the whispers ripple through my
pack like a gust of winter wind. They did not trust her. They wondered why | did. As

didl.

Her footsteps were soft but unyielding behind me, echoing through the stone
passages.

| stole a glance back at her, catching the glint of her fiery hair in the moonlight—a
living flame, too wild to be snuffed out.

Her hazel eyes caught mine with a knowing intensity.

| turned away, my resolve slipping like sand through my fingers.

She wasfirein aplace carved of earth and stone—wrong, or right in ways| didn’t yet
understand.

In my private chambers, | watched Serend's eyes take in the room.



They were drawn with a curiosity that matched my own toward her.

| could almost hear the pack's murmurs through the thick stone walls.

They would think | was compromised. Weak.

The space around us seemed to shrink under the weight of our silence, charged and
volatile.

“You've moved me up in the world, | see.” Her voice cut through the tension, sharp
and ironic. She traced her fingers along the wooden frame of the bed—a gesture so
casual it felt almost intimate.

“Don't get used to it,” | said, more gruffly than intended. | turned to the broad
window, its crystal panes like the eyes of some indifferent god. Moonlight spilt over
us, too bright and too cold.

“And here | thought you were starting to like me.” Her words dripped with sarcasm,
but beneath it, | heard something more. Was it doubt? Hope?

“Why are you doing this?’ she pressed. | could feel her eyes boring into my back,
burning hotter than before.

Because I'm a fool, | thought. Instead, | said, “You're more use to me alive and
talking than silent in acell.”

A flicker of something—was it pain? anger?—crossed her face, but she quickly
masked it with asly smile. “Sounds like your version of sweet talk, Alpha.”

| looked at her then, truly looked, and was startled by the pull | felt toward this
woman whose very existence threatened all | had sworn to protect. “Y ou shouldn't be



here, Serena.”

“Too bad. Looks like I'm stuck with you.” She twirled a lock of her hair, an amost
nervous gesture that betrayed her defiance. My wolf prowled under my skin, pacing.
Claim. Protect. Destroy. The urges warred, primal and loud, refusing to be silenced.
“Or are you the one who's stuck?’ she laughed.

The words echoed through me, lodging somewhere deep. She couldn't possibly know
how right she was. My eyes fell to her wrist, to the mark | now knew was like my
own. Its crescent shape seemed to taunt me, daring me to understand what | refused
to.

| was on dangerous ground. More dangerous than my pack could fathom.

Serena, cursed and cast out, was supposed to be a pawn in this ancient game, not the
player who threatened the board itself.

If she was truly the one bound to the mark—then | was standing on a knife's edge
between salvation and annihilation.

A wrong move, awrong choice, and the mountain might not forgive me.

No. | had to silence the thought. | could not afford to believe it. | could not risk
believing it.

But with each moment she stayed, with each breath she took in my world, | felt the
pull of her destiny weaving tighter around me, aknot | was not sure | wanted to untie.

| left her standing in the center of my chamber—a wildfire in a stone temple, too
bright, too dangerous. As the door clicked shut behind me, | realized the sanctuary
had gone silent again. But it was a different silence. The kind that settles before



something shatters.

| headed for the ancient caves deegp beneath the compound, deep enough where
Serena s scent could no longer penetrate my senses.

| needed to breathe. | needed to speak to Morrigan, the pack’s seer.

Pushing deeper into the caves, | could smell the herbs and spices she was known for,
and | knew | was getting closer.

The air grew thick and strange in Morrigan's chamber, as if time bent and buckled
around me.

Dried herbs swayed from the ceiling, casting long shadows on the walls.

The heavy scent of sage clung to my lungs, leaving a ghost of prophecy with every
breath.

She appeared from nowhere, like an apparition in her own haunted chamber, violet
eyes searching me with aknowing that cut too deep.

“You are troubled, Alpha,” Morrigan said, her voice like wind through hollow bones.
It was neither question nor statement, but something more potent—a glimpse.

“Tell me what you see.” My words came out rough, barely cutting through the
thickness of the air. “What is this about the girl?’

She stepped closer, her movements fluid and slow, as if choreographed by the cosmos
themselves. The deep violet of her eyes never wavered, unsettling in their focus. “The
girl with the matching mark. Y ou know who sheis.”



“1 don’'t know anything,” | said, the admission tasting bitter on my tongue. “But when
| touched her... something happened.”

The air around us vibrated, charged with a silent anticipation.

| pushed back my shirt, exposing the birthmark on the back my shoulder.

Its pale crescent shape and stars stood out against my tan skin, a reminder that pulsed
with uncertainty.

| felt Morrigan's eyes on it, then on me, her gaze so intense it seemed to bore into the
truth | couldn’t yet see.

“And hers is the same?’ Her voice was a careful weave of disbelief and
understanding, threading the line between them with expert precision.

“When we touched, they glowed.” | searched her face, hoping for adliver of clarity in
her inscrutable expression. “Tell me what it means.”

A smile tugged at her lips, more haunting than reassuring.

She circled me, each step deliberate, an orbit of wisdom and mystery.

Her fingers brushed the air near my mark, as if she could feel the energy sparking
fromiit.

“You are linked to the celestial, Tristan. Y our bond was written long before you drew
breath.”

Her words struck like a chill in my spine, sending shards of revelation through me.
The prophecy wasreal. It wasn't awhisper of old wolves, but something that breathed



and lived, wrapping itself around my world with each moment she spoke.

“Celestial?’ | echoed, my voice trailing after the thought like alost shadow.

“The moon has marked you, both of you. Not as a curse, but a protection,” Morrigan
said, her tone dipping into something softer, almost tender.

Protection. The word hung between us, alien and familiar at once. Was that what this
was? Not a chain, but a shield? A way to keep the world at bay until she found her
way to me, her supposed counterpart?

“You speak in riddles, Morrigan.” My frustration was a living thing, my wolf
straining against itstether. “Isit true? Isshe...?’

She leaned in, her hair silver in the dim light, the lines of her face etched with age and
agelessness. “Fated. Cursed with unrest until she finds her mate. Until she found

you.

The chamber seemed to narrow around us, its weight oppressive with the enormity of
what she suggested. The girl who was supposed to bring ruin to my pack, to be
nothing more than leverage in this ancient vendetta, was destined for me?

| stepped back, reeling from the impact. “And what about my pack? What does this
mean for them?”’

Morrigan's smile faded, replaced by alook of deep contemplation. Her voice dropped
to awhisper, one | felt rather than heard. “A gift for her, a burden for you. The stars
align, but their light is sharp.”

Her words left marks of their own, ones | couldn’t hide under clothes or duty. The
risk was greater than | could have imagined. It wasn't just my heart on the line but the



heart of the pack, the essence of what we were. The thought was terrifying.
Exhilarating.

“Tristan,” Morrigan called, drawing me back from the edge of my own spiraling
thoughts. “What isin you cannot be undone.”

The room was closing in, her truths an avalanche of stardust and prophecy, burying
the doubts | wanted to cling to. | needed air. | needed time. But time was a luxury that
felt as fleeting as the shadow of a passing moon.
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Morrigan turned and motioned for me to follow, leading me through an opening
concealed by shadows which led to along passage.

Each step echoed with the past, relentless and haunting.

Morrigan's presence was the only tether to now, a specter with roots sunk into the
marrow of time itself. The dark and narrow tunnel seemed to go on forever, until we
reached a chamber so ancient it felt like we walked inside the mountain’s very soul.

Runic symbols glowed faintly on the walls, pulsing in time with my heart.

They told a story of stones that fell from the heavens, of a betrayal older than
memory.

| followed her deeper into the chamber, the walls narrowing and the air heavy with
secrets too vast to comprehend. Crystal formations jutted from the ground, casting
spectral lights that danced with our movements.

She gestured to the runes that adorned the walls, each symbol alive with its own eerie
glow. “Do you see, Tristan? This is where your fate was forged, where it begins and

ends.
| reached out, my fingers brushing the surface of each rock. They were cool, electric,
a living history that jolted me with every touch. “Tell me,” | said, my voice

swallowed by the vastness of the space.

“Centuries ago, these stones fell from the sky,” Morrigan began, her words weaving a



tapestry of cosmic consequence. “A gift from the lunar eclipse, meant to empower
those who would honor them.”

“The Stormvale wolves,” | murmured, piecing together the fragments of a story I'd
known only as a bedtime fairytale.

She nodded, the light flickering over her silver hair. “Yes. Embedded within this
mountain, they became the source of your pack’s strength and its bond to the
celestial.”

“And Serena’ s ancestors?’ | pressed, feeling the knot of destiny tighten around me.

“Entrusted with the secret, sworn to protect it. But greed... betrayal... led to the curse
that haunts her bloodline. They stole the stones, and for that they paid the price.”

The enormity of it settled in, a mantle | was unprepared to bear. “They were cast
out,” | said, understanding now the depths of the legacy that bound us.

“Their betrayal severed the trust. But not the power.” Morrigan’'s eyes locked onto
mine, charged with the full weight of prophecy.

“The birthmarks you share mark you as the pair foretold. The ones who can mend
what was broken. These stones have quietly fueled the mountain’s power, and your
pack, for centuries. They were dormant...until she arrived.”

“There has to be away to free her,” | said, my voice cracking with frustration. “ Tell
me how.”

Morrigan stepped closer, placing a cold hand over my mark. “The answer lies not in
magic, but memory. Love will guide you to the wound—but blood must pay the toll.”



“Whose blood?’

Her silence filled the chamber more than any wind could.

A chill passed through me, cold and searing at once. My mind spun with the
implications, each one a thread pulling me further into a web | couldn’'t escape.
“Morrigan, tell me,” | demanded, my thoughts slipping into the fear | dared not voice.
She hesitated, and in that moment | saw the truth she hadn’t yet spoken. “To free her
is to risk all you know. The mountain’s gifts come with a cost, Tristan. Keep the
curse, and it will devour you both from the inside out,” Morrigan warned. “Break it,

and you will be free.”

“You told me | had to find the cursed wolf who could ruin this pack, and that | would
find amate. You didn’t tell me they would both be the same person,” | shot out.

My heart thundered in my chest, a storm of emotion | could barely contain.

The bond | felt with Serena was real, as tangible as the stone beneath my fingers, but
so too was the duty | had to my pack.

They had relied on me, trusted me. How could | choose between them and the woman
whose touch lit afire | could not quench?

They would never accept an enemy in our ranks.

“You have feelings for her,” Morrigan said, the accusation gentle and undeniable.

“l don't have the luxury of feelings,” | snapped, though my own words sounded
hollow.



“But you do.” Morrigan’s gaze softened, and in it | saw an understanding that cut to
the quick of me. “Your soul bent toward hers like the moon bends the tides. The
mountain felt it. | felt it.”

The truth. It was a concept that felt as dippery as the future | once thought was
certain. Every second spent in this chamber stripped away my certainties, leaving
only raw need and fear.

A quiet filled the space, a silence rich with consequence. It was a silence | knew well,
the same one that had settled over me when | left Serena standing in my room, the
silence of an unspoken question too large to answer.

| turned to leave, the weight of prophecy trailing like shadows. Morrigan's voice
stopped me cold, her final words a chilling whisper that cut to the bone. “Beware the
betrayer who walks among your ranks, Alpha. One of your most trusted seeks to

clam the stones for himself.”

A fresh surge of fear gripped me, mingling with doubt. “Who?’ | demanded, but the
guestion was futile.

Her eyes, clear and ancient, gave no answer.

“If the stones are stolen...” Morrigan hesitated, “If your enemies wield them
first...then the curse will become aweapon. Y ou won't just lose your pack.

You'll lose the balance of everything. The mountain will scream, and no one will
surviveitsrage.

The moon will soon be full, and choices must be made. ”

| turned, leaving her standing in the center of her chamber like the eye of some



cosmic storm. Her eyes followed me, piercing and eternal, and | knew she saw more
than she said. She aways did.

As | walked from the chamber, the urgency of her warning pressed in on me from all
sides.

Someone within the pack sought to fulfill an ambition that could undo everything.

The full moon, the time when my power and my vulnerability would be greatest, was
coming fast. | could feel its approach like the tide, pulling me toward decisions |
wasn't ready to make.

Morrigan's words echoed long after | left. “One of your most trusted...” Ewan’'s
voice rang in my memory, sharp with challenge, with fear. | shook my head. No. It
couldn’t be him... could it?

The mountain’s heartbeat pulsed beneath my feet. The full moon was coming. So was
the reckoning.
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Chapter five

Serena

T he mountain doesn't sleep. And neither do I.
| was drifting before | even closed my eyes.

Sleep took me not like a lullaby, but like a riptide—pulling me down fast, without
warning, without breath.

One moment, | was staring at the celling above Tristan’'s bed, wondering why he'd
left me there alone.

The next, | was standing barefoot on cold stone, surrounded by silver light and
silence so deep it hummed.

The air shimmered with frost, though no wind stirred. The walls rose high and curved
like ribs, etched with glowing runes that pulsed in time with my heartbeat. No— not
mine. Something older. Wilder.

| reached for my wrist. My mark burned cold.
The crescent moon and stars shimmered just beneath the skin, not ink or scar but

light—alive and watching. | opened my mouth to speak, but no sound came. The
silence swallowed me whole.



A figure stepped out of the darkness ahead. A woman. Tall, robed in shadows that
flowed like ink across the stone. Her hair was copper fire, wild and loose, and when
she turned, | felt something lurch inside me.

She had my face.

Older. Hollowed out. Tired in the way only wolves cursed for too long could ever be.

“You found him,” she said—not surprised, not kind. Just... resigned.

| tried to move, to speak, but my body didn't obey. | was rooted. Watching.
Dreaming.

Her eyes—my eyes—swept over me like judgment. “But finding him is not the end.
It'sonly the test.”

Behind her, the walls bled light. Runes flashed faster. Symbols | couldn’t read burned
themselves into my memory: a broken moon, a star pierced with thorns, a circle
undone.

She stepped closer.

“Y ou want to break the curse?’ she whispered. “Then listen.”

A low howl echoed through the chamber. It wasn’t Tristan's voice—but it felt like it
belonged to him. Wounded. Angry. Alone.

The woman reached for my wrist, her fingers brushing mine. When she touched my
mark, everything ignited .

Visions slammed through me like lightning: blood on ancient stone, two wolves



back-to-back howling into a sky split with fire, a hand reaching— failing —to catch
another before they were pulled into the dark.

Stones, glowing, pulsing—cracking. A silver dagger falling from someone’ s hands.

A voice: “One must choose. One must lose” When the dagger hit the stone,
something in me shattered too.

A warning. A promise. | just didn’t know which.

“No,” | tried to say. “No, | won't choose that.”

The woman only tilted her head, sad and unflinching. “Y ou already have.”

The chamber shuddered like the mountain itself was waking. Cracks bloomed
beneath our feet, and the wind began to scream.

“ Serenal ”

The voice wasn't hers.

It was his.

| jerked upright in bed, gasping. My skin was damp with sweat, the sheets twisted
around my legs. My heart was a drum in my chest, and the mark on my wrist—gods,
it burned . | pulled it close to my chest, as if | could hold the magic in, keep the
memory from slipping away.

But it was already fading. Only fragments remained.

A woman with my face.



A voice saying, “One must choose. One must lose.”

And Tristan.

Always Tristan.

| turned, half expecting him to be standing there, watching from the shadows.

But the room was empty.

And | was aone.

Again.

After waking up aone in his room, I'd spent half the day wandering the mountain
compound like some awkward stray someone forgot to |eash.

The place was bigger than | expected: winding stone halls that whispered old magic,
rooms carved into the bones of the mountain, and too many curious stares from the
wolves who clearly hadn’'t decided if | was a guest, a prisoner, or a threat they
should’ ve already dealt with.

By the time | finally caught up with Tristan, | was cranky, starving, and about two
seconds away from punching the next person who asked if | was |ost.

He didn’t look surprised to see me. Just tired. But not in the same way as before.
Something in his expression had shifted—less rigid, more... open. Maybe it was the
way his eyes softened when they landed on me. Or the fact that, for once, he didn’t
greet me like a challenge he needed to shut down.

“You hungry?’ he asked, his voice rough like gravel.



“Starving,” | replied, arms crossed but voice gentler than | meant it to be. “You
planning to throw me in the dungeon after dessert or...?’

His mouth twitched, not quite asmile. “Dinner first. Then we'll see.”

| rolled my eyes, but before | could follow up with something scathing, he said,
“Comeon. I’'ll show you around first.”

And just like that, the alpha who chained me up yesterday was offering me a personal
tour.

He paused near a torch bracket carved with ancient runes, fingers brushing the stone
like it grounded him.

His jaw clenched, just for a second, before the alpha mask slid back into place.

The halls gave way to the open air, and | blinked against the sudden flood of late
light.

The wind here smelled of moss and smoke, tinged with the faintest spice of
wolfsbane and pine.

For the first timein days, | wasn't cold.

The Stormvale compound wasn't just stone and strategy—it breathed .

The outer terraces were wide and open, carved into the mountain itself, with jagged
cliff views on one side and forest stretching endlessly on the other.

We passed small courtyards where wolves trained with blades and others gathered
near the barracks, laughter spilling from their lungs like they didn’t have enemies just



beyond the trees.

Like war hadn’t carved itself into their spines.

Then we reached the edge of a wide clearing, where firelight licked the air and ash
drifted between conversations.

Wolves were everywhere—lounging, sparring, laughing, living .

Some sat by the fire with mugs in hand, others wrestled like overgrown pups in the
dirt.

Children darted between the legs of the adults, shrieking with joy, while a few of the
rougher warriors took turns sparring near the flames.

| paused, watching.

Tristan didn’t rush me.

“Shouldn’t you be showing them who's boss?’ | asked, nodding toward a particularly
brutal takedown that left one of the younger men groaning on his back in the dust.

Tristan glanced that way and gave alazy shrug. “ They know who the aphais.”

A beat. Then he looked back at me and winked .

| snorted before | could stop myself, warmth curling at the edges of my ribs. “Cocky
much?’

“Confident,” he corrected. “It’ s different.”



| watched him for a moment longer, taking in the way the firelight played across the
hard angles of hisface.

He didn’t bark orders or loom to intimidate—but everyone looked at him with the
same mix of respect and loyalty I’d never seen in my own pack.

He was dangerous, yes. But there was something el se, too.

He belonged here. Not because he ruled by fear, but because they trusted him.

And maybe that was what shook me the most. It was a stark contrast to the iron rule
of my father.

| looked away before my thoughts turned traitorous.

“You could ve locked me back up,” | said quietly. “But you didn’t.”

He didn’t respond immediately. Then, “No. | didn’'t.”

Just that. No explanation, no demand for thanks. It hit harder than any threat.

We stood at the edge of the firelight for a breath longer, shoulder to shoulder. Then
he tilted his head toward the hall.

His eyes met mine, and his face did that infuriating alpha thing—half amused, half
“get ready to have a bad time.” He opened his mouth, and | braced myself for
something cocky or infuriating.

Instead, he extended an arm. “Ready?’ he asked.

The word was both a question and a challenge, floating in the space between us.



| blinked, actually caught off guard. Then | shifted my expression back to default
sarcasm. “Well, aren't you the gentleman,” | said. | dlipped my arm through his
before he could withdraw it, half-expecting to catch it halfway back to his side. It
stayed right where it was. Damn him.

He led me away from the fire and toward the noisy, warm light of the dining hall.
“Everyone' s curious about our guest,” he said, looking sideways at me. “Figured it'd
be better if | walked you ininstead of letting Ewan drag you kicking and screaming.”

“That was thoughtful,” | said. “In a suspiciously uncharacteristic way.” My gaze
stayed straight ahead, but | felt him watching me, like he was taking mental notes or
some kind of inventory. My hand twitched toward my hair again.

We paused at the entrance, the sound of clinking plates and clattering voices pouring
out into the corridor. Tristan's arm tensed under my hand. “You'll be fine,” he said,
like | was the one who needed reassurance. The nerve. “It’ sjust dinner.”

| made aface like he had just suggested torture. “If thisis some kind of elaborate plan
to get me to confess al my pack’s secrets over dessert, you're going to be

disappointed.”

He smirked. “Let’s call it a diplomatic mission, then.” Before | could shoot back, he
pulled meinto the dining hall.

It was a universe away from the icy, uncomfortable meals back home.

| had to keep my jaw from dropping like I’ d never seen aroom with a bunch of tables
before.

People sat crammed together, talking and laughing like they actually liked each other.



The air smelled like heaven on a plate—roasted meat and fresh bread, spicy cider and
something sweet.

| watched a woman ruffle the hair of the man next to her and got an uninvited pang of
envy.

String lights were hung back and forth between the exposed wooden beams above,
casting awarm glow over the cozy dining hall.

“Well, thisis...quaint,” | managed to get out.

“Hey now, don’t mock mountain living,” Tristan joked as he shoved his elbow into
my side.

“I'mnot,” | laughed. “Thisisjust alot more...family fun than I’m used to.”
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“Well maybe | can help you get used to it,” he replied as he met my gaze, which
almost made me wesak in the knees.

What the hell was that?

Tristan led me to the front, his grip on my arm just short of claming. Every few
steps, | felt eyes land on us. On me. Conversations dropped to a low hum, curiosity
spiking in the air.

He stopped us at the head table, letting go of my arm so fast | almost stumbled. “This
Is Serena,” he said, ignoring the obvious fact that every soul in the room was aready
gawking at me like a circus attraction. | squared my shoulders and resisted the urge to
flip them al off.

No one spoke for a second, and then a red-haired guy grinned at me from across the
table. “Is she under duress?’ he asked, mock-concerned. Tristan sent him a look that
was not as amused asit could have been.

“Thisis Bram,” Tristan said. “Don’t listen to aword he says.”

Bram gave a wounded expression. “You have to be so careful with the rival packs
these days, especially an alpha’s daughter,” he said. “They’re aways stealing things,
like our pack members or our alpha s heart.”

Before | could decide how to answer that, Tristan nudged me toward a tall woman
with a long black braid, ignoring Bram’s comment completely. “Renna. Our top
hunter.”



Renna tilted her head. “Good luck out there, Silver Ridge,” she said with an
approving smile that didn’t entirely hide the skepticism. “Make sure you watch your
back.”

“I haveto,” | said, pretending to sound wounded. “It’s such anice one.”

A few of the pack members laughed. Bram held up his drink and looked at me like
we were old pals. “And she's funny!” he declared. “I like this one, Alpha. Can we
keep her?’

“No promises,” Tristan said.

A dozen more faces flashed in front of me, too fast for me to remember names or
roles, but Tristan seemed to want me to meet everyone in the universe.

Every introduction came with a warm touch on my back that made my skin tingle and
my head spinin away | really, really didn’t want to think about.

Every time | told myself | was imagining things, that the gestures meant nothing, and
that this was all some sneaky trick.

He finally guided me into a sedt, sitting beside me like he might need to fend off his
wolves at any second. Maybe he did. Maybe | did.

We watched the pack fill in around us, and | realized my face hurt from trying to hold
a smile. There was so much damn cheer everywhere. It was a physical presence,
crowding around me like another opponent.

Tristan leaned close enough that | caught the dark, woodsy smell of him. “How’s it
going over there?’ he asked, like | was on some remote island of civilization.
“Surviving?’



| studied the crowded tables. All that warmth, all that energy. | didn’'t know what to
do with it. “You think thisis going to break me?’ | asked. “Nicetry, but I’ ve survived
worse.”

“Yeah,” he said, and there was an unfamiliar softnessin hisvoice. “I know.”

| didn’t belong here. | didn’t belong anywhere, but here was especially not where |
belonged. | glanced at Tristan, then tried to act like | wasn’t watching every move he
made.

More of the pack settled into the tables, loud and careless and happy.

It was asight I'd never seen before: aroom full of people, at ease with each other.
Like the entire world wasn’t out to get them.

Even if it was, no one seemed worried about it.

They passed platters and poured drinks, touching shoulders and whispering jokes.

| wondered if this was what Tristan was used to, and what he was doing keeping
around a cursed outsider like me.

He laughed at something Bram said, looking so much a part of this universe it was
hard to imagine he was the same apha who'd thrown me in a cell and changed the
entire course of my life.

Not that | was imagining anything, of course.

| tried not to stare, but the more | tried, the more it happened anyway.



He reached for a bowl of mashed potatoes and | caught myself being jealous of a
starch.

Two little kids raced past, ducking under tables and giggling while their parents
watched with mild amusement.

The room vibrated with the sounds of voices and laughter, so different from what |
was used to it felt like being dropped on another planet.

Back home, we ate in silence within our own homes, a thousand unwritten rules
keeping us as far from each other as we could be while sitting at the same table.

Here, there was no distance at all. It wasterrifying.
A girl across the room shrieked as a hunter held afish in her face, gesturing with wild
enthusiasm. The old man next to them tried to one-up his story, waving his fork for

emphasis. More laughter. More food. More drinks. More of everything.

| watched the way the Stormvale wolves moved and talked, like they had no secrets
to hide or betrayals to worry about.

And maybe they didn’t, which was more foreign to me than any other part of it.

| reached for a platter, unsure if it was okay to take anything. Uncertainty wasn't a
feeling | liked.

Tristan noticed my hesitation, smirking a little as he scooped mashed potatoes and
meat onto a plate, setting it in front of me before | could stop him. | felt a flash of

annoyance, and then something else. Something | refused to name.

| was just about to tell him to keep his distance and his help when Ewan made an



impressive show of sitting as far away from me as he could. | couldn’t tell if his glare
or his hair was redder. “ Someone’s eager to impress the guest,” he said, drawing out
the last word like it was a disease.

“It's cute, right?’ | said, keeping my voice light. | shoveled mashed potatoes into my
mouth like | didn’t care. “Maybe if | stay long enough, he'll carry my books home
from school.”

Ewan stabbed at a dlice of meat, his fork amost bending under the effort. “Guests
leave eventually,” he said, leaning back in his chair and folding his arms. “Hostages

are different.”

| felt a hot ripple of eyes on me. Tristan’s hand gripped his drink so hard | thought it
might shatter. “ She' s our guest, Ewan,” he said, each word a punch in the air.

“Right, and all we have to do is forget she's an enemy alpha’s daughter and was
raised in rival territory her wholelife,” he spat back.

“Ewan!” Tristan growled. “ That’s enough.”

Ewan grinned and held up his hands in surrender. “Whatever you say, Alpha.” But he
looked right at me when he said it, like we both knew it wasn’t Tristan’s call.

A kid at the next table dropped a plate. The crash felt more like a challenge than an
accident.

The minute the broken plate hit the floor, Ewan was back at it, hitting harder and
meaner than before. “ So,” he said, his voice bright with pretend curiosity. “Isit just a

coincidence you ended up in our care?’

| smirked, refusing to let him get under my skin. “The last guy who underestimated



me got his ass kicked.” The rest of the pack stopped pretending not to listen, eyes
flicking from me to Tristan and back again.

“Ewan,” Tristan growled as a warning. His voice was cold and sharp, like he was
trying to slice through the tension.

Ewan raised his eyebrows at me, ignoring the Alpha completely. “Not a very tidy
coincidence, though. How convenient that the alpha’ s daughter ends up here, safe and
sound.”

| felt Tristan start to stand, his anger wrapping around me like an unexpected shield.
“Back. Off.”

But | was faster, cutting him off before he could intervene. “I can handle this,” | said,
my voice low and determined. | met Ewan’s stare, defiance flaring in my chest.
“Besides, if the runt of the litter has something to say, he should say it.”

The red-haired beta folded his arms and let out a huff. “Go ahead then, Silver Ridge.
Handleit.”

The rest of the pack watched us, and | saw doubt start to creep into a few faces. |
wasn't the only one wondering where my loyaltieslay.

“l get it,” | said, louder now. | put the dightest tremor of a laugh in my voice.
“Y ou’ re threatened because your pack never had a guest with better hair.”

Some of them snorted with laughter, the sound jagged in the tense air. Ewan didn’t
laugh.

“You might not think thisisfunny,” he said, his voice hardening.



“But your Alpha might, I’'m sure he’d love to hear about it after he storms this place
to steal our damn property again.

Rumor is he's planning a move against our pack.

Now you show up here and we' re not supposed to be suspicious at all?”

Tristan’s hand fell to the table with a hard, frustrated thud. His eyes burned into
Ewan. But hisfocus slid to me as he waited for my next move.

| made sure | was looking right at Ewan when | spoke. “You do remember it was
your pack who kidnapped me, right? | don’t recall voluntarily being tied up with
wolfsbane-laced ropes or thrown into a cell.”

Ewan let out a displeased grunt in response as his focus shifted to Tristan.
“Not so sure of yourselves now, are you?’ | continued. “So desperate for intel you're
starting to sweat?’ | set down my drink, keeping my hand steady and my eyes locked

on him.

“We're not the ones who should be sweating.” Ewan’s voice held a mean little bite,
ready to sink in. “If we catch even the dlightest whiff of betrayal—"

| leaned back, cutting him off again. “For the record, | have nothing to do with my
father or the politics of my pack. Where did you hear that rumor, anyway? About my

father?”’

The rest of the pack was dead silent. | felt the eyes, the doubts, the tension crackling
through the room like lightning.

Bram cleared his throat. “Whoa, hey. Is this the part where we have to pick sides?



Because | was promised a nice relaxing meal.” He chuckled nervoudly, trying to steer
us out of choppy waters.

Ewan’s gaze stayed glued to me, his smile widening with a trace of malice. “Doesn’t
matter,” he said. “Your pack is living it up rich in the city, while we're just trying to
survive out here in the mountains and defend what’'s ours. Maybe Daddy doesn’t
want you back, afterall.”

My skin prickled, and | turned toward the entrance of the dining hall. | had a dozen
retorts ready, but swallowed them. Let them think | was done talking. It would be
more fun when they realized | wasn’t.

A tall figure walked in, a jagged scar running down one side of his face, and | was
frozen in place. | knew that scar. | knew who gave it to him, and why. My heart
started kicking in my chest like it had a grudge.

The room froze as he made his way to the center. “The Silver Ridge Alpha sends his
regards,” he said, eyes fixed Tristan. “And a message: return what belongs to him, or
prepare for war.”

| tried to read his expression, but all | could see was determination and bruises. | was
surprised to see him in one piece. Alaric didn’t usually send broken soldiers to deliver
threats.

No one moved as the emissary stood there, waiting. They didn’t even pretend not to
be looking at me.

“An answer,” the scarred man continued, his voice gaining strength. “By morning.”
The way he said it with all the weight of the threat and everything else he left unsaid,
made me fedl it wasn't just me he was demanding back.



The air in the room was so heavy | could hardly breathe. The minute he turned to
leave, the silence broke into chaos.

“That's a little harsh for a dinner invitation,” Bram said, trying to bring the
temperature back down to lukewarm.

Ewan ignored him. He looked at me like he’'d known all along, like this was the nail
in my coffin and he was happy to pound it in. “Somebody didn’t get the memo about

playing nice.”

“That’swhat | call atwo-for-onethreat,” Renna said. “Not subtle, but effective.”

Tristan was the only one not talking. The way he looked at me—serious and
guestioning and a thousand other things—told me more than words could have. He
was trying to figure out what his answer would be. Maybe | was too.

“Does the Alpha expect the answer to come wrapped up with abow?’ Ewan said. “Or
Is he assuming hislittle package will be home in time to unwrap it herself?’

The comment got to me more than it should have. The words cut, sharper than |
wanted to let on.

“We can't trust her,” another voice piped up. It didn’t matter whose. The whole room
was suddenly full of opinions and arguments, voices swirling around mein a dizzying
spiral. The only ones not adding to it were Tristan and me.

It was aworld away from the first, awkward pause when I’ d walked in with the alpha.
But the weight of all those stares on me, waiting for an answer | didn’t know if |

could give, felt exactly the same.

| took a breath and said nothing, feeling everything and everyone start to closein.
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Chapter six
Tristan

A fter the chaos at dinner, | made sure a private bedroom was set up for Serena and
headed to my own chambers for some air.

The scent of pine smoke greeted me as | shut the door.

| paused for a moment, listening. The distant howls of my pack filtered up from the
forest below as they raced restlessly into the night, but no footsteps echoed in the
hall.

Good. | turned the key in the lock, and the old iron groaned like it disapproved of my
need to be alone.

| didn't care. Tonight, privacy mattered more than the usual display of strength. The
mountain air that seeped in through the window carried a faint shimmer of something
older than scent—an undercurrent of silver and stone, as if the mountain itself was
breathing through the cracks. Shadows danced across the stone walls, thrown by the
flickering light of a single oil lamp. The room felt different. Smaller. Like its silence
was heavier than it had been before Serena and her damn birthmark. | settled into the
worn leather chair near the hearth, but the tension didn’t leave my body.

It clung to me as stubbornly as the memory of her startled eyes, the way her mark lit
up when | touched her wrist. That moment.



That fucking moment was all | could think about, even when | didn’t want to.

She was supposed to be atool, but now the tool was making me feel like the fool.

| couldn't even get the upper hand without being reminded of the iridescent glow that
surged from her wrist to my shoulder. | leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and

buried my face in my hands. Thiswasn’t like me.

Losing control, losing focus. Letting something—or someone—interfere with what
had always been the most important thing.

| ran a hand through my dark hair, feeling the weight of everything that had
happened.

The kidnapping had been a gamble, a way to draw the Silver Ridge pack out, to make
them vulnerable.

Now, with Serenain our hold, nothing was going as planned.

She was supposed to be a pawn, but the second our marks connected, that went to
shit.

Now her father sends threats to get her back, but | know she doesn’t want to return to
her own pack who treated her like a prisoner. What the hell was | going to do?

| exhaled and listened to the fire crackle. It mixed with the low sound of my pack in
the distance, howls winding through the trees like a living, breathing thing. It had a
pulse. The same kind | felt every time | saw Serena, the way her eyes challenged me,
her fearlessness wrapped in wit.

| pulled back my shirt, fingers brushing the crescent mark. No spark, no clarity—just



the echo of her face, the confusion we shared. It should’ ve been nothing. It wasn't.

| stared at the hearth, trying to force the fire to burn away the questions.

Nothing | had been told or expected explained this.

A birthmark was just that—nothing more. And yet.

.. It made no sense, but neither did the feeling in my gut.

This need to know more, to protect her from everything—including myself.

The room closed in around me, heavy with the choice that wasn’t really a choice.

| had always been taught one thing: protect the pack above all else.

Never let anything interfere. | held my breath and let it out Slowly.

So why the hell did | feel thisway? Why couldn't | just ignore it, ignore her?

My protective instincts surged, cutting through any plan or strategy | thought | had.

| shifted in the chair, staring out at the night, wondering if this was how it felt to go
crazy.

To want to rip down everything that mattered and build it back up differently, with
someone like her at the center.

| was used to wanting, but not wanting like this.

Not something | couldn't control. The mark on my shoulder burned with the same



intensity as the memory of her eyes.

For the first time, | couldn’t convince myself that the pack was all that mattered.

That maybe, just maybe, something else was just as important.

| should have hated the thought. Fought it.

But | couldn’'t. It was wrapped too tightly around me, like her scent and her amber
eyes.

| closed my eyes and saw the light from our marks, saw it as vividly as if she were
standing right in front of me.

Thiswasn’t going away. She wasn’'t going away.

| should have been filled with anger at the idea that | was so easily distracted. Instead,
something else rose to the surface. A raw, untamed desire to keep her safe. It wasn't
like me. It wasn’t what | had been taught. It was something primal, something | didn’t
want to admit but couldn’t deny.

The fire dimmed in the hearth, but the heat in the room stayed strong.

Stayed as fierce as the impul se running through me.

It was more than just duty. It was more than | could understand, but | would get to the
bottom of it.

The old iron lock on my door was more than a barrier tonight; it was a promise.

A promise to find out why she had this hold on me and why, despite everything, |



wanted it.

| wanted it like | wanted air to breathe.

The more | tried to ignore it, the more it took root.

| couldn’t shake it. | couldn’t shake her.

The outside world shrank to nothing but this one room and my resolve to protect
Serena Sterling.

It didn’t matter that | didn’t know what that meant or what it would cost me.

She was mine to shield, and the idea of anything else was like ash in my mouth.

The howlsin the distance faded, but the sound of my own heartbeat took their place.

Steady. Determined. It echoed in my veins, and every thud whispered the same thing:
She's mine.

Memories moved in, fast and unwelcome, as | stared into the fire.

My father’'s voice came back to me in fragments, like it traveled across time and
distance to remind me of what | should have never forgotten.

| was akid, barely old enough to shift, running with him through the forest. We were
side by side, his strides measured so | could keep up.

“Strength isn't just muscle,” he told me, and the words echoed off the trees and
through the years.



The next time he said them, | was older, covered in dirt and his blood, looking down
at his body as the breath left him.

The image of it pressed against me. It pressed and held and would never let go.

The flames shifted in the hearth, and | was back in the forest. | remembered my father
lifting me onto his shoulders so | could see the way the trees seemed to go on forever.

“One day, all of thiswill be yoursto protect,” he said.

His voice was steady, sure. He made it sound like a gift and a burden.

Like both those things were one and the same.

It was the day of my first hunt. We moved as wolves, he as a massive black beast,
and me, a pup, racing to keep up.

| felt invincible with him at my side. | remember the wind rushing through my fur,
the excitement of the chase.

How he taught me to feel every muscle in my body, to trust the instincts passed down
through generations.

That day wasfilled with pride, mine for him and his for me.

But mostly, | remembered the promise he made me repeat until | could say it as easily
as my own name: The pack is everything.

That lesson never wavered. It was like an old scar, healed but visible.

It sat next to another memory, older but just as strong.



Onel couldn’t shake, no matter how much | tried.

Our territory was under attack, and the rival wolves outnumbered us.

| watched from the trees as my father fought with aferocity I'd never seen before.

| remembered the way he threw himself into the battle, fearless and fierce.

His growls were like thunder, shaking the ground and the certainty of our enemies.

He returned victorious, but not untouched.

Blood matted his fur, some his and some not, as he stumbled back into the heart of
the camp.

The others surrounded him, a mixture of relief and respect in their eyes.

He took a breath, shifted back to human, and collapsed.

| rushed to his side, confusion and fear making my limbs feel heavy and slow.

He was weak, and | was unprepared to see him that way.

To know that he was mortal, that our strength had limits.

He gripped my arm, his hold firm despite the blood that flowed from him, and said,
“Strength isn't just muscle.” | didn’t understand what he meant then, but | do now.

| understood it when | looked down at him, older, the life slipping out of him and his
eyes locked on mine.



That understanding settled deep in me, where it would grow like roots.

Where it would pull me back from distractions, from anything that threatened to
make me forget.

The fire crackled again, and | was with him in the sacred caves.

The memory was strong, the stone walls feeling close and powerful.

| watched him trace his hand along the smooth surface of the cave, his eyes reflecting
the luminescent glow of the stones.

“These are your legacy,” he told me. “Never forget the mountain's power is our
birthright. It must be defended at any cost.”

| took those words into me. Held them closer than anything else, like they could
shield me from every doubt. It was a time before curses and birthmarks. Before fate
showed up, wrecking everything. When all that mattered was the pack, and
everything made sense.
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“Protect the pack above all else.” The fire burned down to embers, and the memory
of hislast words to me stayed hot in my mind.

| was a child and a man, both at the same time, standing over him as his final breath
left his body.

It was gone, and so was he. But his words remained, echoing through my life and my
choices.

| saw myself the night of my first full moon as Alpha.
It came the same way it had for my father—after afight and a death.

| could feel it like it was happening again, the weight of the title settling onto me,
more solid than any bruise or wound.

| was filled with a combination of pride and terror.

The pack ran with me that night, and | remember the strength in our numbers, the
collective sound of our howls claiming the territory as mine.

As ours. | led them under the stars, feeling the mountain’s energy course through us,
feeling his presence in the night and in me.

| wanted to live up to it, to be everything he believed | could be.

The pack is everything. Protect it above al else.



| returned to the present, these memories like astorm | couldn’t weather.

Like rain on a roof, pounding and relentless, but unable to drown out my need to
protect Serena.

Everything my father taught me said | should put the pack first. Said | should fight
whatever was pulling me towards her.

Said | should ignore this feeling that was as persistent and consuming as the
memories themselves,

| didn't know how to tell him he might have been wrong. | didn’t know how to tell
myself.

But the marks on our bodies made promises | couldn’t ignore.

The more | thought about her, the less the past felt like the only thing that mattered.

The less the weight of my history seemed like a burden, and more like achain | could
finaly break.

But could | break it? Could | go against my father’s last words, the ones that had
defined me, guided me, kept me steady and in line?

| needed answers, but everything | knew said | wouldn't find them at the bottom of a
mystery.

I’d find them in the same place my father had: in a promise kept, in a pack protected.

In strength that wasn’'t just muscle. | let out a breath, slow and unsure, letting it hang
intheair as| looked past the fire and into the past that refused to let me go.



| left the fireto diein the hearth. Let it sputter out the way my father never did.

The room was cold now, and | was too restless to sit.

Too haunted by what my old man would have thought about Serena and me.

What he would have thought about her. About me.

A fresh ache throbbed through my shoulder, the mark burning under my skin.

| tried to ignoreit. Tried to think past it as| moved to my desk.

Papers littered the top, but they weren't just reports and patrol schedules.

They werelives. The pack’s. Mine. Ewan's.

The clutter was an eyesore, the kind of thing | usually couldn’'t stand. But it had a
way of quieting the noise in my head. It was proof that things were manageable, that
a little order could cut through the chaos. Not tonight. Not with this uncertainty

snapping at my heels, refusing to let go.

| pushed some of the papers aside, not sure what | was looking for, only that | needed
tofindit.

Details were my weapon against the storm inside me.

They kept me in control, kept the past from drowning me.

But what was scattered in front of me wasn't just about patrols or border disputes.

It was about something a hell of alot more personal.



It was about me. About Serena. About the one wolf | thought | could count on.

Conversations with Ewan played back in my mind.

Rehearsed, but not. Sincere, but not. They rang hollow now, like echoes from the far
side of a canyon.

He' d been by my side longer than anyone.

His voice had always been a lifeline. But now it felt like a lure, drawing me in while
he plotted behind my back.

| sat at the desk, shoving a pile of patrol schedules aside. My fingers itched for
answers, but all | found were the same route rotations I’ d approved last month.

| flipped through a border watch log. Southside activity—normal. A missing rabbit
trap. | threw the page down. Too ordinary.

Next, the patrol training schedule. Ewan’s handwriting was neat. Too neat. | wanted
it to scream quilt, but all it gave me was routine.

| found a requisition form marked urgent—signed by Bram. | frowned. No link to
Ewan, but it raised a different question: Why the hell were they stocking silver-tipped
arrows? | made a mental note to follow up, but it wasn't what | was looking for.

| dug deeper, frustration mounting like heat behind my ribs. Ewan's shift reports
finaly surfaced—Iline after line of clean, consistent, boring detail. Nothing out of
place. Nothing that would explain the bile rising in my throat.

And then | saw it. A folded scrap of paper, half-hidden beneath the bottom drawer.
The handwriting on it was different—rushed, angry.



| opened it with trembling hands. One line.

“Midnight. East Ridge border. Alone.”

And asignature | knew too well. E.

My pulse spiked. That location wastoo close to Silver Ridge territory. Too familiar.

| read it again. Once. Twice. Each time, the truth sank deeper.

Ewan. The wolf | would’ve died for was the one leading me to ruin.

He didn’t just distrust Serena. He hated her. He made no secret of it, and maybe that
should have been a clue. His reaction to her capture was al fury, all venom. It came
from aplace | thought was loyalty. It came from somewhere else.

The room spun around me, and | had to steady myself against the desk. The idea of
Ewan's betrayal hit hard, as hard as anything I’d ever felt. Maybe harder. | wanted to
tear something apart. | wanted to find Ewan and confront him. | wanted to put an end
to thisbefore it destroyed us al.

My father’ s voice echoed in my mind, telling meto stay strong, stay focused.

But how could I, when the one | trusted most had turned?

When everything | thought | knew was unraveling faster than | could keep up?

| thought Morrigan’s riddle meant the wolf to ruin our pack and my mate were the
same person, but maybe | was wrong again.

Anger burned in me, but so did disbelief. That Ewan would do this. That he'd risk our



entire legacy. That he'd risk me. But wasn’'t that what | was doing too? Risking it all
for Serena? Did | even know if she was as clueless as she seemed? Was this part of
her plan, to pit us against each other?

| remembered the night Ewan stood between me and a blade meant for my throat.

We were barely more than pups. He bled for me.

Now he' d bleed me dry. The room felt smaller than it had when | first shut the door.

Smaller and filled with doubt. It was choking me, squeezing the air from my lungs,
from the entire mountain.

| didn’t know if | could trust anyone, especially myself.

But | had to know. | had to know the truth, even if it meant facing down the one wolf
who had always been at my side.

| resolved to confront Ewan, but the hesitation was there.

| could fedl it crawling under my skin, colder than the mountain air that seeped in
through the window.

If he had betrayed me, betrayed the pack, then what?

What did that mean for everything | thought | knew? What did it mean for me and
Serena?

| wanted to scream the question to the ceiling, to the rocks and the wind and the
spirits of the wolves that came before me. But | couldn’t. All I could do was whisper
it to the empty room, my voice breaking like the faith | used to have: “Am | strong



enough to do what needs to be done?’

| stood there, feeling more exposed than | ever had. More aone. The idea of my best
friend turning on me was a weight | couldn’t lift, a wound that bled out onto
everything. Onto the pack, onto Serena, onto the memory of my father and what he

would have wanted me to do.

Moonlight spilled through the crystal window, stretching its pale fingers across the
room until it reached me.

It lit my expression, my clenched fists, the question that refused to let me go.

It wouldn't leave, no matter how much | wanted to drive it out.

The pack is everything—but if the pack is rotting from the inside, who do | protect?

The legacy... or the truth? The mark on my shoulder flared up again, sharp and
insistent.

Like it knew the decision was already made, and it didn’t careif | bled for it.

| wouldn’t run from it. | couldn’t. Not thistime.

Not when the stakes were this high, and | had more to lose than ever before.

The mountain whispered through the walls, ancient and alive. And for the first time, |
wondered if it was warning me—or her.
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Chapter seven
Serena

W e moved together, Tristan and |, navigating the rocky mountain trail with afragile
sense of purpose.

Tense but civil, | could amost convince myself it wasn't an awkward first date.

After dinner last night he insisted we needed answers about our birthmarks and that
thistrek into the wilderness might give us a clue.

| should’ve said no. Should' ve refused to follow him into the woods, especialy after
the dream.

But something in the way he said we needed answers...
it hooked into the part of me still desperate to believe in fate.

Besides, what's a couple of hours in the woods with the apha of your rival pack?
Romantic. Or a death wish.

“This trail better lead somewhere helpful,” | muttered, glancing sideways at Tristan’s
unreadable face. He looked too cam. Too in control. Was this some elaborate trap?

Was | walking straight into my father’s hands?

“Keep up, Sterling,” Tristan called back, as if my name was an insult. The cocky



smirk on his face made me want to race ahead, just to prove | could.

“I'm giving you a head start,” | shot back. He didn’t need to know | was saving my
strength for the downhill run. Or retreat.

He slowed enough for me to catch up, and we walked in step for a few moments, the
path winding higher into the heart of the mountain. An eagle screamed overhead,

probably annoyed we were intruding. Tristan glanced at me, a question in his eyes.

“Do you really think this will help us figure out what’s going on?’ | asked, more to
fill the silence than because | needed reassurance.

“The old ways hold answers. It's up to usto find them,” he said, vague and serious.
Our hands brushed again, for the eighth time since we started. His touch sparked
through me like an electric current, and | saw him glance at the mark on my wrist

before pulling away. My heart kicked up, traitorous as always around him.

Tristan quickened his pace, either eager to get there or to avoid more awkward
contact.

We came out onto a narrow ledge that overlooked the valley below, our territory
stretching into the distance.

It was the first time I'd seen it from this perspective, and a twinge of longing hit me,
unexpected and unwelcome.

“Getting homesick?’ Tristan asked. His tone was light, but | didn't miss the
undercurrent.

“Likeyou'd give metime to pack,” | shot back.



| twisted alock of hair around my finger, hiding behind the familiar gesture.

In truth, histerritory was impressive—more than that, really.

Beautiful in awild, rugged way that got under my skin.

And with my father keeping secrets from me, | was on my own to finally find the
answers to this curse.

That was the one thing | never understood.

We both wanted the same outcome — to end this gods-forsaken plague over my life —
yet he treated me like a prisoner with no freedom to fight for myself.

Tristan turned away, leading us past a crumbling stone wall.

It was so ancient it looked more like a pile of rocks.

Old words and faded symbols decorated the stones, their meanings lost to time.

| caught up with him as the path sloped down, feeling the change in the air.

Like we were stepping into another world.

Ahead, a circle of stones emerged from the mist, serene and eerie. They jutted from
the ground like the mountain's teeth, their surfaces carved with runes that twisted my
brain in strange directions when | tried to decipher them. The whole place buzzed

with something ancient and alive.

“Think we're supposed to join hands and chant?’ | said, masking my unease with
sarcasm.



Tristan ignored me, moving to the center of the circle.

He stood there for a long time, silent and contemplative, like he was tuning in to a
frequency only he could hear.

| wanted to tell him to stop brooding, but something in the set of his shoulders made
me hold back.

Instead, | picked my way through the stones, pretending to study them but mostly
watching him.

There was a grace to hisintensity that | couldn’t look away from.

The air inside the circle was colder, and | swore the light bent wrong around the
stones. My mark flared, not hot, but icy—Ilike something ancient had just noticed me.
| took a step back, pulse thundering. One of the runes—it looked like the broken
moon from my dream.

The runes twisted the longer | stared, like they weren’t meant to be read so much as
remembered. My mark pulsed once, sharp as awarning. Or awelcome.

We stayed there for what felt like hours, my own disappointment creeping in despite
myself. Nothing happened, no magical revelations or sudden insights. Just the wind
whistling through the rocks, making me feel small and foolish.

| crossed my arms, about to say something snarky to break the silence, when Tristan
moved to my side. | tensed, expecting another lecture about patience and fate.

Instead, he touched my arm, accidental and lingering.

“Serena,” he started, then stopped.



My name on his lips threw me, and | let out a breath | didn’t know | was holding. |
didn’t realize until that moment how much I’ d been craving to hear it from him.

“We should stay awhile longer,” hefinally said, retreating back to safer ground.

| gave him a skeptical look but nodded.

We waited, the minutes stretching thin between us, the air full of things we couldn’t
quite say. Eventually, we turned to leave, back up the trail that seemed to have grown
steeper since we' d come down.

The attack came out of nowhere.

Fangs flashed before our eyes like lethal confetti. Tristan moved fast, shoving me
behind a boulder as the forest erupted with snarls and the snapping of jaws.

“Down!” heyelled, but | was already there, instincts taking over.

| glanced at him, getting ready to shift just as a wolf—one of my own pack, out for
blood after our failure to heed my father’ s warning—struck.

The beast lunged, its teeth sinking into Tristan’s shoulder; his face drained of color in
an instant before twisting in shock and pain.

My breath stuttered as | saw the savage bite, the wound deep and bleeding.
The wolf that lunged for Tristan had a scar above its right eye. My breath caught.
Kellan. My sparring partner since we were pups. And now, teeth bared, he wanted

Tristan dead—and me with him.

“Tristan!” | yelled, my voice nearly lost amid the chaos of growls and crashing



undergrowth. He grabbed my arm, pulling me close. “Y ou have to move, now,” he
said, teeth clenched.

Blood spread across his shirt, soaking through the fabric like a dark, spreading curse.
My heart sammed in my chest, afrantic drumbeat that left no room for thinking, only

acting.

“Not without you,” | said, half panicked, half furious. | put my hand over his, feeling
the sticky warmth there. “We have to get you out of here.”

Hisjaw set in that stubborn way | was starting to recognize all too well, but he gave a
short nod.

“We need cover,” he managed, each word edged with pain.

We bolted from the open glade, the sound of snapping twigs and distant howls
chasing us.

A furious snarl rang out as another wolf’s attack shattered the stillness of the forest. |
refused to look back, focusing solely on Tristan—on keeping him upright, even asthe
betrayal of my pack turned our world to a nightmare.

The forest closed around us, adark and twisting maze.

It felt alive, hostile, every shadow a potential enemy.

Tristan stumbled, catching himself with a growl! that was more than just pain.

He was losing blood, too much of it. | slipped my arm around his waist, feeling the
strength there waver.



He was losing too much blood to shift into hiswolf form, and | feared | wasn’'t strong
enough to carry him on my own, even if | transformed.

“They’'re gaining,” he said, his breath ragged.

“They’ll have to catch usfirst,” | shot back, more defiant than | felt.

We pushed deeper into the woods, the sound of pursuit slowly fading. | could feel his
steps getting heavier, each one a struggle. My mind raced, frantic for a plan, a
miracle, anything.

Then | saw it.

A wall of vines covered the rock face to our right, thick and overgrown, but not
enough to hide the cave entrance behind it. | tugged Tristan toward it, the opening
barely big enough for us to squeeze through.

“Here,” | said, urgency propelling me forward.

The space was narrow at first, forcing usinto a dark and winding corridor.

It opened into asmall chamber, the walls smooth and cold against my back.

| let Tristan down gently, then tore at his shirt, exposing the wound.

Blood was everywhere, slick and red, and | fought the rising tide of panic that
threatened to drown me.

“Tristan,” | said, voice breaking. | didn’t know what else to say, how else to keep him
from dipping away. “Don’t you dare die on me.”



He smiled, afaint and stubborn thing, asif to say that he didn’t plan to.

The cave was ancient, the walls breathing with the damp chill of forgotten things.

Blood soaked through Tristan's shirt, a dark stain that spread too fast for my peace of
mind.

The fang marks slashed across his body like some grotesque artwork, and | steeled
myself to patch them up.

“You whimper, you die,” | warned, hoping my bravado concealed my panic.

Tristan's grin was a ghost of its former self, but at least he hadn't stopped smiling.

He was in no condition to argue or resist, so | took that as a hint and reached for the
wound. My hands shook, but | gritted my teeth and applied pressure. Hard.

Tristan jerked, a low groan escaping his lips. His eyes fluttered closed, and for a
second | thought 1I'd lost him. The ruby liquid oozed in a sickening rush, and |
clamped my hands down to stem the blood.
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“Stay with me, Voss,” | muttered, more desperate than | wanted to admit. | couldn’t
look at hisface. Not while | was this scared.

His hand found mine, weak but insistent. “Y ou got it, Sterling.”
The words settled something inside me. He wasn’t dead.
Y et. | worked faster, tearing off my shirt and shredding it to make bandages.

Not exactly first aid 101, but it would have to do until the wolf magic in his veins
could speed up the healing.

The bleeding slowed, then finally stopped.
Tristan lay back, breathing labored yet steady.

But | didn’t miss his eyes roaming my chest and the black and blush lace bra I’ d left
myself in.

“You're a stubborn bastard, you know that?’ | said, relief creeping in where panic
had been.

He chuckled, a sound that sent warmth spiraling through me. “Takes one to know
one.”

The cave wrapped around us, intimate and ancient, with barely visible carvings
etched into the stone. Symbols that reminded me of the stone circle, faded and



mysterious. The scent of earth and minerals hung in the damp air, and | wondered
what this place had seen, what secretsit held.

“Quite the love nest you found,” Tristan said, his voice teasing but worn.
“Who said it’s for you?’ | shot back, though the effect was ruined by my shaking
hands. | wrapped the remains of my shirt around his shoulder, tying it tight. “You

know this means we're stuck here, right? Those guys are still out there.”

| met his eyes, intense and blue, watching me with a focus that made my skin flush.
He nodded, the seriousness returning.

“It's safe for now,” he said. “They won’'t expect us to double back.”

His confidence should have annoyed me, but instead it calmed the storm in my chest.
We' d escaped. We were aive. For how long, | didn’'t know, but I'd take what | could
get.

“You're sure you don’t want meto yell for help?’ | asked, settling down next to him.

“And risk a pack war?’ Tristan shook his head, wincing alittle. “Not unless you want
to give my beta another reason to hate you.”

The mention of Ewan made me flinch. | was amost starting to miss him and his
sunny personality.

Tristan must have noticed, because his gaze softened. “He' s loyal to afault,” he said.
“But you' ve probably figured that out already.”

“He's a pain in the ass is what he is,” | replied, but there was no real bite in my
words. | looked away, not wanting to let the conversation veer too close to things that



scared me more than arrows. “And he' s right. Y our pack would do better without me
messing it up.”

The silence that followed was different this time, not awkward or tense but heavy
with things unspoken. The chill crept back in, and Tristan shifted, sitting up despite
my protest.

“1 grew up on that mountain,” he said. His tone was flat, but the kind that had sharp
edges if you listened close. “Forced to watch my father treat his pack like pawns on a
chessboard. As if family was everything, but somehow nothing at all. | swore I'd
never be that kind of alpha.”

| watched him, unsure what to say. His jaw was set, and | could see how hard it was
for him to admit even that much.

“I know exactly what you mean,” | said softly. “But you’re not him.”
“Sometimes | wonder,” Tristan replied, voice low, amost to himself. Then his eyes
met mine, searching. “What about you? What's it like to be the outcast of Silver

Ridge?”

That made me laugh, bitter and short. “If only it were that glamorous. Try the cursed
beauty, destined to die alone.”

| shouldn’t have said it. Once the words were out, | wanted to take them back. But
Tristan didn’t flinch. He just listened, the way no one else ever had.

“You're not alone now,” he said, simple and true.

That did something to me, unraveled something I'd been holding together for too
long.



We sat like that, surrounded by stone and shadows, both of us nursing old wounds
and new. The air chilled further as night crept in, and | fought the urge to shiver.

“We should start afire,” Tristan suggested, his arm moving to reach for something to
burn. | pushed him back down with alook.

“Not if it means you bleeding out again.” | took my own advice and leaned against
him, feeling his body tense then relax at the contact. “Thiswill have to do.”

The warmth of him, of us, seeped through me. Our breath mingled in the cool air, and
for thefirst time, it felt okay to just be. Together, in this strange in-between space that
was neither pack nor war.

“You'refreezing,” Tristan said, moving his good arm to pull me closer.

“So areyou,” | replied, settling against his chest.

The nearness was dizzying. Intoxicating. Our hands brushed again, no accident this
time. The touch was tentative, almost shy. | felt his fingers against my cheek, then
ghosting down to my lips. My own hand found its way to his chest, resting there
where | could feel the steady thump of his heart.

His fingers brushed my lips, and | wanted to run. Not from him—but from what |
already knew: once | kissed him, there was no going back. No pretending this didn’t
mean everything.

| shouldn’t have wanted this. | shouldn't have wanted him. But when his hand
brushed my cheek, the fear unraveled faster than | could stop it. | leaned in, not

because | was sure—but because for once, | wanted something just for me.

We didn't say anything, but we didn’'t have to. The silence was loud enough.



Then, slowly, Tristan tipped my chin up, and the world tilted with it. His eyes held
mine, speaking volumes that left me breathless. He leaned in, pausing just long
enough for me to meet him halfway. Our lips touched, soft and electric. Then al at
once, the floodgates opened.

The kiss was deep and demanding, like years of questions finally being answered.

His hands tangled in my hair, pulling me closer.

| pressed against him, careful to avoid his injury but not wanting any space between
us.

| tasted the fire and the fear, the danger and the promise.

Everything | hadn’t let myself want until now.

When we finally broke apart, breathless and surprised, a faint light danced in the
darkness. Our birthmarks glowed when we touched, casting an iridescent light that
shimmered like it had a life of its own. We stared, first a our marks, then at each
other.

The glow pulsed in time with our heartbeats, casting pale light across the cave walls.
For a moment, it felt like the mountain was breathing with us. Like it had been
waiting for this.

Something clicked in my chest. A memory—no, awarning. A voice echoing from the
dream | barely remembered: One must choose. One must lose. My hand trembled. |
didn’t know what 1’d just chosen. But | felt it. I’ d already madeit.

“It's true,” Tristan said, voice tinged with wonder and something else. “It's really
true.”



And it was. As soon as Tristan's lips touched mine, it was like an instant knowing in
my soul. That this aphafrom arival pack, a wolf who was marked just like me, was
destined to be my mate. Fated. | nodded, still reeling from the kiss, from everything.

“l guess we are cursed after all,” | said, though the words had lost their sting.

We didn’t know what it meant, not really. But for once, it felt like maybe there was a
chance. | should’ ve been terrified. | still was, alittle. What would this mean when my
father found out? When my pack learned I'd kissed the enemy? But none of that
mattered here. Not yet.

| pulled his arm tighter around me, feeling Tristan relax as he leaned back. | followed,
wrapping myself into his warmth. He held me there, close and unguarded, until the
glow of our marks faded into the night.

| should have been uneasy. Torn, conflicted, unsure. And | was. But more than that, |
felt something new. Hopeful.

Morning dripped into the cave, cold and slow. Voices floated from outside, and | was
instantly awake. Urgent, low voices that shouldn’t have been there. | held my breath,
heart pounding, feeling Tristan’s arm heavy across my waist. | had to get free. | had
to know who was out there.

His grip was protective even in sleep, a warmth | could have sunk into if everything
wasn't suddenly so wrong. | wriggled away, each inch a struggle against the tangle of
my own feelings. As soon as | was clear, | crouched low, listening hard.

The voices were muted by the walls but close, too close for comfort. | couldn’t catch
the words, only the tone—tense, conspiratorial, nothing | wanted to hear with Tristan
so vulnerable beside me. My skin prickled, and | inched toward the entrance, staying
low and quiet.



The cave was dim, its shadows longer and colder than the night before. | crept
forward, the ancient carvings like ghostly reminders that we were never really alone
here. The voices grew clearer, one of them unmistakable.

“Ewan.” The name hit me like afist to the chest. | didn’'t need to see him to know that
voice. But what the hell was he doing out here? And why didn’'t | feel relief—just
fear?

Through the veil of vines, | saw them.

Ewan stood with a hooded figure, the morning light casting them in silhouettes that
seemed larger than life.

That voice. Smooth, sharp-edged, and familiar in a way that made my stomach twist.
| didn’t have a name, but my bones remembered it—and they wanted to run.

They were close, talking with akind of urgency that only came with secrets.

My pulse quickened. | stayed hidden, barely breathing, willing myself to catch what
they were saying.

Ewan gestured sharply, his movements angry and frustrated.

| strained to hear, edging forward, knowing how stupid it was to put myself at risk of
being seen.

But | couldn’t stop. Not now. Not with them so close, not with everything suddenly
ontheline.

| tuned into my wolf senses and sharpened my hearing to make out the words they
spoke.



“...aphais getting too attached to the girl,” Ewan said, his words clear and cutting.

| froze, heart skipping. They were talking about Tristan. About me. But who was this
other guy?

The hooded figure didn’t flinch, his stance as calm and sure as Ewan’s was agitated.
His voice was low, chillingly familiar in a way that tightened every nerve in my
body.

“Everything is proceeding as planned. The stones will soon be ours.”

The words sent a jolt through me. Whoever he was, he thought he had this under
control.

Was he talking about the same stones my pack tried to steal ?

The ones they captured me over? As they spoke, my wrist tingled.

Not a burn, but a cold pulse under my skin, like the mark itself was listening.

Like the mountain didn’t want me to miss what was happening.

| leaned in too far, too eager. A loose rock shifted beneath my hand, clattering down
the cave wall. The sound echoed like a gunshot, and | stilled, breath locked in my
chest.

Their conversation cut off abruptly. Both men turned toward the noise, scanning the
area. | ducked back into the shadows, panic spiking. Had they seen me? Was it too

late to warn Tristan? | inched away from the entrance, every instinct screaming to
run, to hide, to do anything but freeze like this.



The silence stretched thin and brittle. Then | heard it again, their voices retreating,
quieter, more cautious.

“Someone s onto us,” Ewan said, the words carrying back to me on the cold air.

“Doesn’'t matter,” the other man replied, a certainty in his tone that made my skin
crawl. “We'll take care of it.”

| waited until they were gone, until even the whisper of their presence faded from the
woods.

My heart wouldn’t slow, pounding out a rhythm of fear and confusion.

Ewan's betrayal was almost too much to wrap my head around, and the other
voice—it tugged at something deep, something | didn’t want to look at too closely.
Not yet.

| forced myself back to Tristan, where | found him still asleep, unaware of the storm
raging just beyond the cave. Just beyond me. | settled beside him, every part of me
tangled in knots that had nothing to do with the curse.

He shifted, pulling me close again. His touch was unconscious, but it grounded me,
reminding me of the hope I’ d felt the night before. The hope that maybe, just maybe,
there was away through all of this.

| should've shaken him awake. Should’ve told him that everything we'd just started
to believe in might already be unraveling. But the weight of his arm, the peace on his
face—it silenced me. What if waking him meant ending this?

But now everything was upside down, a mess of doubt and danger that left me raw.
Was Ewan just playing Tristan all along? And the other man—did my father know he



was here, making deals with the enemy? Was that his plan all along? Was that why
he' d let them take me so easily?

The questions ate at me, arelentless churn of suspicion and betrayal.

| wanted to wake Tristan, to tell him everything.

To scream that | didn’t care, that I’ d choose this—us—over anything.

But something held me back, a shadow of hesitation that felt too much like the past.
Maybe thiswas all another trap I’d find myself in with no way out.

| lay there, stuck between hope and despair, caught in a web | couldn’t yet unravel.
The cave grew colder, the light creeping in around us, turning night’s magic into
morning’s doubt. And still, despiteit all, | found myself wanting.

Wanting the truth. Wanting to belong. Wanting him.
The cave grew colder as morning pressed in, turning night's magic into doubt. |

didn’t know what would come next, only that the words haunted me still: “The stones
will soon be ours.” And for thefirst time, | didn’t know whose side | was truly on.
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Chapter eight
Tristan

T he dusky silhouette of the Stormvale compound loomed ahead, shrouded in twilight
and secrets.

Shadows crept along the forest floor as we made our way back, each step a reminder
of the ambush that had left us raw and weary.

Serena walked beside me, still in her bra and jeans, her silence more unnerving than
any threat.

| could feel the watchful eyes of the pack as we approached, especially those stealing
glances at Serena s body.

| resisted the urge to wrap my arm around her.

Not because she needed the protection—Serena didn’t need anyone's shield—nbut
because every stare felt like an insult | couldn’t afford to answer with teeth.

But it was Ewan's presence at the gate—his stance tense and wary—that sent a jolt
through me.

His eyes locked onto us, searching and accusing, igniting an uneasy flicker of doubt
In my mind.



“Where the hell have you been?’ Ewan's voice cut through the air as we reached the
gates.

His arms were crossed, and he tapped one foot impatiently, eyes darting between us.

“Nice to see you too,” | said, trying to sound calm. But the words came out sharper
than | intended, edged with the strain of the last twelve hours.

Serena remained quiet, her expression unreadable. She twirled a lock of her hair
around her finger, a gesture I'd come to recognize as a shield. A mask for whatever
she didn't want us to see.

“We've been expecting you back for hours,” Ewan continued. “Thought you'd been
taken or killed, or—" His gaze pierced mine, demanding an explanation.

The compound loomed behind him, its rough-hewn timbers casting long shadows in
the fading light. The pack watched from shadows and windows, their gazes sharp as
blades. | didn’t know if they were looking to me for leadership or waiting for me to
fall.

“Weraninto trouble,” | said finally, glancing at Serena.

Ewan's posture shifted, a flicker of something like satisfaction crossing his face
before he masked it with feigned concern. His eyes flicked to the dried blood on my
shoulder. Too quick. Too knowing. He hadn’t asked about the injury—hadn’t needed

to. “What kind of trouble?”

“Ambush in the woods,” Serena said, her voice steady and cold. She studied Ewan
with afocus that matched his, refusing to ook away.

“Silver Ridge?’ Ewan asked, but | caught an edge of eagernessin histone.



| nodded, the memory of the attack still vivid—wolves circling, snarls in the dark.
Alaric's unmistakable scent. “Had to take the long way back to lose them.”

Ewan frowned, but there was something wrong in his expression. His surprise felt
forced, rehearsed. | didn't like the way he looked at Serena, as if she were a puzzle he
needed to solve.

“And you're both... fine?’ He said it like a challenge, daring us to admit we weren't.
“Yeah,” | replied. “Tired, but fine.”

He stepped closer, eyes narrowing. “Y ou sure you're not leaving anything out?’
Serena smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “Don't worry, Ewan. We wouldn't want
to distract you from whatever important business you were tending to while we were
getting chased.”

Her sarcasm hung in the air, and | ailmost laughed. Ewan didn't.

“I'm just making sure you didn't lead them back here,” he said, casting a nervous
glance around the compound. The restlessness in him was unmistakable, like he
couldn't wait to be done with us and move on to something else. “ Tristan, we need to
talk.”

Serenaraised an eyebrow at me, the challenge clear in her eyes. | hesitated, the words
sticking in my throat. Everything in me screamed not to trust what | was seeing, but |

pushed it down. Old habits.

“You've said enough,” | told him. My voice was low, final. “I’ll call you when | need
your opinion.”



Ewan gave me a hard look, the lines around his mouth tightening. “Fine,” he said
finaly. “But don't wait too long. Y ou might not like what you hear.”

| watched him turn and walk away, his movements stiff and hurried.

| tried to tell myself that my suspicions were just the product of too little sleep and
too many surprises.

That the unease gnawing at me would passif | let it.

But I couldn't shake the image of Ewan's face, the way he'd aimost smiled at Serena's
mention of the attack.

“We can't stay out here,” Serena said, her voice pulling me back. “They're all
watching.”

| glanced around at the compound, at the pack who depended on me to make the right
decisions. | needed to get agrip. For them, if not for myself.

“Let's go inside,” | said, trying to sound more certain than | felt. Serenas eyes
lingered on me a moment longer, filled with questions | wasn't ready to answer. Then
she nodded, and together we walked past the gates, leaving Ewan's shadow behind.

The old library whispered with ancient secrets as | dlipped inside, the heavy wooden
door groaning in protest. Candlelight danced along the stone walls, breathing life into

the forgotten symbols etched by wolves long dead.

Serena stood by the window, silhouetted against the night sky, an aluring mystery |
couldn't unravel.

The room hummed with something deeper than silence—a tension that echoed the



beat of my own heart.

She turned as | approached, and the way her eyes met mine stirred the storm inside
me.

| closed the distance between us, drawn by aforce | didn't fully understand. “Couldn't
deep either?’ | asked, my voice softer than I'd intended.

“Not when there's so much to unravel,” she said, gesturing to the scattered papers and
books. Her eyes were watchful, asif gauging how much she could trust me.

The weight of yesterday’s ambush still clung to us, a shadow in every word we
shared. | took a seat beside her, letting our shoulders touch—a simple gesture, but it
sent arush through me that | couldn't ignore.

“We're getting closer to the truth,” | said, trying to focus on the task at hand, not the
way her nearness scrambled my thoughts. “But the more we find, the more dangerous
it gets.”

“That's never stopped me before,” Serena replied with a hint of defiance, her lips
curving in away that made it hard to look away.

We bent over the table, the flickering candlelight casting a circle of warmth around
us. It felt like the rest of the world had faded, leaving only the two of us and the
guestions that lay between.

“The celestial stones,” | began, choosing my words carefully. “They're not just
powerful. They're the heart of what binds my pack to this place.”

Serend's gaze was steady, drawing the truth out of me like a lure. “So what happens if
we break the curse?’



| hesitated, the answer clawing at me. “I don’t know yet, but | have afeeling it would
have major consequences for my pack. This mountain.”

Her silence was more profound than any response, filling the room with the gravity of
what I'd said. | watched her, waiting for a sign of what she thought. What she felt.

“Then why help me?’ she asked, her voice a careful blend of challenge and
vulnerability.

Because I'm aready in too deep, | thought, but the words stayed lodged inside. | ran a
hand through my hair, frustration gnawing at me. “I need to show you something,” |
said instead, rising to retrieve the manuscript.

The stone walls seemed to watch us, a presence that felt both protective and ominous.
| found the loose rock in the far corner, the manuscript tucked away like a forbidden

secret.

“It'sold,” | said, handing it to her, our fingers brushing for an electric moment. “Very
old.”

We settled back into the candle's glow, the world narrowing to the fragile pages
before us. The words were dense and tangled, but Serena's focus was unwavering.
She was a puzzle of contradictions—sharp and soft, daring and guarded. | was losing
myself to the pull of her, the mystery that she was.

Her scent wound around me—wild honey and moonlight—Ileaving me breathless.

“What isit?’ she asked, sensing my distraction.

“Nothing,” | lied, my voice betraying me. “Everything.”



Our eyes met, and | saw the flicker of understanding in hers. It was terrifying and
thrilling, this thing growing between us.

Aswe read on, the room closed in, the air thick with the revelation: The stones could
break her curse, but a a price. The cost was too great, too unthinkable. | struggled to
breathe, the weight of it pressing down.

“The pack—" | started, my words tangled with emotion. “ Serena, | can't—"

The sudden noise outside shattered the moment. Footsteps. Voices. | leapt to my feet,
heart pounding.

“Someone's there,” Serena said, urgency in her eyes. We moved quickly, hiding the
manuscript back in its place.

The hallway was empty when we opened the door, but | couldn't shake the feeling of
being watched, of someone knowing what we were trying to uncover. Is someone
already on to us? Isit too late to hide what we' ve found?

The risk was growing, and with it, the choices | wasn't sure | was ready to make.

| left the library with the chill of unanswered questions clinging to my skin.

The shadows in the compound seemed darker, every corner concealing a potential
threat.

Serena's worried expression haunted me, her eyes reflecting the doubts I'd tried to
push aside.

But the unease gnawed too deeply, and my wolf demanded answers.



| dipped through the halls, silent as the tension that wound itself around my heart.

Each step toward Ewan's quarters was a betrayal in itself, a path | couldn't turn back
from.

The night was quiet, the kind of quiet that spoke of watchful eyes and unspoken
intentions. My instincts pulled me forward, warning me that time was short, that the
danger was too close to ignore.

Serends parting words echoed in my mind, a mixture of concern and challenge. |
couldn't tell her what | suspected—not until | knew for sure. But leaving her alonein
the compound made my gut twist with doubt.

Ewan's quarters were tucked in the far wing, away from the others. His absence was
like an accusation, asif he'd known I'd come looking. The door creaked as | pushed it
open, a sound that seemed to amplify the treachery | was about to uncover.

My eyes swept the room, noting the signs of his recent departure.

A jacket thrown carelessly on the chair.

Boots missing from their usual place. It felt wrong to invade his space, but my
resolve hardened.

| needed to know. | began searching, my movements quick and methodical.

Each drawer and hidden corner was a new lead or a dead end.

Guilt gnawed at me, but the drive to uncover the truth was stronger.

Under the mattress, | found it—a leather pouch, worn and inconspicuous. My pulse



quickened, and | opened it with hands that trembled despite my efforts to stay calm.
The contents spilled into my lap, damning in their clarity.

L etters.

They were marked with the seal of Silver Ridge, Alaric Sterling's mark unmistakable
even in the dim light. | picked them up one by one, reading the words that confirmed
my worst fears.

Ewan.

Alaric.

Their names linked by plans to overthrow me and take control of the stones. The
correspondence detailed everything—the ambushes, the strategies, even Serenas role
in their twisted game.

Once we have the stones, we'll no longer need either of them.

The fina sentence seared itself into my mind, a brutal truth | couldn't escape. | felt
something break inside me, a fracture that ran deeper than any wound I'd ever taken.

How long had he been planning this? How had | been so blind?

The footsteps came suddenly, jolting me into action. They were quick and purposeful,
heading straight for the room. Panic surged, and | shoved the letters back into the
pouch, replacing it with shaking hands.

| slipped into the shadows just as the door swung open.

Ewan entered, his expression tight and wary.



Mud clung to his boots, and the scent of Silver Ridge tainted the air around him.

| watched him from my hiding place, the betrayal cutting into me with every breath
he took.

Thiswas the wolf 1'd trusted with my life, and he'd sold me out to our worst enemy.

My heart pounded with the need to confront him, but the timing wasn't right.

Not yet. Not until | had a plan that wouldn't put Serena or the pack in more danger.

Ewan moved through the room, his actions too precise, too controlled.

Did he know I'd been here? Was he already aware of how close I'd come to
unraveling his secrets?

| held my ground, silent and still, as he sniffed around the room. The urge to reveal
myself, to force the truth out of him, burned in my chest. But | waited. | needed him
to believe | hadn't figured it out yet.

When he finally turned away, leaving the door gar, | slipped out behind him. The
hallway swallowed me in shadows, but my path was clear now. | couldn't let Ewan's
betrayal destroy everything I'd fought to protect.

Even if it meant tearing my own heart out in the process. | looked down at the mark
on my shoulder. It pulsed—bright, angry, aive. A reminder that fate doesn’'t wait for
anyone. And neither would I.
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Chapter nine
Serena

T he walls seemed to close in on me, turning my chamber into a cozy prison as |
flipped through the ancient tomes Tristan gave me earlier tonight.

Celestial stones, moons, curses—they swam before my eyes like taunting riddles.

The candle's dim glow painted everything in murky shades of dread, but | couldn’t
let it go.

Not now. Not with so much on the line. Just when | thought my brain might leak out
of my ears, a soft tap sounded at the door.

| found aletter waiting like a time bomb.

Lila' s hurried scrawl sent a shiver up my spine before | even opened it.
Her words left me gutted, barely able to hold the paper steady as | read.
My father had been playing puppet master al along.

Y ears of manipulation, and with help from inside Stormvale.

The air left my lungs, anger smmering like a storm ready to blow.



He' d been stringing me along, the bastard.

Playing me like one of his stupid chess pieces.

He knew. About everything. The stones. The prophecy. Me. And he used me
anyway.The letter spelled it out in cruel clarity—Alaric hadn’t just withheld the truth.
He'd helped orchestrate this, feeding information to someone inside Stormvale.
Someone close to Tristan.

My stomach turned as | remembered the conversation | overhead from outside the
cave when Tristan and | were attacked. Was it Ewan? The thought that someone here
was feeding my father information made my skin crawl.

My hands shook as | left the room, the letter crumpled and ready to explode in my
fist. | wanted to scream, but all that came out was a choked whisper of disbelief.

How could he do this? It wasn’t enough to keep me caged my whole life; he had to
reach into this one too, using some traitor to mess with my head.

| picked up my pace, my breathing uneven, as if my body couldn’t keep up with the
chaosin my mind.

| found Tristan hunched over a desk that looked like a warzone of maps and scattered
papers. He didn’t notice me until I slammed the door, making him jerk upright.

“Serena?’ Hisicy blue eyes pierced through me, filled with concern and maybe a hint
of fear. | wondered if he knew, if everyone but me had been in on this sick little

game.

“Years,” | said, shoving the letter in front of him. “He’s been doing this for years.”



Tristan scanned Lila s note, his jaw tightening with every word. “Alaric.” He stood so
suddenly his chair scraped backward. “He knew we were fated.” His voice was low,
dangerous. “He' s been planning this since before you and | ever met.”

“Alaric,” | echoed, the name tasting like ash in my mouth. “And someone here. Some
assholein this pack.”

He pushed the maps aside, making room for me. “Let’ s figure this out. All of it.”

| sat next to him, my anger morphing into a tight, hot knot of determination. We
spread the maps across the desk, marking the places that mattered. Each circle felt
like a stab wound.

“Here,” Tristan pointed, “where we first captured you.”

“Not captured,” | corrected, heat flaring up my neck. “Where | was stupid enough to
get caught.”

“Serena—" His voice was softer now, like he was trying to take the edge off. It
wasn’'t working.

“No, it makes sense,” | interrupted, piecing the puzzle together with each ragged
breath. “My pack doesn’t trust me. Never did. They send me away, knowing you'd
grab me. Keeping me here like some sort of—"

“Pawn,” Tristan finished, anger threading his words. He pulled a map closer. “They
had to know you’ d end up with me. They counted onit.”

| glanced at him, feeling something thaw between us. It scared me. It excited me. |
twisted a lock of hair around my finger, trying to keep my emotions in check. “It's
the curse, isn't it? Alaric wants to break it, and he'll do anything to get those stones.”



“And he doesn’'t care who gets hurt in the process.” Tristan looked at me, really
looked at me, like he was seeing more than the mess of agirl sitting next to him.

| felt my birthmark tingle under his gaze, an electric pulse that made the air around us
shimmer. Our fingers brushed as we both reached for the same map, and | saw
it—felt it—glow.

He pulled back, eyes flickering to mine. “We can do this. Together.”

| took a breath, the knot in my chest loosening just enough to speak. “I’'m done
playing his games.”

Tristan nodded, rolling the map up with careful hands. “Then let’s end this.”

We stood, side by side, united against the tide of betrayal threatening to swallow us
whole. My heart drummed a wild rhythm, keeping time with the chaos, the hope, and
the anger still burning strong. Tristan’s hands found their way to my waist and pulled
me closer to him, his gaze locked on mine.

My breath caught as Tristan stepped in, closing the distance like the weight of
everything between us had finally broken. His eyes searched mine—not for
permission, but for confirmation. That | was here. That | was his. That | wanted this,
too.

| did. Gods help me, | did.

| rose on my toes and met him halfway. The kiss wasn't gentle. It was heat and fury,
defiance and need. His hands tightened at my waist, pulling me flush against him, and
| wrapped my fingers into the back of his shirt, holding on like he was the only real
thing left in the world.



Everything we' d held back came pouring out. The betrayal, the hurt, the impossible
pull between us. His mouth moved over mine like he was starving for answers only |
could give. | tasted fire and rage and something terrifyingly close to hope.

For a moment, the world outside didn’t exist. There was no curse. No prophecy. No
packs, no fathers, no enemies at the gates.

Therewas only us.

And then—

A stark knock at the door snapped through the moment like a blade.

We broke apart, breathless. | could still feel the imprint of his mouth on mine, the
echo of something we hadn’t meant to give each other but had anyway.

“Motherfucker,” Tristan growled, already moving. The loss of his touch sent a chill
rushing in where the heat had been.

“This better be important,” he barked, yanking open the door.
Renna stood on the other side, backlit by torchlight and carrying the weight of

something serious in her gaze. “I'm sorry to disturb you, Alpha, but you have a
visitor.” Her eyes flicked past him to me. “Alaric is demanding to see you—both of

you.

Alaric.

Of course.

The puppet master never missed his curtain call.



| straightened, the high of the kiss dissolving into cold fury. Whatever he wanted,
he’' d have to go through both of us now.

The forest wrapped around us, heavy and breathless, like it was holding in a secret.

| stood there, feeling asif | might shatter from the weight of everything | was about to
do.

Tristan’s presence was solid next to me, a silent promise.

Alaric arrived at the border with an air of inevitability, like he knew we' d be waiting.

His face was worn, exhaustion etched into the lines around his mouth, but
determination burned bright in his eyes.

| braced myself against the flood of old loyalties and fresh anger.

My voice was sharper than the crisp autumn air.

“You’'ve been playing us al, haven't you?’ | asked. The hurt must have shown on my
face, because he flinched.

“Everything I’ ve done has been to free you from this curse,” he said. | wasn't ready
to believe him, not after everything.

“Even working with someone here?’ | shot back, feeling Tristan tense beside me.
Alaric’s eyesflickered to him, then back to me.

“He is not meant for you,” he said, a harsh edge to his voice. “This connection you
feel is nothing but a distraction from your true purpose.” | felt the words cut through
me, raw and real. Was he right? Or was this just another one of his manipulations?



Silence stretched between us, as taut and ready to snap as the anger coiled inside me.

Tristan was a constant presence at my side, radiating an intensity that matched my
own.

Alaric took a step closer, and | fought the instinct to flinch.

His eyes, so much like my own, bore into me, searching for a crack in my resolve.

“Serena,” he said, softer now, like he was pleading with me to understand. “I’'m
trying to save you. Please, come home.”

For a flicker of a second, | remembered him tucking a dried moonflower into my
hand the night | shifted for the first time, telling me it was the only thing in the world
more stubborn than me.

He hadn’t looked afraid then. Just tired.

Maybe even proud. Maybe that’ s why this moment hurt more than anything el se.
“Save me?’ My voice rose, bitter and wild. “Is that what you call locking me up and
lying to me my whole life? | don’t have a home in Silver Ridge, | never have. It's a

prison.”

He took a breath, like he was about to launch into one of his lectures. But he
hesitated, barely even bothering to look mein the eyes. “I’ve done what | had to do.”

“You’'ve done what you wanted,” | snapped, the words spilling out like venom. “Kept
me in the dark. Shoved me into situations you couldn’t control. All for what?’

“To keep you alive.” The words rang with a conviction that made something inside



me tremble.

| glanced at Tristan, needing his steady presence more than ever. His gaze met mine,
solid and unwavering. He understood. He didn’t have to say it; he knew what it was
like to be used, to be played.

“Alive doesn’t mean anything if I’'m your puppet.” My voice cracked, but | didn’t
care. “You think | want to live like that?’

“1 think you don’t know what you're risking,” Alaric said, and for the first time, he
looked truly afraid. Not for himself, but for me. It threw me off baance, like

everything else in the past few days.

“Maybe it's worth the risk.” | said it softly, a whisper against the looming threat of
his plans.

“Maybe?’ Alaric seized on the word. “Y ou're willing to gamble everything?’
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“Maybe sheis.” Tristan’s voice cut in, sharp and sure.

Alaric’s eyes darkened, locking onto Tristan with an intensity that felt like a physical
blow. “And what do you think you can give her? Freedom? Love?’ His voice was
mocking, cruel inits certainty. “ Those are not for her.”

“You don't get to decide that,” | said, feeling something break free inside me. “Not
anymore.”

He turned back to me, desperation clawing at his features. “ Serena, the curse—"

“The curse?’ | laughed, a harsh sound that held no real humor. “Or you? Which one
am | really running from?”

His expression changed, hardened, as if a wall sslammed down between us. “You'll
see,” he said, hisvoice low and steady. “One day, you'll understand why | did this.”

“l hope | never do.” The words were a final, bitter farewell, leaving a void where
trust and loyalty used to live.

Alaric turned, his steps slow but resolute, as if he still believed he could outpace the
truth. | watched him go, my heart a mess of tangled emotions, my mind replaying his
parting shot like a broken record.

Tristan was silent, but | felt the weight of his questions, the heaviness of al we till
didn’t know. Was Alaric right about the curse, about us? About the cost of this path
we were on? | didn’t want to think so, but the doubt had been planted, taking root in



the chaos of my heart.

| wrapped my arms around myself, the chill of uncertainty sinking deep into my
bones. Tristan reached for me, but | pulled away, not ready for the comfort he
offered, not ready to face what it might mean. Not yet.

Needing to be alone, | took off toward the trees lining the edge of the mountain near
the base of the Stormvale compound.

The grove embraced me like an old friend, its ancient trees towering and still, a stark
contrast to the chaos | felt inside.

The scent of earth and moss was thick, grounding, but even that wasn’t enough to
keep the doubts from flooding in.

| traced my birthmark, desperate for a sign, some proof that Alaric was wrong about
everything.

That | was more than the curse. It shimmered faintly under my touch, a soft reminder
of Tristan and his unwavering presence.

| sank against the bark, letting it cool my overheated skin, trying to silence my
father’ s voice echoing in my mind.

But it was relentless, and my thoughts raced in wild, unending circles.

When Tristan found me, | was teetering on the edge, too wrapped up to notice the
commotion brewing back at the compound. The crack of a branch and the sound of
shouts finally tore through my daze, and | saw the urgency in his eyes. Trouble was
coming. Fast.



| buried my face in my hands, trying to dam the rising tide of doubt.

Alaric’ s voice was a constant, nagging whisper.

Everything I’ ve done. Everything I’ ve done.

Was this bond with Tristan really nothing more than a distraction, like he said?

| wanted to scream, to run, to do anything but sit with this suffocating uncertainty.
But all | could do was sit.

My birthmark shimmered faintly, Tristan’s face flashing in my mind like alifeline. |
wanted to believe that meant something. That it meant | could be more than this
curse. | breathed deeply, pulling in the damp, woody air, letting it fill the hollow

spaces where fear had burrowed.

| felt his presence before | saw him. He moved through the grove with the kind of
confidence that made me wish | could believe as easily as he seemed to.

When his eyes met mine, ajumble of emotions passed through me, each as intense as
the last. Relief.

Doubt. A longing that made my heart clench painfully in my chest.

“Serena.” He said my name like it was a promise. | didn’'t know what kind. | didn’t
know if | wanted to.

“Tristan,” | replied, wrapping my arms around my knees. “Tell mel’m not crazy. Tell
methisisreal.”

He came closer, his gaze never leaving mine. “Y ou're not crazy. Thisisreal.”



“How do you know?’ My voice trembled, betraying me.

“Because it feels like this,” he said, reaching for my hand. The moment his skin
touched mine, ajolt ran up my arm, bright and unmistakable.

The world seemed to right itself, if only for a second. The knot of confusion loosened
just enough for me to breathe without feeling like it was a chore. | let my fingers
linger on his, grounding myself in the warmth of his touch.

“You're scared,” he said, matter-of-fact, not judging, just knowing.

“Damn right, I'm scared.” | looked away, focusing on the rough bark of the tree, the
patterns like ancient scars. “What if he's right? What if we're just setting ourselves

up for more pain?’

Tristan didn’t answer right away. He didn’t need to. The truth was, | didn’t know if |
could handle being let down again.

“l can’'t promise you anything,” he finally said, squeezing my hand, making me feel
something other than lost.

The forest shifted around us, no longer just a backdrop to my misery but a living,
breathing presence. The shouts of wolves broke the quiet, growing louder, more
insistent. Tristan tensed, instincts kicking in.

“What'sthat?’ | asked, the unease in my gut twisting into full-blown alarm.

He glanced toward the compound, his expression sharp with worry. “ Trouble.”

| stood, legs shaky but functional. “The kind we can’t handle?”’



“The kind that doesn’t wait for usto figure it out.”
We moved through the grove together, urgency speeding our steps. | matched his
pace, the rhythm of our running an echo of something deeper, something unspoken

but felt.

Behind us, the grove stood tall and silent, its secrets safe for now. Ahead, uncertainty
loomed as large and as real as the bond we shared, pulling us into its messy embrace.

The compound was a storm of chaos, wolves everywhere, a blur of fur and fangs and
rage.

We skidded to a halt, barely processing the scene before it shifted and changed again.
Ewan was at the heart of it, rallying the pack with accusations and shouts.

His voice cut through the noise, every word a stab at Tristan.

“Your obsession with this outsider has weakened you,” he yelled.

“The pack deserves a leader who puts Stormvale first.” The words struck with brutal
clarity, and | saw wolves breaking ranks, haf joining Ewan while others hesitated,

caught in the growing divide.

Tristan’s expression was a mix of anger and something deeper, an old hurt opening
fresh and raw.

“Ewan!” he called out, but his voice was lost in the uproar.

It was a coup. It hit like a gut punch. Before | could react, Tristan's hand was on
mine, pulling me away from the fray.



“We need to go. Now,” he said, the urgency in his voice cutting through the
confusion and fear.

We turned to race back toward the trees, dodging the chaos left and right.

The noise was deafening, a storm of snarls and yelps and bodies crashing against
each other as they defended their side. Ewan stood on a raised platform, like some
twisted ringmaster in the center of a violent circus. His brown eyes glinted with a

fervor that chilled me to the bone.

“You've lost your way, Tristan,” Ewan shouted, his words cutting through the clamor
like aknife. “You've lost your right to lead.”

| felt Tristan’s grip on my hand tighten, a reflexive clench against the betrayal that
surrounded us.

The wolves were splitting before our eyes.

Some looked back at Tristan, uncertain, their loyalty stretching like a thin, fragile
thread.

Others turned away, heads low as they sided with Ewan, faling in line with the harsh
certainty of his accusations.

“Tristan, what do we do?’ My voice sounded small, even to me.
He looked at me, the fury in his eyes barely masking a deeper, older hurt. “We don’t
have a choice,” he said. His jaw set in determination, the kind that comes when

you'’ ve lost everything and have nothing left but to fight your way back.

| didn’t want to leave, not like this. But Ewan’s voice rose again, and the raw, animal



intensity of it sent a chill through me.

“He'll drag you down with him, Serenal” Ewan’s gaze locked onto mine, fierce and
sure. “You don’t belong here. Y ou were born to betray us.”

The words hit harder than they should have, given al 1'd been through. Given how
many times I’d heard them before. | wasn't going to hear them again, not if | could
help it. Tristan pulled me closer, his expression shifting from anger to something
sharper, more urgent.

“Trust me,” he said, low and fierce.

And | did. Despite everything. Maybe because of everything.

We turned from the chaos, sprinting for the cover of the forest. My heart thundered in
my chest, awild rhythm of fear and defiance and raw, unyielding hope.

Tristan's eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us as the chaos of the
coup faded into the distance.

Without a word, he never broke stride as his form began to shift and blur in a
mesmerizing dance of transformation.

Rich black fur sprouted from his anklesfirst all the way up his back, the sound of his
bones snapping loudly just as he dropped to al fours.

In a matter of seconds, Tristan became the fierce alpha wolf with fur as dark as
midnight running before me.

Time seemed to slow down as | watched in awe, the air crackling with an electric
energy that tingled on my skin.



Heart pounding in my chest, | felt a surge of something primal stir within me, an
ancient call that echoed through my veins.

As if in atrance, | let go of all hesitation and embraced the wild magic coursing
through my being.

With a rush of power and sensation, my own body twisted and contorted, morphing
into the sleek form of a silver-haired wolf as we sprinted through the woods.

My senses exploded—the sharp tang of pine needles, the whisper of a squirrel too
high in the trees, the power of my limbs as they hit the ground in rhythm with his.

For once, | wasn’t running away. | was running with him.

We moved fast, too fast to think about anything other than putting distance between
us and the madness behind. The trees blurred past, a streak of green and brown and
shadow as we tore through the woods. | stumbled, my lungs burning, but Tristan was
there, aways there, pulling me forward.

“Serena, keep up,” he called in my mind, urgency lacing every word.

| pushed harder, matching his pace, matching the desperation that fueled our flight.
When we finally halted, breathless and exhausted, | couldn’t tell if the trembling in
my legs was from running or the adrenaline of knowing we'd just left everything

behind.

| met Tristan’s eyes, saw the same mix of disbelief and grim determination reflected
in them.

We quickly shifted back into our human forms to catch our breath.



“That was—" | started, but couldn’t finish. Words felt inadequate for the enormity of
what had just happened.

“A clusterfuck,” Tristan said, raw and ragged. It was the most honest thing I’d ever
heard.

We stood there, in the dark embrace of the forest, letting the magnitude of our escape
settle over us.

| didn’t know what was next, but | knew | wasn't alone.

Not in this, not in anything. | clung to that asfiercely as|’d clung to Tristan’s hand.
Asfiercely as1’d clung to my hope, despite everything.

We didn't look back. Not at the fire behind us, not at the betrayal. Only

forward—into the night, into the unknown, into whatever fate had left for two wolves
born to defy it.
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Chapter ten
Tristan
| pushed forward, my lungs burning and legs heavy.

The forest blurred past in smears of shadow and moonlight, and my ears pounded
with each thud of pursuit behind us.

Ewan and his new allies were relentless.
They followed like acurse | couldn’t shake, intent on taking her from me.

The fury and chaos, the last moments of indecision before my gut overrode my
loyalty to a pack that wasn't what | thought it was.

| had grabbed Serena by the wrist and pulled her into the night, a storm of wolves
snapping at our heels.as we |eft.

A shout rang out somewhere to my left, close enough to shoot adrenaline through my
exhausted legs.

We tore through trees and thickets, leaping fallen logs in frenzied zigzags as we tried
to shake them.

And when thefirst silver bullets flew past, | almost lost it.



Thiswas war. If we didn’t find some way to hide, some fucking miracle, they would
catch us before sunrise.

Serena ran beside me, her eyes narrowed with fierce determination, matching my
stride with strength | didn’t expect.

A fallen branch snagged my foot, sending me crashing forward.

She caught my arm, her grip firm and unyielding, hoisting me back to my feet.

No words passed between us; they weren’t needed. We both knew what was at stake.

| forced myself on, each breath aragged gulp, each step ajolt of pain.

| wasn't sure how long we could last like this.

They were fresh and focused, fueled by the belief they were doing the right thing.

It made them ruthless, athreat | couldn’t underestimate.

| cursed Ewan and every memory | had of hisloyalty.

How had he turned so easily? It all circled back to the fucking curse.

If I’d never met Serena, never found out what she meant to me, we wouldn’t be in
this position.

But I'd belyingif | said | regretted it.

Her presence was like a pulse of energy, pushing me forward, keeping me alive.



Another shout cut through the night, followed by a howl of triumph. They were
closing in. Panic clawed at my gut. They’d spread out, and our erratic trail would
only confuse them for so long. We needed to find cover. We needed—

Light.

My eyes caught the barest flicker in the distance, and for a second, | thought |
imagined it. | slowed, my senses tingling with something new, something strange.

“Tristan?’ Serena s voice was breathless and raw, but the question in it was sharp.

| turned toward the light, praying | wasn’t leading us to our capture. “Thisway!”

We veered right, into a dense grove where the trees grew so close they almost
touched.

The lights grew brighter, weaving in and out of the forest like spectral flames.

As we ran toward them, the ground dipped sharply, and we stumbled, nearly losing
our balance.

What | first thought was a cliff or ravine came into view, its edges defined by
towering arches and massive stones.

| pulled Serena closer, blinking at what couldn’t be real.

Ancient ruins spread out before us, a vast and unexpected sanctuary hidden in the
heart of the woods.

Celestial carvings adorned the weathered stone, glowing faintly under the moon'’ s soft
touch.



It was beautiful, eerie, and absolutely perfect.

| barely paused to consider the implications before | led her in.

The air shifted, charged with a current | felt down to my bones.

| knew this place, though I’ d never been here before.

L egends spoke of it—an old ground, once neutral, where fae and wolves met under
truce.

My father used to speak of this place like a bedtime fable—too sacred to touch, too
ancient to find.

But it wasreal. And I’d brought her here.

That it still existed, tucked away like this, was something | didn't have time to
consider. It was shelter. That's what mattered.

| held Serena' s gaze, a silent agreement passing between us. Her eyes flashed with
understanding, and she squeezed my hand, an anchor in the storm that chased us. |
didn’t need to ask if she trusted me. The fact that she was here, running at my side,
was answer enough.

We moved deeper into the ruins, leaving the cover of trees for the maze of archways
and chambers.

A strange rhythm echoed around us, the distant howl of our pursuers blending with
the low hum of ancient power.

Each stone seemed alive, vibrating under my touch as | ran my hand along its surface.



The temperature dropped, a welcome relief from the heat of our escape.

| could breathe again, the tightness in my chest loosening as we put distance between
ourselves and the hunt.

The moon poured through gaps in the ruin’s ceiling, casting patterns on the ground
that mirrored the marks we shared.

Her gaze lifted to the light-dappled floor, and her eyes widened—caught between
wonder and dread.

The runes weren't just familiar—they pulsed with the same light as her mark.

The same magic | carried. This place wasn't just shelter.

It was connected to us. The shouts and howls grew faint, confused.

Ewan’s men wouldn’t dare come here, not without careful thought. | was counting on
it.

“It's them or us,” Serena said, the defiance in her voice cracking slightly under
exhaustion.

“Us,” | replied, and nodded toward a narrow passage that spiraled down, half-hidden
by shadows and overgrown vines,

We ducked inside, moving fast, fear and adrenaline giving us speed even as our
bodies threatened to give out.

The path twisted and turned, the ceiling so low | had to crouch.



At any other time, the ruins would have fascinated me.

Their raw, ancient beauty hinted at the power they held, and | itched to understand it.

But right now, we just needed to disappear.

Serena stumbled, catching herself against the wall.

She looked at me, the question in her eyes different now—can we stop?

| hesitated. They were so close. | could still feel them, sense the urgency of their
chase.

But my lungs were on fire, my legs unwilling to move.

If | didn’t stop, they’ d be dragging me out of here unconscious.

| nodded, and we slid down against the cold stone. For a moment, neither of us spoke,
our breath clouding like smoke in the cold, damp air.

“How long do you think we have?’ she asked, wiping sweat from her brow with a
trembling hand.

| watched her, my mind racing to assess, plan, and react all at once. “Long enough,” |
said, my voice more confident than | felt.

| shifted closer to her, listening to her breathe, feeling the thrum of her pulse from a
foot away.

It would have been easier to blame her for all of this.



To put the burden on her curse and her presence and the way she’ d made me question
everything | thought | knew.

Stormvale had raised me. Taught me strength.

Duty. | was supposed to lead them, not run from them like a ghost in the woods.

Instead, | found myself caring more than | ever thought | could.

| cared enough to betray my own blood, to run from the only life I'd known, to risk
everything for her.

“Some hiding place,” she said with a half-smile, looking around the crumbling walls
and dirt-streaked floors.

“It' sthe last place they’ll think to look.”

“It's perfect, Tristan.” Her voice was soft, an admission | felt more than heard. She
leaned back, letting her eyesfall closed. “It’ s absolutely perfect.”

And for a brief moment, we had time. Time to catch our breath, to wait for the next
disaster, to wonder how it had all come to this.

Her head dropped against my shoulder, and the contact was electric.

The comfort it brought was bittersweet, reminding me of what we faced when the sun
rose.

Just when | started to believe we were safe, the air shifted again—Iike something was
watching.



The walls loomed around us, thick with the weight of old secrets.

Stones pulsed like living things, glinting with magic and dust as we pushed deeper
into the ruins.

It was freezing, but we couldn’t risk afire.

Not yet. Not when there was even the dlightest chance Ewan’s men would find us.

Serena pulled my coat tight around her shoulders, stubbornly refusing to complain.

I’d wrapped it around her when she fell asleep, sitting guard like an idiot for half the
night.

She could’ ve been kidnapped, and | wouldn’t have fucking noticed.

Her head was still on my shoulder when | woke up, stiff and cold and afraid they’d
catch us before we even had a chance to fight.

At least this time, they didn’t have the scent of our fear to follow. Maybe we were
finally one step ahead.

| grabbed Serena’s hand, hauling her to her feet. She flinched, and | knew how it
must’ ve looked. Like | was panicking, making us run again. Like | couldn’t handle
what was about to happen. Maybe she wasn’t wrong.

“We should go,” | said, almost pulling her toward the entrance.
“Not without knowing what we're up against,” she said, yanking back. “Y ou saw the

walls. The carvings.” Her eyes glowed with intensity, sharper than I'd ever seen
them. “Thisiswhat we need. It'sright here, Tristan.”



My chest tightened, frustration and fear grinding together until | could barely breathe.
| knew she was right. | hated that she was right.

“Then we read fast and get the hell out,” | said, my voice harsh in the cold air.
We moved toward the main chamber, wide-eyed and frantic. The stones radiated with

eerie light, illuminating runes and symbols | hadn’t noticed when we first hid here. It
was more than I’d seen in any of the legends. More than | thought was possible.
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The air shimmered with old magic, thick with dust and forgotten oaths.
Every breath | took felt like it belonged to another time.

The stones hummed under my boots, whispering secrets in a language | didn't yet
understand.

My father used to say these stones drank blood and memory. | never believed
him—until now.

Serena ran her fingers along the carved stone, the runes glowing faintly under her
touch. | leaned in, trying to concentrate, forcing myself to see beyond the immediate
danger. Old wolf runes covered the walls in spirals, broken by fae symbols | never
learned to read. But | knew someone who had.

“Here,” Serena said, pointing to a section near the floor. Her voice was breathless,
“This part—it's like the texts my father kept hidden.”

Alaric Sterling. That bastard. | should’ ve known he was playing a bigger game than |
realized.

| crouched beside her, trandating aloud. My voice was low, the words raw and hard.
“Celedtia stones...bound to wolves...meant to be...temporary.” | paused, struggling
to make sense of it.

“This one,” she whispered, tracing the symbol of a wolf devouring its own tail, “it
means... cycle or curse?’



“Both,” | answered, voice low. “Look here—'Where the moon is fractured, the bond
shall test. Love forged in shadow, peace bought with power lost.””

A hush fell between us as realization sank in. We were the wolf now—teeth poised,
tail just out of reach. But maybe, this time, we could let go.

| didn’t know whether to laugh or punch something. The connection had always been
there, right under my nose. This place, the ruins, the carvings—they all tied back to
us. And | was ablind fucking fool not to see it sooner.

“So if we break the curse...” Serenasaid slowly, “Stormvale loses its strength.”

“Not al of it,” I replied. “But the mountain, the connection my wolves have to
it—it’ll fade. We've drawn on that magic for generations. In war. In ritua. It's why
we survive winters others don’t. Why our wolves are larger, faster.”

Serena stepped back, hand trembling. “Y ou’d lose that. Because of me.”

It all made sense, more than | wanted it to. We were part of a story that began long
before either of us was born. The way we were drawn to each other, the pain that
came with it, the packs' endless conflict. It was written in stone, spelled out by forces
older than | dared imagine.

The full impact of it hit me like a storm, drowning out everything else. Breaking the
curse meant severing my pack’s bond with the mountain. The very thing that made us
who we were.

| staggered back, the room spinning.

“Tristan?’ Serena' s voice was distant, like | was hearing it through water. “What is
it?



Everything. Everything was at stake. My head pounded with the realization, each
thought more unbearable than the last. My duty was to protect them, the wolves | led
and bled with.

How could | choose to weaken them, to doom them for her?

Even if we're both driven mad by this curse, how can | choose us over the pack?

“l need air,” | choked out, the words barely making it past the tightnessin my throat.

| pushed away, retreating into the corridor where the walls didn’t pressin so closely.
Where | could breathe without feeling like | was suffocating on my own fucking
faillure. My hands trembled, and | clenched them into fists as my wolf bristled
beneath the surface, desperate to stay in control.

The decision felt impossible. No matter what choice | made, I'd lose a part of myself.
The part that had lived and fought for the pack, the part that found its soul in Serena’s

touch. How did it come to this?

| paced, running a hand through my hair, gripping the back of my neck, feeling the
coarse material of my flannel shirt.

| wanted to smash through the walls, to howl and rage against everything | couldn’t
change.

My palm brushed my birthmark, and | stopped, the action stabbing into me with sharp
clarity.

She was behind me, her presence so real | felt it before she spoke. “Thisis why you
ran, isn't it?’



| turned, my eyes meeting hers. There was no judgment in them, no anger at what this
all meant. Just a deep, raw understanding that gutted me more than anything else
could.

“Tell me,” she said, stepping closer. “1 need to hear you say it, Tristan.”

The distance between us felt wider than ever.

I’d already given up everything to be with her.

Everything but this final, most brutal choice.

| swallowed hard, each word like glassin my throat.

“My duty has always been to protect my pack. | don’t know how | can...

” My voice cracked, and | closed the space between us, almost desperate.

“How can | choose to weaken them? To put you first when it means...”

She caught my hand, the one that was still hovering over my birthmark. “You've
always been stronger than you think,” she said, her grip fierce and unrelenting. “This
isn’t just your burden to carry.”

It was like ajolt to my senses, a moment of clarity that sliced through my confusion.
She was right. Maybe we didn’'t have to make this choice alone. Maybe the past

wasn't as unforgiving as the stones wanted us to believe.

“Look,” Serena said, glancing back at the chamber we'd just left. “There's more.
We' ve only scratched the surface.”



Her determination was contagious. Her presence, her faith, her stubborn refusal to let
me give up—it pulled me out of the dark spiral | wasin.

| followed her gaze, knowing we didn’'t have long before everything caught up with
us.

But for thefirst time, | felt like maybe we weren't out of options.

Maybe thistime, we'd find away to win.

After studying the ancient runes and carvings for hours, night slipped into the ruins
like a ghost, chilling the walls and silencing even the bravest insects.

It was the kind of quiet that wrapped itself around you, that heightened every breath,
every glance, every shared and secret thought.

We hadn’t meant to stay this long, but we needed answers, and this was the one place
we finally found them.

We moved into the farthest chamber, alone in the dark, our hearts pounding with the
fear of discovery and the heavy pull of unsaid things.

Shadows pooled like ink at the edges, leaving only the center aglow with pale,
otherworldly light.

It cast strange patterns on Serena's skin, making her look as beautiful and
unattainable as ever.

Like the curse itself, only thistime, | had the insane hope we might actually break it.

She stayed near, never out of reach, aways a magnet for my body and my mind.



She let me see what it was doing to her, holding my gaze with eyes that sparked when
| couldn’t stand the silence.

“You've carried this burden alone for too long,” she said, touching my face like | was
something fragile. | closed the distance between us and watched the dark curl of her
mouth just before | claimed it.

The kiss was hesitant at first, tentative like we didn’t quite believe thiswas real.

| felt her breath hitch against my lips, the warmth of it dlipping into me and fanning
out until I couldn’t hold back anymore.

She opened up, pressing against me, and the kiss grew hungry, then desperate, then
consuming.

It was everything | hadn’'t let myself feel until now, everything | thought | could
sacrifice to protect her and the pack.

But she was here, soft and unrelenting, breaking through every wall | built around
myself.

The first sounds she made were quiet, catching at the back of her throat as | tangled
my handsin her hair.

My coat slipped from her shoulders, falling to the ground and leaving her bare but for
the thin white t-shirt that clung to her.

She didn’t wait for me to help, pulling it over her head and moving back in with a
fierce need that undid me.

Her skin was smooth and pale in the half-light, a contrast to the chaos inside me, the



tangle of muscle and emotion | could hardly contain.

| lifted her up, feeling the warmth of her legs wrap around me, feeling like | finally
had everything | couldn’t admit | wanted.

We crashed against the wall, each impact sweet and desperate, each touch more
electrifying than the last. My mouth moved to her neck, to her shoulder, to the hollow

of her throat.

She gasped, pulling at my shirt until | felt the heat of her against every inch of me.
We didn't speak. We didn’t need to.

Every movement was instinct, every sound she made driving me closer to a loss of
control that was terrifying and perfect all at once | laid her down, our bodies slipping
together like we' d done thisin another life.

Like every wound, every betrayal had led us here—to this one chance to get it right.
She pulled me down to her, wrapped around me like she' d never let go.

Like she never had to. | kissed her again, fierce and unrestrained, the taste of her, the
feel of her, the knowing that she was mine and | was hers sparking something deep
and primal.

Trailing kisses from her jaw to her throat, | made my way down her body.

Serena s breath hitched as my lips left awake of fire across her skin.

Each touch, each caress, was a promise of raw need and searing desire.

She arched against me, the heat between us building with a fervor that matched the



intensity of our escape.

Serenad's hands found my hair, fingers threading through the strands as if anchoring
herself to the moment.

The air was alive with an unspoken truth between us - a raw, undeniable connection
that transcended words.
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| lowered my head between her thighs, eager to taste her.
A low grow! thundered from my chest when | saw how wet she was for me already.

| traced my tongue along her lips, teasing her even more before finding that sweet
spot in the center.

Her back arched off the cold, ancient stone as a gasp escaped Serenas lips, her
fingers clenching in my hair with a mixture of surprise and need.

The taste of her was intoxicating, primal, and | delved deeper, losing myself in the
symphony of her moans and the salty tang of her desire.

Each swirl and flick of my tongue across her clit sent shivers rippling through her,
igniting a fire that threatened to consume every coherent thought. | could scent the

pleasure building within her like a gathering storm, each touch electric and
demanding.

As | brought her to the brink of pleasure, every muscle in her body tensed with
anticipation.

Her breath quickened, mingling with the soft sounds of ecstasy that filled the
chamber, echoing off the ancient walls.

When she shattered around me, a cry torn from the depths of her soul.

It was raw and primal, and the sexiest fucking thing I’ d ever heard.



| pulled back and my lipsinstantly found Serena’ s as | gripped her waist, pulling her
into me.

“Tell meyou want this,” | whispered, rough with need but raw with fear.

“Even if it breaks the mountain. Even if it breaks me . ” The intensity of needing her
like | needed air to breathe was all-consuming. But | needed to hear her say it.

“1 want you,” she echoed, and | nearly came undone. | needed her. Now. | settled
myself between her legs and positioned my cock at her entrance. Her hips rose to

meet me, and in one deep thrust | gave her everything. Everything.

We moved together, a furious rhythm that was wild and tender and more real than
anything I’ d ever known.

Each thrust took us closer, sent us spiraling into a release that was pure and raw and
fucking beautiful.

The tension of the last weeks, the last years, melted away.

And for thefirst time, | didn’t feel like | was at war with the world.

For thefirst time, | let myself believe.

Serena wrapped her legs around my waist, squeezing tighter as her fingers knotted in
my hair. Her walls shuddered around me, and | knew she was close to the edge.

“Tristan!” she cried out as her nails raked down my back, riding the wave of her
pleasure.

Hearing my name on her lips urged me on as | quickened my pace.



| felt that familiar tingle creep up my spine and | knew | was close too.

My fingers braced Serena’s hips with a bruising grip, samming into her harder and
deeper with every thrust.

“ Fuck —" The word shattered from me as | came, every piece of me pouring into
her, like | wasfinally free.

Like | was hers. Our birthmarks lit up as we finally found the edge, glowing so bright
they almost hurt to look at.

They pulsed in time with our bodies, with the frantic beating of our hearts.

We tipped over, falling, faling, lost in each other and the glow that surrounded us.

It was freedom and fulfillment, a claiming and a release. It was us, finally, without
restraint.

The stones around us responded, flashing in colors so vivid | wondered if the walls
would hold.

It was like the whole ruin came alive, a frenzy of light and power that fueled us,
pushed us further, drew usin.

We found it together, the edge, the brink, the everything.

It was sweet and painful and perfect. It was us.

Time dlipped away, the outside world forgotten in the haze of tangled limbs and
shared breath.



We were sweat-slicked and exhausted, both of us unguarded in a way I'd never
imagined possible.

My coat was beneath us, and | realized she'd wrapped me in it, the warm weight
covering both our bodies.

She was wrapped around me too, our heartbeats slowing, falling into sync.

| brushed her golden auburn hair back, tracing the delicate line of her jaw, the smooth
curve of her shoulder, the faint crescent on her wrist that shimmered in the dim light.

It didn’t seem fair, how beautiful she was.

How impossibly lucky | was to be here with her, with us, with everything we could
beif I didn’t fuck it up.

| pulled her closer, unwilling to let go.

The glow of the stones softened, the pulse of magic quieting until the ruin was a
shadowed cocoon around us. It felt like peace, like possibility. But even in the
silence, even in the comfort of her body and her touch, | knew we weren’t safe. Not
yet.

Moonlight streamed through tiny cracks in the stones, illuminating the chamber just
enough to make out some of the runes. My gaze focused on a particular carving, a
crescent shape that felt familiar.

“Wait—Tristan, the crescent rune,” Serena said. “The moonlight just hit it.”

A metallic grind shattered the calm, a hidden compartment in the wall sliding open
with unexpected force. We both tensed, the moment of reprieve evaporating. | sat up,



ready to protect her from whatever fresh hell was coming. But it wasn't a threat, not
exactly.

Inside the chamber, an ancient scrying bowl! sat on a ledge, filled to the brim with
dark water. Moonlight caught its surface, and an image swirled into focus. It took a
moment to register, amoment for my brain to catch up with what | was seeing.

Ewan. Alaric. The celestial altar. They stood at the center of it all, preparing for
something that looked a hell of alot like aritual.

Serena was beside me, clutching my arm, watching with wide eyes as the scene
unfolded.

“They’re going to use the stones' power,” she said, her voice trembling with a mix of
disbelief and anger.

“To destroy us both,” | said, feeling the weight of the truth settle like a stone in my
gut. They weren't just after us. They wanted to corrupt the power and take control.
Permanently.

The water shimmered, showing the crescent moon in the sky above the altar. It was
nearly full. | did the math in my head, felt my stomach twist at the realization. Two

days. We had two fucking days.

“Thisisn't over,” | said, gripping her hand so tight it must’ve hurt. But she didn’t pull
away. “We need to move now, beforeit’stoo late.”

“Then we fight,” Serena said, her eyes locked on mine, fierce and unyielding.
“Together.”

| felt the echo of her words through every part of me, the promise of what we were,



what we could be, what we had to be if we were going to win. | felt the hope of it, the
power. | felt everything.

It would have to be enough.
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Chapter eleven
Serena

T he moonlight barely kissed the forest floor as we moved through it, my breath loud
in the thick silence.

The air clung to me, damp and heavy, sticking to my skin like the feeling that
everything was about to go very wrong.

Tristan signaled for me to follow, but | was aready right behind him, my wolf
instincts snapping with every shift in the shadows.

He moved like the trees themselves, parting the night and winding between the roots
and branches, his gaze sharp and unyielding.

| was a little less smooth, my heart pounding against the restraints of my chest as
Ewan’ s guards cut us off at every path, surrounding the compound like a chokehold.

Every step was like walking through a trap that had my name on it.

| kept expecting one of the guards to call out, for us to get surrounded, for things to
go to hell.

The only thing that moved faster than my feet was the clock ticking down in my
head.



Tristan’s gaze flashed back at me, bright and piercing, cutting through the dark like
he could dlice a path to where we needed to be.

And then it wasn’'t just guards; it was all the little things Ewan had changed about the
compound.

Strange places for sentries, new barriers in the woods—things that made no sense
unless he knew we were coming.

The air was different too, less like the powerful pack | remembered and more like a
den of panic and uncertainty.

The stench of fear was a heavy cloak, stifling and suffocating, a testament to Ewan’s
rule.

It crawled along the forest floor, seeped through the mountain cracks, and set my
nerves ablaze.

Tristan gave me a signal to hold, then pointed out a less-guarded path through the
thick trees.

| barely nodded, my wolf senses screaming as | followed him, half expecting to run
straight into an ambush.

He was calm and sure, every move deliberate, like nothing could touch him, like
nothing would dare.

A sudden rustling of the trees and branches snapping underfoot stopped us in our
tracks.

Tristan positioned himself in front of me, bracing for whatever was headed our way.



As afamiliar face and ash blonde hair stepped out of the trees, my jaw must have hit
the floor, and | ran to throw my arms around her neck.

“Lilal What are you doing here?” My voice came out in arush of disbelief and relief,
my arms wrapping around her asif she were alifeline in the chaos.

Lila's eyes held amix of relief and urgency as she pulled back from our embrace, her
voice hushed yet urgent. “Serenal Thank gods | found you. You father’'s plans are
darker than even | had feared. He used his alpha power to force the entire pack to
Stormvale, claiming we'd be rid of you and the curse once and for all.

” Her words hung in the night air like an ominous premonition, sending shivers down
my spine.

“Alaric’s been working with my beta Ewan,” Tristan explained, turning his attention
toward Lila. “They staged a coup so we fled, but we're on our way to stop them now.
We have to break this curse before it’ s too late.”

“You might need this, then,” Lilareplied, reaching into her backpack.

She pulled out a large stone with ancient carvings on it that illuminated the forest in
an ethereal glow.

One of the celestial stones. It reminded me of the first time I'd seen the mark on
Tristan’ s wrist—how it had glowed between us, uninvited but undeniable.

The stone pulsed the same way now, asif it remembered that night too.

Lila held the cracked stone in her hand, its glow dimmer now, fractured like the bond
it represented.



“If you do this,” she said, “the mountain’s power won't just vanish—it’ |l scatter. Y ou
could destabilize everything. Stormvale’s sacred bond—its connection to the moon
phases, to the mountain’s rhythm—it'll all shatter. You'll sever centuries of
strength.”

“We know,” Tristan said.

“And for Serena...” Lilaturned to me. “The curse is tied to the stones. If someone
else uses them before you and Tristan complete the bond, it could lock the curse
inside you permanently. Or worse...you’'ll go mad.”

“So we're out of time,” | said.

“You always were,” Lilawhispered. “The mark never waits forever. Either you claim
your mate now—or someone else will claim the stones. And whatever power
remains.”

“What about you?’ | asked.

“I’m going back to Stormvale to find a way to distract them while you two sneak in.
Stay low and don’t get caught,” she replied, zipping her backpack up and throwing it
back over her shoulder.

| tossed my arms around her neck for one last hug, gripping tightly. “I swear, we have
to stop running into each other like this. Coffee, soon, okay?’

“Duh,” she answered swiftly, asif it was a guarantee we would all make it out of this
alive. We had to. “Now go,” she ordered, motioning toward the tree line. | watched
her disappear into the night again, wondering if this was the last time I’d see my best
friend.



Tristan and | kept pushing on until we finally reached the tunnel he'd talked about,
hidden beneath a curtain of moss and tangled roots.

| paused for a breath, knowing once we went in, there' d be no turning back.

It was old, this passage. Ancient. Tristan knew its secrets like he was the one who'd
carved it into the mountain.

No words were needed; we dipped inside, the weight of the entire compound
pressing down on us.

The walls were tight and stifling, crumbling stone that scraped against us as we
pushed through.

| used to feel caged like this. Trapped by rules, by bloodlines, by the curse.

But now, crawling through this ancient artery of stone, | wasn't afraid.

| was focused. | was ready. We moved in tandem, his heat, his scent, his everything
overwhelming in the tight confines.

Every nerve ending in me was lit up, both from the closeness and from the danger.

| couldn’t tell which was more intense, which | craved more.

He shot a glance back, full of urgency and understanding, and it nearly took me oui.
The tunnel was longer than | expected, winding and endless. | wondered how many

times he’d used it, if he’d ever planned on leading me through it.

Then | stopped wondering anything because we were at the end, bursting out into the
open space inside the compound. | pulled in a sharp breath, tasting the mountain air.



For a second, it felt like we'd made it, like we'd outsmarted them, like we actually
stood a chance.

Andthen | froze.

Alaric.

His scent hit me harder than the forest wind, stopping me cold. He was close, closer
than I’d been prepared for. I'd been so focused on what Ewan was up to, | hadn’t let
myself think about what it would be like to face my father here. Now it was all |
could think about. All | could feel.

| hesitated, torn between rushing to stop Ewan from finishing what he'd started and
confronting the man who'd lied to me my entire life.

Tristan noticed, his eyes locking on mine with amix of impatience and concern.

But even he knew what this meant to me, how much | needed to know why Alaric
was here, what he was planning.

| thought slipping past Ewan’ s guards would be the hardest part. | hadn’t prepared for
the ache that hit when my father’s scent flooded my lungs. It wasn’t fear—it was
betrayal, thick and bitter. And now | had to choose between ending the curse or
finaly facing the man who broke me.

The stones caught the light before Alaric did, glowing with an intensity that shot
straight through me.

A sharp tingling sensation filled my veins the closer | got to the stones, my curse tied
to the very essence of their magic.



The hum of the stones wasn't just noise anymore—it was a scream in my bones, a
vibration | couldn’t shut out.

The bastard was doing it. Really doing it.

| stood in the doorway, my heart split wide open and ready for the taking.

But not him. Never him. He turned away, not willing to let me in or keep me out,
leaving me hovering in the same no-man’s-land I’d been in for years.

“You've lied to me my entirelife,” | said, a snarl cutting through the words.

He didn't flinch. Just kept arranging the stolen stones, eyes dodging mine like they
always did when the truth was too close for comfort.

The room was a tangle of glowing artifacts and forgotten promises. | wanted to
destroy every last one of them, to watch them burn as bright as the betrayal inside me.
But | couldn’t move. My feet felt rooted to the ground, my heart too raw to do
anything but hurt.

Alaric still hadn’'t looked at me. Not really. It was like facing me was harder than any
war he'd ever fought, like acknowledging what he'd done would take the life out of
him. But what about me? What about everything I’ d lost because of his secrets?

“You knew what these were,” | said, forcing the words past the lump in my throat.
“And you kept it from me. From everyone. Do you even know what destroying them
will do to the Stormvale pack?’

Finally, his eyes met mine. There was something in them, but | didn’t know if it was
shame or defiance or just plain exhaustion. “I did what | had to,” he said, each word
clipped and full of old wounds. “For the pack. For you.”



| felt a snarl rise in me, hot and wild. “For me? This was never for me. You did it to
control me.”

He turned his back again, the movement so cold and final | thought it might shatter
me. “You don’t understand.”

| was shaking, rage and heartbreak bleeding through my skin. “Then make me
understand.”

He hesitated, his hands faltering as they arranged the stones, shaking like he was an
old man on the edge of something terrible. “It was the only way, Serena. The only
way to break the curse.”

“You knew it wouldn't work,” | spat, my voice cracking. “These stones never
belonged to us, did they?’
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A silence stretched between us, thick and suffocating. | could see the tension in his
shoulders, the way he almost turned around but didn’'t. “It was a chance,” he said
finally, his voice barely more than awhisper. “A chance | had to take.”

“For what? To keep me tied to you? To make me think | was the problem?’ |
couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. The air was too thick with everything unsaid. “Y ou
were willing to sacrifice everything—both packs, innocent lives, even Tristan—just
to control my destiny.”

The name hit him like a blow. | saw it in the way he flinched, the way his hands
clenched and unclenched over the stones. “You were supposed to be safe,” he said,
the old determination cracking, letting something more human seep through.

“Safe? Or miserable?’

His silence told me everything | needed to know.

| felt the full weight of it then, the years of half-truths and lies coming down on me
like an avalanche. 1I'd spent my whole life believing | was cursed, that there was
something wrong with me, and here was the man who could have changed it all. The
man who should have.

The glow of the stones was a taunt, a reminder that he’'d known all along and hadn’t
cared what it cost. | could see it in the way his eyes avoided mine, in the way he

couldn’t bring himself to speak.

He was caught between the father | wanted him to be and the alpha who'd do



anything to win.

Afterall, my curse was nothing more than a burden and embarrassment to him.

“You never intended for me to have achoice,” | said, my voice rough with the weight
of what it meant.

“Choices aren’'t always what they seem,” he said, the words more desperate than |
expected.

“Everything I’ ve done has been to free you from this curse...

| watched it kill your mother slowly. Not just her body—nher spirit.

She was marked too. | didn’t save her. So | swore I’ d do whatever it took to save you.

Even if it made you hate me. | wastrying to protect you. ”

“1 don’t need your protection.” It came out hard and fast, sharper than any blade. “I
needed the truth.”

| didn’t get the apology. | didn’t get the truth.

But | got clarity. My father would never see me as more than something to protect,
something to control.

And now, | had to protect myself. Protect all of us.

He' d sworn he was protecting me. But love that cages you isn’t love—it' s fear.

And | wasn't afraid anymore. Maybe fate carved the path beneath my feet, but



choice—my choice—was the only weapon | had left to change where it | ed.

He looked like he was going to say something, but | didn’t wait. Couldn’t. The room
was closing in, al the lies pressing down on me, making it impossible to breathe. |
turned, the stones' glow following me like the curse, and ran straight into the hell |
knew was waiting.

When | turned down the hall, | saw Tristan as soon as | heard the noise.

It was a brutal symphony, the clash and thud and crack of everything we weren't
ready for.

Ewan'’s followers were everywhere, cutting off our escape, ripping apart what was
left of me and Tristan’s plans.

He fought like he’ d never known what losing was, every punch and snarl a challenge,
adare.

| felt the primal edge of my own wolf instincts and let them take over, let them fuel
me with everything they had.

We darted down the hall into the main chamber of the compound where Ewan and
ten of his asshole followers were waiting for us.

“Cut the bullshit, Ewan,” Tristan barked out to the opposite side of the room. “We all
know who the Alphaof this pack is, and it’'ll never be you.”

Ewan's lips curled into a sneer, his hands flexing at his sides. “They didn’'t seem to
have much trouble turning their backs on you so quickly, now, did they?’ he retorted.

“And who knows what lies you told them,” Tristan growled, his voice low and



dangerous. “This ends now.”

Ewan's laughter was sharp and biting. “Power is what keeps us alive, Tristan. You've
always been too soft to understand that.”

The words stung, but Tristan held his ground, the weight of leadership heavy on his
shoulders.

A dozen more angry wolves spilled in from the hallway, and it was clear we weren't
getting this place back without afight.

| was claws and teeth and fury until the wolfsbane bit deep, burning me from the
inside out, dragging me down.

In two seconds, we were surrounded, then trapped, then thrown into the heart of the
mountain.

The fight had been a disaster, but not the slaughter Ewan’ s wolves wanted.

I’d seen the looks in their eyes, the grudging respect as they pulled us apart, as they
half-dragged, half-carried us deeper into the compound.

I’d felt Tristan struggling to get back to me, felt him losing ground as we were pulled
in separate directions, lost in the mass of bodies and snarls.

They’ d bitten off more than they could chew, and they knew it.

But that didn't stop them from dragging us through their maze of tunnels, from
throwing us into a cave that reeked of iron and old violence.

The cave felt like atomb. A prison. The walls were rough, the ground cold benesath



me as | scrambled to get up, to get to Tristan.

| didn't make it far before they had him in too, his body hitting the floor with a
sickening thud.

Just left us with nothing but the stones.

The stones and the awful truth that we' d failed.

My heart was clenched in afist. | saw it in the way Tristan worked his jaw, the way
he sat up and shook his head like he was trying to clear it of worse than wolfsbane. |
reached for him, my hand finding his, the warmth of his touch grounding me for one
fragile second.

Then it was gone again, the hope, slipping through us like water.

| couldn’t catch my breath, not with the scent of the cave and our failures clogging up
theair.

The restraints seared into me, a vicious reminder of how little time we had, how far
we were from stopping any of it.

My skin felt like it was on fire from the wolfsbane laced ropes, but nothing burned as
bad as watching Ewan drag us down this path.

He circled us with madness in his eyes, confidence and lunacy entwined in a twisted
dance. “How fitting that you'll both witness my ascension,” he said, smugness 0ozing
from every word. “The rightful alpha will finally claim what Tristan was too weak to
u%.”

Tristan glared at him, the defiance never leaving his face. It was that look that kept



me steady, that made the agony more bearable, that made me believe we still had a
shot, however impossible it seemed.

The celestial stones were being arranged around us, humming with the energy of a
thousand broken promises. Their power was so intense it felt like aliving thing, ready
to tear through the mountain and everyonein it.

Ewan moved with purpose, his followers right behind him, setting the last pieces of
his betrayal into motion. My heart thudded in time with the glowing altar, every beat
ataunt, awarning that we were out of options and time.

| turned to Tristan, saw the mix of determination and desperation in his eyes.

He' d known this day would come, but not like this.

Not while we were helpless. He gave me a look that said everything we didn’t have
the breath or the words to say.

| felt the same desperation surge in me, raw and unfiltered, the knowledge that we
might lose it all, including each other.

The stones pulsed with a relentless rhythm, their light spilling across the chamber in
blinding waves. Ewan began to chant, ancient words that cut into the air and set it
ablaze.

| fought against the restraints, every movement agony, but | didn’t care.

| had to do something. Anything. Tristan strained beside me, the bonds holding us too
tight, too strong.

It felt like the whole mountain was watching, waiting for usto crumble.



The ropes seared like iron brands, but the worst pain was the silence in my father’s
eyes.

Ewan's voice grew louder, more insistent, the glow of the stones matching the
ferocity of his ambition. He was so sure of himself, so ready to take everything and
leave us with nothing. | wouldn’t let him. Couldn’t let him.

The air buzzed with tension and magic and the sickening feeling of defeat. Tristan
and | exchanged one last look, full of raw hope and the terrible knowledge of what
was coming.

The chamber trembled as the stones flared, their light blistering the walls—and in that
final flash, | saw it. The end. Not just of us. Of everything.
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Chapter twelve

Tristan

| wrenched against the bindings until my skin tore, rage fueling my escape.
Serena, wild-eyed, fought to free herself from her restraints.

The altar glowed with eerie light, celestial stones flaring as Ewan and Alaric now
loomed over the ritual.

The air felt alive and angry, humming with ancient energy and the acrid scent of
burning herbs.

The chamber, carved deegp in the mountain, trembled as | finaly snapped the
enchanted ropes.

| launched toward Serena, locking eyes with her as a silent promise passed between
us. This ended now.

The room was something ancient, something meant for wolves and magic.
Carved stone columns, towering and cold, lined the walls with snarling wolf faces.

The moonlight cut through crystal skylights, jagged shards of silver that glinted off
the floor.



It was like being inside an old god’ s mind.

Scents of ceremonia herbs burned sharp, mixing with the heat of bodies and sweat.

Celestial stones flickered like the eyes of dead stars, throwing pale colored lights
across the altar.

| could feel it al, humming through my skin, trying to pull me under.

My muscles burned as | forced myself to fight harder.

My rage at Ewan and Alaric twisted with desperation, fueling the beast inside.

The ropes glowed hot where they cut into me, some kind of shifter magic that
wouldn’t fucking quit.

| focused on Serena, struggling like a wild wolf against her own bindings, her eyes a
mix of fury and fear.

The air was charged with it, vibrating with ancient power and our refusal to break.

| tore at the ropes until my arms screamed, the energy in the room flaring around us
like aliving thing.

Alaric watched, smug and detached, like he already had what he wanted.

The stones near the altar burned brighter, lighting him and Ewan in an otherworldly
halo.

They were playing with forces none of us should touch, and they thought they were
winning.



Ewan’s betrayal cut deepest, twisting through my rage.

My most loyal beta. My brother. | wasn't about to let him do this.

| let the pain and anger flow into my body, and finally, the bindings snapped.

| didn’t stop to think. Didn’t stop to breathe.

| bolted toward Serena, and we caught each other’s eyes.

Her birthmark glowed bright, like it was burning through her skin.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’'t waver. Her determination shot through me, and | felt the
spark of ustogether, raw and defiant.

Her restraints gave way and she was by my side, and we both knew what came next.

With afurious nod, we launched ourselves into the fight.

Teeth and claws instantly bared as we transformed.

Instinct and rage. Ewan’s followers came at us in a rush of bodies and snarls, but |
didn’t care how many of them there were.

| had one goal, one single thought. | would not fucking lose this.

Serenamoved like aforce of nature, her wolf form sleek and deadly.

We were back-to-back, a single entity of blood and fury.

My alpha strength collided with her speed, each of us fueling the other.



Wolves closed in, teeth bared and eyes wild, and we cut them down one by one.

Ewan’swolves. Alaric’s pack. Our enemies.

Their betraya lit afirein me that couldn’t be contained.

We should have been outnumbered. We should have been outmatched.

But it didn't matter. Thiswas life or death.

Our lives. Their death. We tore through the first line sending them sprawling, only to
meet the next wave with equal ferocity.

| lost myself in it, the rawness of muscle and power, the thrill of fighting at Serena’s
side.

But they kept coming. Ewan’ s lackeys surged forward, regrouping, pushing harder.

Even with our momentum, | could feel the pressure building, the inevitability of
being overwhelmed.

A flash of teeth near my throat, and | snapped back with brutal force, sending one
wolf crashing into the altar.

Serena was the same, a whirlwind of defiance, yet | saw the brief flash of uncertainty
in her eyes.

| knew we couldn’t hold out forever. The air was too thick with it—power, tension,
betrayal.

And something else, too. A charge. A shift.



Aswe fought, the room seemed to close in around us, pulling tighter like a noose.

Serenaand | locked eyes again, a promise that we would fight this to the end.

Her birthmark lit up once more, casting an eerie glow that matched the stones.

A third wave closed in, fierce and determined, cutting us off from the exit and
hemming usin.

Ewan and Alaric’s followers were relentless, their loyalty absolute, their desire for us
to fail all-consuming.

We moved together, awild blur of instinct and survival, but the walls felt too close.

The space too small. And with each breath, each movement, | could fedl it creeping
up on us—the possibility that we might not make it out this time.

The atar'slight grew violent and blinding, alive with energy and rage.

Serena broke from my side, tearing through the chaos toward Alaric.

His voice was a distant echo, trying to shape her fate with words of control.

But she was more than his daughter. More than a cursed mark.

This was her fate to break. She was a force, untethered and wild, regjecting every part
of him that held her back.

| turned to Ewan, our betrayal aliving thing that breathed between us.

| barely felt the first blow. My mind was full of Serena, her raw power as she fought



her way across the chamber.

Then Ewan came at me again, fangs out and relentless.

| met his eyes and saw nothing left of the brother | knew.

His rage, his certainty, his commitment to the old ways—all of it made him savage,
made him brutal.

And it left him empty. He thought he could take me down, but he didn’t realize | was
fighting for more than a pack’s legacy.

| was fighting for her. For us. | let his next blow land, then lashed out with all the
force | had.

The crack of bone echoed like a gunshot as | knocked him back, and | felt the first
sting of victory.

“You've lost it,” Ewan growled, circling me with his hackles raised. “You think this
is about love, but it’s about power. You'reafool if you think you can have both.”

“Funny,” | said, dodging his next strike. “I thought | could trust you.”
“Your trust is weakness. Just like that girl.” He lunged at me, but | was ready. |
caught him by the neck, slammed him into the stone, and watched the shock cross his

face asit split with the impact. He wasn't used to losing.

“It's called strength,” | said, breathing hard, every muscle in my body alive with
energy. “Maybe if you had any, you' d know what it looks like.”

| sent him flying, felt the power in my limbs asit followed through.



But then the light caught my eyes, Serena s fight pulling my focus as she shifted back
into her human form to deal with her father.

| saw her and Alaric in a tangle of emotion and defiance, the raw force of their
connection spiraling into the air around them.

Alaric had no clue who he was dealing with. His voice, so full of authority, tried to
cage her in. “The ritual is the only way. Y our stubbornness will destroy us both.” He
grabbed for her arm, but she twisted away, the glow of the altar painting her face with
fierce determination.

“Destroy you, maybe,” Serena shot back. Her words cut like knives.

“1’m not your daughter anymore. I’m Tristan’s mate.

Do you have any idea what happens if the wrong wolves use these stones for this
ritual?

" Her agility made her a blur as she broke free from his grasp.

She was beautiful in her defiance, awild and unstoppable force.

“You think you have a choice?’ Alaric said, the scent of desperation thick on him. He
didn’t understand, not really. And that’s why he would never have what he wanted.

“I know | do,” she said, landing a blow that sent him reeling. She stood over him,
chest heaving, heart blazing with the truth and freedom she'd been denied. Her gaze
locked with mine for a heartbeat, raw and powerful. We knew this was it. We were
too far gone.

The air crackled with tension, energy looping and tangling, binding us in a way that



made the whole damn room feel like it was about to collapse.

Ewan closed in again, ablur of speed and anger, but his attacks meant nothing.

Not against the heat of my blood and the sight of Serenafinally breaking free.

We were locked in combat, the walls narrowing around us as power swirled through
the space.

The sound of fangs, fists, of battle, of defiance—they filled the chamber, echoing
with the force of everything I’ d ever wanted to say.

Everything | couldn’t. | let it out with a guttural howl, every word left unspoken a
blow that sent Ewan staggering back.

| was stronger than him, stronger than any of them. Because Serena made me that
way.

The dtar flared brighter, violent and insistent. | felt it in my bones, the ritual near
completion, and knew we were almost out of time. Serena's raw need to end this
radiated across the room, charging the air with urgency and fire. And then | saw it in
her eyes—a spark, a decision.

She looked at the altar, then down at the mark glowing on her wrist. “It was never
about killing the curse,” she whispered. “It was about breaking the cycle.”

Before | could shout her name, she broke from her fight with Alaric. Broke away
from everything, awild determination on her face.
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“I'll end it myself!” she yelled, rushing the altar, fierce and untamed, ready to take it
al.

“Serenal” | cried out, desperate and useless. But she was aready gone, charging
toward the heart of the ritual. Toward the only thing left that could stop us.

Her pain burned through me, searing and blinding. Serena was on the altar, light
flooding her body until she was nothing but agony and fire. Her scream ripped
through my soul. | didn’t think. Didn’t stop until | made my way to her.

“You are my life now, Serena. My mate. My fire. Your enemies are mine, your pain
IS mine, your future is mine to protect. | love you—endlesdly, irrevocably, beyond
timeitself. | choose you in thislife and every life after.”

My mind was a blank rush of terror and desperation as | lunged for her, instantly
shifting my form to pull her from the light and take her place. The energy was pure
fire, aforce of nature, too strong and too wild. | didn’t careif it killed me.

And then it hit.

The power slammed into me, aliving, breathing force.

It didn’t wait, didn’t pause. It swallowed me whole.

| fell onto the altar, the energy coursing through my veins like a tidal wave, ripping
through muscle and bone.



Every cell of my being exploded with light and heat and pain, until | was sure | would
come apart at the seams.

The roar of it drowned everything else, and | gave myself over to it, the sheer
magnitude of it too much to fight.

| was on the edge of everything, teetering between life and oblivion, and | didn’t care.

Didn’t care because | knew Serenawas safe.

| could feel her presence even in the darkness, a beacon that held me steady while the
storm ripped me to pieces.

This was the truth of it. Not power stolen, but power shared. Not domination—abut
sacrifice. That was the bond. That was the cure.

The power pushed me to the brink, then beyond it.

My body arched against the assault, and | was sure it would never end.

But slowly, slowly, the intensity waned.

| felt it loosening, arelease of breath, a shudder of finadlity.

It left me hollow and full at once, the shock of it vibrating through every part of me.

The chamber pulsed with volatile magic. Cracks spiderwebbed through the stone, as
if the mountain itself could no longer hold this power.

The celestial stones vibrated with energy, a violent and chaotic hum.



Then they cracked, a thousand fractures blooming across their surfaces, before
shattering completely.

A flood of divine light burst out, an ethereal supernova that blazed through the
chamber and sent everything flying.

In one deafening thud, bodies hit the ground.

Hard. The world reeled and tilted around us, the dust rising like smoke.

And then, there was nothing.

The light faded, leaving us in a haze of ash and silence. | blinked against it, stunned
and dazed, until the world came rushing back. My body ached, my mind was a
jumble, but | was alive.

Serena was there, pulling me close, her touch urgent and warm.

Her eyes, wide with fear and relief, met mine.

| could see the glow of the birthmark on her wrist, no longer a crescent moon but a
full and shining moon with a star, and felt the pulse of itstwin on my own skin.

The symbols matched, vibrant and alive, beating in time with each other like a shared
heartbeat.

We were changed.
My chest tightened as | realized Serena never meant to survive it. The curse shattered

not because | saved her—but because she chose to burn for all of us. That’s what
ended it. Her choice. Her fucking courage.



The mountain trembled beneath us, a slow and rumbling protest, as if aware of its
power slipping away.

| could fed it, the severing of a bond that had lasted generations, giving way to
something new.

We were free, the entire Stormvale pack unshackled from the land, and | didn’t know
what that meant. But | knew it was ours.

Serena clung to me, her strength returning, her presence as real and fierce as I’d ever
known it. We held onto each other in the dust and the debris, the raw edges of the
world shifting around us, knowing we had risked everything. And knowing we had
won.

Ewan crawled from the rubble, eyes wide with disbelief and terror.

The transformation gutted him, ripped away everything he'd clung to.

The mountain’s power. Hisfaith in the old ways.

The idea that | was weak. | felt the shift in the room, the pack’s eyes on me with a
new and reverent fear.

Ewan’' s world had come undone, but | wouldn’t leave him behind.

“It doesn't have to end thisway,” | said.

He couldn’t speak. His mouth opened and closed like a fish on dry land, his disbelief
strangling him.

I’d never seen him like this. So shaken, so hollow.



Asif the very ground he stood on was crumbling beneath him.

And maybe it was. Maybe everything he thought he knew, everything he'd fought
for, had turned to ash.

“It doesn’t have to end thisway,” | said again, my voice carrying through the debris
and the dust. A raw and open offer, even now.

He found his words, but they came out choked and ragged. Y ou...you were supposed
todie.” Therewasno rageinit, only the empty echo of aman who'd lost his god.

“But | didn't.” Serena s voice, strong and defiant, joined mine. She stood by my side,
a pillar of force and determination. Together, we were everything he'd feared. And
more. “None of usdid.”

Ewan’s eyes flickered, confusion bleeding into something else. Anger. Desperation. |
could see the moment he refused to accept it. Refused to accept us. The mountain
continued to shake, as if it too was denying the shift in power. But it wouldn't last.
None of it would.

| took a step toward him, knowing | might regret it. Knowing | might not.

“Stand down, Ewan. I'm giving you the chance.” The words were heavy with
everything | still felt. Everything that hadn’t died between us.

But he wouldn’'t take it. Wouldn't take anything but his own failure. “No!” His voice
cracked with rage and horror, and | saw the wildness take hold. “Never!”

He lunged a me, a desperate last attack. The force of it amost sent us both
sprawling, but | caught his arms and swung him around, using his momentum against
him. His fury blinded him, but | saw every move. Felt every blow. He was strong, but



| was stronger. He was angry, but | was resolved.

Our bodies collided in afurious rhythm, a dance of strength and will.

Ewan gave it everything he had, but he'd already lost. Already lost when he thought |
couldn’t takeit.

He thought wrong. My eyes locked with Serena's as she watched us, her presence
lending me every ounce of power | needed.

Ewan could never know that kind of bond.

Never fedl that kind of strength. Not like this.

| caught him off guard, pinned him to the floor with all my weight.

“You were my brother once,” | said, my voice low and raw with regret.

| could feel his heart racing, his breath ragged under my grip.

“l won't be the one to end you.” | saw him for what he was—broken by power,
driven by fear.

The wolf | once called brother died the day he chose control over truth. | wouldn’t
follow him into that grave.

| let him up, slowly, knowing it was over. Knowing I’d given him more than he ever
deserved.

Ewan staggered back, his face contorted with rage and humiliation. He looked at me
like | was a ghost, a vision that should have vanished. His lips curled in a snarl, but |



could see the defeat in his eyes. The surrender. The bitter taste of losing everything.

He backed away, shoulders hunched with hatred, before disappearing into the
shadows. The mountain continued to tremble, shaking loose the old and the broken,
as | watched him go. As| watched it all unravel around him.

Then | felt them. The eyes of the pack. Not just on me, but on us. Serena and |,
standing amidst the chaos, our birthmarks blazing and our hands intertwined. The
world had changed, and so had we.

“ Anyone else who stands with Ewan or Alaric has one chance to leave. Now. Or you
choose to stand united with us,” | announced, reclaiming my status as Alpha.

A beat of silence passed like a pulse. Then the first wolf stepped forward. Then
another. Heads bowed. Eyes wide. The old order shattered with every step they took
toward us, and a new one began.

From the far side of the chamber, Alaric stumbled out of the debris, his regal
composure broken and his eyes hollow. He looked at Serena—really looked at

her—as if seeing her for the first time and still not understanding what he’'d lost.

Serena stepped forward, her chin lifted, fire in her gaze. Her voice cut through the
silence like ablade.

“I'm not your curse,” she said, loud enough for every wolf to hear. “I'm your
reckoning.”

Alaric didn't speak. He didn’t argue. He just stared at her, pale and stunned, before
turning and walking away into the shadows—his legacy crumbling behind him.

| couldn't take my eyes off her. My mate. My equal. Serena hadn’t just survived



him—she had outgrown him. Chosen her own path, her own power, and claimed it
with fire and defiance. And | loved her more in that moment than | ever had.

The pack gathered, a slow and hesitant shift, but they were drawn to us.

Drawn to what we' d become. | saw Alaric, his eyes wide and hollow, as he stumbled
out of the debris.

But it was my own wolves | focused on. Stormvale wolves.

Ewan’'s wolves. Serena’s. They all sensed the new bond, the new power coursing
through us, like a break from the past. It scared them, but it was real.

More rea than the mountain had ever been.

Serena leaned into me, her body warm and strong against my side. Her presence
surged through me like blood, like life, like victory. Together, we were everything I'd
ever wanted. And more.

“It's ours now,” | said, a promise and a truth, as the pack closed in around us.
Acknowledging us. Revering us. Fearing us. They were our wolves, and we were
their leaders. And the world they’d known—one of stones and atars and binding
power—had transformed into something entirely new.

We stood together, triumphant and alive, as the dust settled and the mountain
shuddered one final time.
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Chapter thirteen

Serena

| n the aftermath of the chaos, | watched the Stormvale wolves with new eyes.

Maybe they watched me that way, too. From the high window where I’ d retreated to
breathe, | saw Tristan below, surrounded by his pack in the courtyard gathering up
the broken celestial stones.

The compound seemed to throb with new energy, like a beating heart.

Pack members moved across the grounds, glancing at me.

Maybe unsure, maybe curious. Tristan stood in the center, his presence impossible to
ignore, and | watched the change in him, the shift from cold dominance to something

warmer.

My fingers traced the changed birthmark on my wrist, wondering if | could feel at
home here.

Would their pack even accept me, or ssimply tolerate me out of necessity?
The courtyard was filled with the low hum of voices as Tristan addressed the pack.

The mountain energy was different now, no longer oppressive but more like a
comforting touch.



It didn’t hum with dominance anymore. It breathed.

Slow, quiet, alive. And | could swear it was breathing in sync with me.

| leaned against the window, feeling the faint thrum of it even from where | stood.

Pack members moved cautiously at first, but some gathered close to Tristan, hanging
on his every word.

The lines on his face softened as he spoke, and | noticed the way he gestured for
othersto join him—something he' d never done before.

| was seeing him become the alpha he was always meant to be.

| wondered if that made me the mate | was supposed to be.

| watched how the Stormvale wolves interacted, catching snatches of conversation.

Some spoke of the energy they felt, others about the uncertainty of their future.

But no one seemed panicked or upset. They were different, just like Tristan was
different.

| touched the glass of the window, trying to understand what it all meant.

My mark seemed to glow and pulse whenever | looked at Tristan.

He stood in the courtyard, powerful and unyielding but also inviting, surrounded by
wolves who looked to him for guidance.

The mountain no longer held them in a grip, but it was still there, its energy flowing



through them in new ways. And through me.

A knock on the door startled me, and ayoung pack member stepped in hesitantly.

She was no older than fifteen, her eyes darting from me to the floor as she offered me
asmall wooden wolf pendant.

Her cheeks flushed when she mumbled something about acceptance and | eft.

The pendant was rough but thoughtful, and it rested heavy in my palm.

She didn’t look old enough to shift, but she'd crossed the whole damn compound to
bring this to me.

That meant something. Maybe everything. My fingers closed around the pendant like
it was alifeline.

Was this what being claimed by a pack felt like?

Not by blood. By choice. Could | really belong here?

The rhythm of the compound was slow and new, like a heartbeat | hadn’t known was
mine.

| clutched the pendant and felt the mountain’ s pulse answer back

Tristan's laughter reached me through the window, unexpected and light.

| pressed my fingers to the glass, my moon and star glowing where it touched.

Below, wolves moved among the buildings, some casting wary glances at me, others



with curiosity.

| felt like an outsider but also something more. Something hopeful.

| turned the pendant over in my hands, feeling its weight. The wolf was roughly
carved but beautiful inits own way. Just like my place here. | watched the compound,
the way everything seemed to move in arhythm | was only just beginning to hear.
Tristan's voice rose again, strong and steady, and | felt the change in him like an ache.
| wanted to be down there with him, but | was scared of what it would mean. | traced
the birthmark on my wrist, watched it glow faintly.

The Stormvale wolves were different now, and maybe | was, too.

| closed my eyes, feeling the mountain's energy wrap around me. Was it acceptance
or uncertainty? Hope or fear? | wasn't sure, but | looped the pendant around my neck
and held it close, feeling its warmth. | didn’t know if | belonged here. But maybe that
wasn't the right question anymore. Maybe it was enough that | wanted to.

Later that night, | found myself wandering the compound, contemplating my future.

Moonlight sparkled across the blooms growing at the base of the Stormvale
mountain, illuminating the courtyard with an ethereal glow.

The garden felt alivein away | couldn’t explain.

New blooms curled up from the soil like second chances.

Maybe | could do the same. Maybe | already was.

Each step crushed wild mountain herbs beneath my feet, releasing sharp scents that



blended with the night air.

| sank into a secluded corner, holding the wooden pendant like it might tell me what
to do.

Silver Ridge was my past, full of ghosts and memories that still hurt.

Here was my unknown, my chance to belong.

But would they accept me? | closed my eyes, trying to drown out the noise in my
head.

Every choice felt impossible. Every choice felt right.

The clutched the pendant that hung around my neck tightly. My father’ s voice echoed
like a scar. A curse. A lost cause. Would Stormvale see me the same? | ran a finger
over the wolf carving and wondered if Tristan's pack would see me that way too.
Memories of Silver Ridge haunted me. My father keeping his distance.

My former pack, treating me like a burden.

I’d tried so hard to fit in, but nothing worked.

Tristan had changed everything, or maybe it was just my hope.

| held the pendant tight, feeling the weight of decisions | didn’t know how to make.
Tristan’s scent wrapped around me before | even saw him. Cedar and wild rain. | kept

my eyes closed, not ready to face him yet. | could feel him watching me, waiting for
me to open up.



| felt him sit beside me, close enough to touch.

“You' reamillion miles away,” he said, his voice gentle.

| opened my eyes and found him studying me, his face full of questions.

We sat in silence for awhile, both waiting for the other to speak first. | wanted to tell
him everything, but | didn’t know where to start.

He reached for my hand, and the birthmark on my wrist glowed where his fingers
brushed it. “The mountain feels different, doesn’'t it?" he asked, looking at me
intently. | nodded, not trusting myself to speak. His touch was warm and steady, like
he knew exactly what | needed.

We talked about the Stormvale compound and how the wolves were adjusting.

| could hear the worry in his voice when he spoke about the challenges they’d face,
but there was excitement, too.

| realized then how much he wanted me to be part of it.

| pulled my hand away, feeling guilty for my hesitation.

“Do you regret breaking the curse?’ | asked, my voice barely awhisper.

His eyesflashed, like he couldn’t believe I' d asked.

“Not for a second,” he said. “What about you?’ | looked at the pendant again, feeling
torn.

In Silver Ridge, | ran. From fear. From the weight of afate | didn’t choose.



But here, | wasn't running. | was choosing. Finaly.

My silence must have worried him because he leaned closer, almost desperate. “What
are you going to do?’

| met his gaze and finally spoke the words I’ d been too afraid to say.

“I"'m staying,” | said—not just for Tristan. For me. For the version of myself | wasn’t
afraid of anymore.

Relief flooded his face, and his eyes darkened with something else, something | felt
deep inside. His hand found mine again, and the world seemed to settle around us.

Our marks pulsed in unison, a shared heartbeat.

| felt hislonging, the hunger he tried to hide.

He kissed me, slow at first, then with more urgency.

His lips trailed down my neck, leaving a path of fire.

He pulled away suddenly, breathing hard.

“Areyou sure?’ he asked, his voice rough.

| nodded, pulling him back to me. “Then let's go,” he said, taking my hand.

The quiet between us vibrated with tension as Tristan led me through the halls of the
Stormvale compound. My fingers were tangled with his, our shared mark pulsing like

a tether drawing us together. My heart pounded, not from fear—but from the
certainty of what I’d just chosen.



Him.

He didn’t let go of my hand until we reached his chamber.

The door to his room creaked open, revealing the wild and intimate space.

A fire burned low in the hearth, casting amber light across plush furs laid in front the
stone fireplace.

Moonlight spilled through a skylight cut directly into the mountainside ceiling,
pooling silver across the blankets on his bed.

Crystal windows refracted faint glimmers of starlight against the walls, like the faint
magic that still lingered here, like it was watching us.

He shut the door behind us, the lock clicking into place. Then he turned to me, eyes
molten.

| expected him to tear into me, raw and wild, but he watched me like he wanted to
memorize every breath, every move. When he pulled me close, his fingers dug into
my back, his other hand buried in my hair. He kissed me like a promise. | was afraid
I’d unravel if | didn’t hold him just astightly.

The mountain air was thick with anticipation, every beat of my heart resonating
against the rocky expanse. Tristan's voice, low and rough like the distant rumble of a
coming storm, wrapped around me as he spoke.
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“Serena,” he murmured, his piercing blue eyes locking onto mine with an intensity
that made my breath catch. “1 want to claim you. | want to mark you as my mate.”

A shiver ran through me, igniting a warmth that spread from the birthmark on my
wrist to every corner of my being.

With a playful smirk that belied the emotion swirling within me, I met his gaze head-
on. “I’m not asking,” | whispered against hislips. “I’'m telling you. I’'m yours.”

Thiswasn’t just about desire. It was about choosing each other—against fate, against
blood, against everything we were told we couldn’t be.

The heat between us was already building again.

| suddenly couldn’t remember when or how we made it to his room, but | could
remember the way his body felt, how the roughness of his stubble brushed against my
skin, and the unexpected softness of the fur beneath me.

My mind raced ahead, wanting to know how we would be together now.

Without the curse. Without anything but us.

| remembered the ook in his eyes as he came undone the first time.

As he pushed me to the edge right along with him.

My cheeks burned, but thistime, it wasn’t out of embarrassment.



His voice pulled me back, mischief sparking in his eyes. “I’m going to keep you here
al night, you know that? It won't be gentle, but I’ll make thisworth it.”

“lI know,” | said, feeling bold and reckless. He watched me, unblinking, and |
wondered if he felt like | did. Raw. Vulnerable. Completely out of control and not
caring.

“l meant what | said,” he told me, his voice catching. “Y ou’'re mine, now.” He pulled
me close again, the weight of him areminder that | wasn't dreaming, that this was all
happening. | sighed against him, not knowing where | ended, and he began.

When his hands moved down my back, | felt every inch of him come alive. Mine.
Like it was the first time we touched. | needed him closer, deeper. The hunger took
over asif it would never be enough.

It was hunger—raw, restrained only by the thinnest thread of control. Hands cupped
my face, thumbs grazing my cheekbones, but the kiss was anything but gentle. His
tongue swept into my mouth, claiming every inch.

He broke away with a growl, backing me toward the fireplace. “Take off your
clothes,” he rasped.

| obeyed, peeling the fabric from my skin piece by piece under his smoldering gaze.
He stripped, too, and when we were bare, his body pressed me down into the softness
of the furs stretched out beneath us.

He took histime.

Hot breath skimmed over my stomach, burning a trail as it went lower, lower, until
his mouth found the place between my thighs.



| gasped, arching into him, histouch like electricity beneath my skin.

He held my hips to the ground, pinning me there while his tongue teased me, slow,
deliberate, until | was wild with it, wild with him.

| could fedl the tension coil through me, tight and hot and ready to snap, and | didn’t
know how much longer | could takeit.

He was relentless, ruthless, licking and swirling in merciless strokes that drove me
higher, drove me to madness.

| trembled, caught on the knife's edge between wanting and needing, desperate for
release, desperate for him.

“Tristan,” | moaned, and the sound of his name made him groan against me—a
vibration that pulled me under, pulled me in, pulling me apart.

| shattered on his tongue, crying out, my body tightening around the pleasure he gave
me. It was raw, intoxicating, and | was drowning in it, in him, my voice breaking in a
ragged scream of his name.

Before | could catch my breath, his mouth was at my throat. “Mine,” he growled, and
then his teeth sank into my skin. Pain bloomed sharp and bright, edged with pleasure.

His mark.

He brushed his lips reverently over the spot, his tongue soothing the bite, soft and
tender.

| wanted to give him everything.

| pushed Tristan back and climbed over him, straddling his hips, fingers wrapping



around the hard length of him.

Hislips crashed against mine as | gripped tightly and pumped my hands.

Slowly | lowered my mouth to him, beads of precum glistening at the tip of his cock.

A low groan escaped his lips as | took in his hard length, slow and deep, my tongue
tracing the vein that pulsed beneath the surface.

He tangled ahand in my hair, guiding me, faster and deeper.

But when his body stiffened in warning, he pulled away.

“Not yet,” he growled, flipping me to my back.

Cupping my ass, Tristan lifted me and carried me to the bed, laying me down gently.

The moonlight cut through the room, painting everything in silver, shadowing the
curves and lines of our bodies.

Hewasinsde me so fast, likehe'd dieif hewasn't.

| wrapped myself around him, pulling him into me until | thought I’ d disappear.

The plush blankets under my skin, his breath on my neck, the sharpness of need—it
all made my head spin. | couldn’t hold on to anything but him.

He murmured against my skin, words | couldn’t make out. | wanted to hear them, but
they melted away in a haze of gasps and moans. | felt the throb of him in every part
of me, insistent and steady, and | wondered if he knew I’ d never needed anything this
much before.



| gasped, fingers digging into his shoulders as he drove into me. It wasn't gentle—it
was feral, desperate, the culmination of everything we' d wanted. His hips slammed
against mine, and | met him thrust for thrust, crying out as he picked up pace.

My voice broke when | begged him to keep going, keep pushing us further. | was
wild with need. | wanted the promise he'd given me, that I’d given him. A sealing of
everything we were. He took my wrists in one hand, pinning them above my head,
showing me just how serious he was.

“Tristan,” | moaned. | felt his lips curve into a smile against my neck. The weight of
him, the strength, the heat was everything | needed. My own personal gravity. | gave
into him, let him pull mein, let him destroy mein the best possible way.

He shifted his angle, driving deeper, faster, harder, pushing me toward an edge |
couldn’'t see. | was free-falling with him, floating, weightless and light. Every nerve
ending was alight, every inch of me on fire, and | loved it. | needed more of it, and
Tristan knew.

He moved one hand to my throat, just a whisper of a touch, his thumb stroking softly
there. Watching me as | unraveled for him. | couldn’'t look away. | didn’t want to. |
needed him to see me come undone like this.

When his hips jerked and he came, | felt him pulse inside me.

“ Serena,” he groaned, and it was the sweetest sound I’d ever heard. It sent me
crashing over the edge, and my vision went white.

The knot came at the last second, catching me by surprise.

It was intense and deep, like he’'d claimed every last part of me.



| felt it swell and lock us together, a bond more permanent than anything I’d ever
known.

It pushed us past everything I’ d thought we were, sealing us, breaking us, making us
whole.

When the knot took hold, | didn’t flinch.

| welcomed it. The magic between us surged like a storm breaking.

It didn’t just bind our bodies—it unbound everything that ever kept us apart.

The weight of him pressed me into the bed, and | held on as tightly as | could, like
he'd dlip away if | didn’t.

| never wanted to let go. Not of him. Not of this.

We stayed tangled for what felt like forever. It was breathless and perfect, and my
mind was too full to even think. | kissed his shoulder, tasted the salt of his skin. |
wondered if | would ever have enough of him.

“Serena,” he said again, his voice ragged and soft. | felt it more than heard it, felt it
inside me, just like the knot that still tied us together.

When we could finally move again, he pulled me to his side. My head rested on his
chest, the rise and fall of his breathing steady and slow. | let my fingers trace the
scars there, and his hand smoothed my hair back from my face, gentle, a counterpoint
to everything we'd just done.

Wedidn't speak at first, just lay there and listened to the night. | could feel the weight
of histhoughts and his heartbeat under my cheek. He turned my face to him, brushing



his thumb over my lips.

“Do you think thiswill change everything?’ he asked.

“1 think we already did.” | smiled, feeling the truth of it.

His eyes met mine, serious now. “And if the mountain won't let us have this? If my
pa:k_”

“Then we fight it,” | said, my voice strong. “We fight everything and everyone if we
have to.”

A soft smile broke across his face. “That’s my mate,” he whispered softly. “Mine,” he
whispered again, forehead pressed to mine.

“I loveyou,” | whispered, the words soft against his skin. “I think | have for awhile. |
just didn't let myself believe it could be real. | never believed in forever. Not until
you. | loveyou, Tristan. I'm not running anymore.”

His hand curved around my face, reverent and steady. “Then I'll never let you go.”

| clung to him, the bond thrumming between us like wildfire.

| was home, but the war wasn't over. The pack still needed rebuilding. But for now, |
had what | needed to fight for it. For him. For us.

Thefirst light of dawn filtered through the open balcony doors, casting a soft glow on
the rumpled sheets and our entwined limbs.

| stirred, the cool mountain air prickling my skin, and carefully extricated myself
from Tristan's embrace.



He murmured something unintelligible in his sleep, reaching out as if to pull me back,
but | slipped from the bed, wrapping a fur around my shoulders.

The balcony stones were cold beneath my bare feet, the air crisp and fresh.

The sun was just beginning to crest the mountains, painting the sky in hues of pink
and gold.

| leaned against the railing, taking in the breathtaking vista of Stormvale.

The compound was quiet, the usual hustle and bustle of pack life not yet begun.

It felt like a private moment, a stolen glimpse of tranquility before the day took hold.

| heard the rustle of the sheets behind me, and then Tristan's warm presence was at
my back, his arms wrapping around my waist. He nuzzled into my neck, his breath
warm against my skin. “Morning,” he rasped, his voice still thick with sleep.

| leaned into him, feeling the solidity of his body against mine.

“Morning,” | replied softly. We stood there in silence, watching as the sun slowly
ascended, casting longer shadows across the courtyard bel ow.

The compound seemed peaceful from this vantage point, as if the turmoil of the past
weeks had never occurred.

Tristan's hands roamed gently over my body, tracing the curve of my hips, the flat of
my stomach. His touch was possessive yet tender, a stark contrast to the heated
passion of the night before. | could feel the hum of our bond, a steady thrum beneath
my skin, connecting us in away that was both exhilarating and comforting. The mark
on my wrist pulsed softly, echoing the beat of his heart against my back. | covered his



hands with mine, squeezing gently, feeling a sense of contentment wash over me.
This was real. We were redl. | had spent my whole life waiting to be chosen. But
this—thiswas the first time I’ d chosen myself.

And | chose this. Him. Us. And despite the challenges that lay ahead, | felt a sense of
peace in this moment that | hadn’t known in along time.

The scent of the mountains filled my lungs—pine and crisp air, the faint hint of
wildflowers that somehow managed to bloom in this rugged terrain.

It was a stark contrast to the heavier, earthier scents of Silver Ridge, but it was
growing on me.

There was a wildness here that called to something deep within me, something that
yearned to be free.

Tristan squeezed my hand, and the look in his eyes was as raw and certain as it had
been when hefirst laid claim to me.

“Do you fedl it?" he murmured, brushing my birthmark.

“The mountain’s changed. So havel. You're the only truth I’ ve ever needed.

| love you, Serena. And if fate tries to take you again, I’'ll rewrite the stars to keep

you.
| turned to him, blazing with the idea of us. Tristan’s lips brushed against my ear,
sending a shiver down my spine. “What do you think fate has planned for us today?’

he murmured, his voice steady.

“l don't know,” | said with a laugh. | took a deep breath. “But this time, we don’t



follow fate. We lead it.”

The mountain had stopped roaring, but it hadn’t fallen silent. There were still echoes.
Still work to do. But we'd face it together.
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Serena

T he café in town was quiet, tucked between a crumbling bookshop and an old
apothecary that still smelled faintly of crushed herbs and rain.

Warm sunlight filtered through the frosted glass windows, casting honeyed shadows
across the mismatched tables and chairs.

| curled my hands around the chipped ceramic mug in front of me, inhaling the scent
of fresh coffee and something cinnamon-laced that made my stomach growl.

Lila dropped into the seat across from me, her blonde braid wind-tangled, cheeks
flushed from the mountain chill. She tossed her coat over the back of the chair like
she owned the place and stole a sip from my cup before sliding her own across the
table.

“Well,” she said with a grin that had just enough bite in it, “you look like someone
who' s been thoroughly ruined by a certain Alpha.”

| rolled my eyes, but the heat in my cheeks gave me away. “Y ou promised not to lead
with that.”

“Please. | promised not to interrupt if | caught you in the act. Thisisfair game.”
| laughed, low and real, and for the first time in longer than | could remember, it

didn’t feel forced. There was no edge to the joy, no guilt or shame riding on its heels.
Just warmth. Just here. Just this.



Lila leaned back, sipping her drink. “You're different,” she said after a moment.
“Good different. Lighter. Like you finally stopped carrying everyone else’ s shit.”

| traced a finger along the rim of my cup, then glanced down at the pendant resting
against my chest. The carved wooden wolf—rough, imperfect, honest—was still
warm from where it had laid against my skin.

“Stormvale’ s changing too,” | said. “It’s not just me.”

Lilanodded. “The compound actualy feels... aive. Likeit' s breathing.”

“Itis,” | said softly. “It doesn’t belong to just the bloodlines anymore. Not to Alaric’s
idea of legacy or Ewan’s thirst for control. It belongs to those of us who choose it.

Who fight for it.”

Lilastirred her drink, then shot me alook over the rim of her mug. “So... are we just
going to pretend your father never happened?’

| exhaled, letting my fingers toy with the wooden pendant around my neck.

“He looked at me like | was her ghost, Lila. Then left without a word the night we
shattered the stones. | heard whispers he's wandering the borderlands. Maybe
searching for redemption. | don’'t know. And I’'m not sure | care.”

Lilaraised abrow. “That’'sit?’

“That’s enough.” | didn’t need revenge. I’ d already won.

“So, you're really one of them now?’ Lila asked. Not teasing, not doubting—just
asking.



“I think,” | said lowly, “1 alwayswas. | just didn’t know where | fit until now.”

She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Well, now | do have to stay.
Someone' s gotta keep the future Luna from working herself to death.”

| grinned. “Y ou just want to keep raiding Tristan’s liquor stash.”
“Obvioudly.”
“And besides,” she added with a sly smile, “someone’s got to keep an eye on those

witches from Onyx Hollow. I’m thinking of setting up shop—maybe a little blend of
charmwork and mischief.”

The laughter between us faded into something quieter, something more settled. The
ar caried a faint scent of mountain pine through the cracked window. This
place—this life—wasn’'t what I’d imagined, but maybe that was the point. Fate had
given mefire and fury, but | had chosen this peace.

The courtyard shimmered under the blush of dusk as Lilaand | stepped through the
compound gates.

The mountain was quieter now. Not empty.

Just waiting. Listening. Lanterns flickered along the stone pathways, their soft golden
light casting gentle halos over the gathering wolves.

| let the weight of the day wash over me—the quiet conversations, the scent of shared
meals, the distant hum of something sacred and rebuilding.

It wasn't the kind of power my father had chased. It was steadier. Real.



Tristan stood near the central hearth, a map spread across the stone table in front of
him, a group of wolves gathered in quiet discussion.

He looked up as | approached, his expression shifting instantly—command softening
Into something warmer.

The way his eyestracked me felt like gravity. Like home.

He held out a hand without breaking conversation. | took it.

The wolves |ooked at me differently now.

Not like acurse. Not like athreat. But something else.

Something earned. My father ruled with fear.

I’d lead with something stronger—truth. It had only been a month since we broke the
curse, but it already felt like we were making progress.

| offered a quiet suggestion about patrol shifts—nothing radical—but Renna, the
packs new beta nodded, adjusting the strategy without hesitation. No one questioned
it.

When the council meeting ended, Tristan pulled me aside into the open air, the last
remnants of light catching in his hair like wildfire. The mountain rose behind
us—unchained now, unburdened. Its heartbeat no longer ruled us. But it still hummed
beneath my skin like a memory.

“Think they’ll ever stop looking at us like we might burn the place down?’ | asked,
my voice low.



Tristan smiled, thumb brushing over my pulse. “We didn’t burn it down. We remade
it.”

| leaned into him, pressing my cheek to his chest. “Feels like we're finally breathing.”

“We are.” He paused, then pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. “Y ou know they
listen to you now. Not because of your mark. Not because of me. Because of who you

are.
He reached for my hand, folding it into his. “You became the heart of this pack,
Serena. And you became the heart of me. | love you. I'll love you until this mountain
crumblesinto dust.”

| didn’'t reply right away. | just let it settle inside me—the truth of it, the weight, the
freedom. | had once been the girl who ran from her name, her fate, her pack. Now |

stood beside my mate, my Alpha, and claimed a future we built with our own hands.

“You broke down every wall | had,” | said, “and | didn’t even see it happening. | love
you, Tristan. More than the fate they tried to chain usto.”

“Then we rewrite fate. Together,” he replied.

Stormvale wasn't just his anymore.

It wasours.

The mountain pulsed beneath my feet—no longer atether, but a promise. | looked out
at our home and whispered the word aloud, just to hear it.

“Home.”
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“Happy birthday!” Rory yelled.

| pulled the phone away from my ear, squinting. Did she have to be so loud? It was
too early for that. | hadn’t even gotten a cup of coffee in me yet.

“Thanks. .. I think,” | grumbled.

“Oh, I'm sorry, did | wake you up?’ Rory asked, not sounding sorry at all. Like a
menace to society—that’ s what she sounded like.

“Yes. Would it have been so bad to let me sleep a couple more hours?’

She laughed. “Seeing as you have your birthday dinner with your parents in about an
hour, I didn’t think it would be a problem.”

Wait aminute. . . dinner? In an hour?

“Rory...” | hesitated, pulling the blanket off my head. My long, dark red hair came

with it, falling over my face. | hurriedly cleared it with my free hand. “What time is
it?

“It's five o'clock, chica” She was full-on belly laughing this time. “You sept al
day.



| sat up and looked at the clock on my desk. Yep, there it was, in glowing purple
numbers. Shit.

“Hey, come open your front door,” she said. “I brought you coffee.”

“You are agoddess and | take back every evil thing | ever thought about you.”

| sprang out of bed. | was only wearing an oversized T-shirt, but | didn't care. | ran
through my tiny apartment and threw open the front door. Rory stood on the other
side, holding a tray of Starbucks drinks and grinning from ear to ear, her large hoop

earrings shaking in the breeze.

“l appreciate that.” She ended the call and walked past me to put the tray on the
kitchen counter. “Now | get to tell you about the other part of your gift.”

“What other part?’ | yawned and sank into a kitchen chair, scratching at my scalp. |
needed to brush my hair, quickly, before it ate something.

“We'reon thelist at Club Spice tonight,” she said, asif it were nothing.

| gaped at her, al yawns banished. This was even better than the coffee.

Club Spice was the new place in Boston on the harbor.

It was for the elitest of the elite, and it was practically impossible to get in without
knowing someone.

| wasn't much of a partier—no matter what my wake-up time today might
suggest—but that place looked amazing.

I’ d been drooling over the pictures on their website for weeks.



“How?’ | nearly screeched at her. “And way to bury the lede!”

Rory took a sip from one of the cups and |eaned against the counter.

“My cousin is degjaying there tonight. We have to help him set up or carry an amp or
two, but whatever. Small price to pay for getting in that place. And for free .”

Rory danced in place, swaying her hips from side to side. | would have been doing
the same thing if | hadn’t just woken up.

“Wow, that’s... amazing.” | continued to stare at her in shock. “That has to be the best
birthday present ever.”

“Exactly, which is why you need to go have dinner with your family, then hightail it
back here so we can go dancing.”

| jumped up and headed to my room to get dressed.

| pulled my hair up into a ponytail and threw on a pair of jeans, a shimmery silver
bandana shirt, and a pair of sneakers.

With the addition of a pair of diamond studs, a simple necklace to match, and a cozy
chunky sweater to avoid any awkward conversations with my parents, | was ready for
both events.

| grabbed a pair of heelsto change into later and gave myself amental high-five.

Back in the living room, Rory was eating a bag of chips and watching a Grey’s
Anatomy rerun.

“1 takeit you'll be here when | get back?’ | asked, heading toward the door.



She nodded. “Y eah, my roommate has a guy over.”

She waved her hand in the air at me, eyes still glued to the TV, as | went out.

It was only about a forty-five-minute drive from the city to my parents home in the
mountains.

The stone manor I'd grown up in loomed over me as | pulled into the half-circle
driveway.

The house was huge, and for good reason: it needed to house the entire wolf pack in a
crisis, if necessary.

Beyond the large windows lay an immaculately kept interior; my mother had fallen
headfirst into interior decorating and could give Martha Stewart a run for her money.

| headed for the dining room. Technically, | was about ten minutes late, so | imagined
my parents were already sitting down to a wonderfully presented meal.

| was neither wrong nor disappointed. My mother sat at one end of the table with a
glass of red wine.

At the other end sat my father, with an empty whiskey glassin front of him.

In the center of the table was a tray of chicken, bacon, and avocado flatbread pizzas
drizzled with ranch dressing.

My stomach growled at the sight; | hadn’t eaten in more than twelve hours.

| walked up behind Mom and kissed her cheek. She gave me an air kiss and patted the
side of my head.



“Sorry I'm late, |... lost track of time.”

“We will forgive you this once”—my dad smirked—*seeing asit’s your birthday.”

| smiled at him, and he motioned for usto eat.

The dinner conversation was casual and informative as usual.

Mom talked about the interior design clients she'd had that week, projects she'd
enjoyed.

Dad talked about an investigation for his department that had unfortunately led to a
dead end, even with hiswolf senses.

We talked about how everyone in the pack was doing.

Two members were due to give birth around the same time, and one of the younger
men had voiced interest in chalenging my father for his alpha position, which made
me laugh.

The pack wanted to throw me a birthday party. Seeing as | had finals coming up in a
week, they decided to wait until after the semester was over to celebrate, which |
could appreciate.

After dinner, my parents sang “Happy Birthday” to me as Mom brought out a two-
tier chocolate cake with vanilla frosting. | blew out the candles, excited to eat my
piece of cake and meet Rory to hit the club. | could practically feel the club music
vibrating on my skin when | took my first bite.

My father cleared his throat. | licked the frosting off my fork and looked at him. He
held out a square, velvet-covered box.



“Olivia, thisisfor you. It has been in our family for generations.”

| opened it. It was a necklace: a silver wolf paw pendant set with a moonstone
crescent and strung on a silver chain. The stone shone as if it were backlit. | touched
it, tracing the shape with my fingers. | recognized it from the old pictures in my
mother’ s boudoir.

“Thiswas your grandmother’s,” | said.

Mom nodded. “The Salem witches never forgot how we put our lives at risk to help
them escape the trials. They infused the stone with their magic and gifted it to the
Grayson pack. It’s supposed to give visions, but all it ever gave me was a headache.
We were hoping you might have better luck.”

“Visions,” | repeated, looking down at the necklace. “Like... seeing the future?’

“Sometimes,” Dad said. “Sometimes it shows the past, or the answer your soul is
searching for. Witch magic is... unpredictable when not controlled by awitch.”

“That’'sintense,” | said.

My curiosity got the better of me; | unclasped the chain and put it on.

For amoment the cool metal hung heavy around my neck, and nothing happened.
Then | was no longer sitting at my parents dinner table but standing at an altar,
wearing a white dress. Across from me was a man with dark brown hair, dressed in a

suit, hisface obscured. A priest stood between us.

“Do you take Olivia Jessica Grayson as your lawfully wedded wife?’ the priest
asked.



The man across from me nodded. “1 do.”

The world around me tilted and | fell to the floor, my hands spread wide on plush,
white carpet. | looked up to see another man | had never seen before, with dark brown
hair and blue eyes. He had a strong jaw, and there was something about him that
made my heart race.

The image dipped away and then | was looking at Rory—smiling back at me as we
danced at Club Spice.

The church came back in a flash, and now a woman stood between me and the man
who had said | do . She was saying something | couldn’t quite make out, as if
someone had muted the scene.

A few more images crossed before me, but | couldn’t make sense of them. There was
a baby boy with bright blue eyes, a close-up of a pen in my hand, and two wolves
snarling at each other.

Then | was ditting in my seat again: Mom on my left, Dad on my right. They were
watching me, patiently waiting for me to steady myself. My mother looked
apologetic, but my father’s face lit up with joy and—if | wasn't mistaken—pride. He
grinned and reached over to pat me on the back.

“Y ou handled that really well!”

| was busy regaining my breath, having apparently tried to hold it through the whole
thing. In the future, I’ d have to make sure to breathe.

“I'll become easier in time,” Mom said, “so long as you continue to wear the
necklace. It has to learn you — your soul, your path — for everything to make sense. It
needs to tune into your wavelength or something along those lines.”



“So don't take it off or I’ll have to go through all that again?”

My mother nodded.

“Duly noted.” | stood. “Well, thank you for the gift. | greatly appreciate everything. |
have another birthday celebration to get to so |—"

“We have one more thing to talk to you about,” Dad said. He didn’t look happy.

“That sounds... ominous,” | said, sitting back down.

“Well... it’ s about the pack and what we need from you in order to secure its safety.”

Okay, that really didn’t sound good. | looked from him to my mother, who looked
even less happy.

“What’ s going on, Daddy?’

“You know we have been having border issues in the north,” he said, “with the
Ironborn pack.”

| nodded. The Ironborn territory bordered ours to the north, at the New Hampshire-
M assachusetts state line.

Because our territory is so big, they think they can move onto Grayson land without
us knowing.

Our packs fight over it constantly. Two years ago, a Grayson pack member died
during one of those battles.

“Well, we've finally found a solution,” he continued. “If we can merge our packs,
there will be no reason to fight any longer. So we've arranged for you to marry the



Ironborn alpha’s son.”

| gaped at him, seriously hoping | had misheard him. Marriage? To a stranger?

“I’'m sorry, what? You've. . . arranged my marriage?’

“Yes, honey. I’'m sorry, but it was the best solution. Just think of the opportunities
we'll have with more wolves on board. And you'll be the apha female. Y our mother

and | have been training you for this your whole life.”

There was aloud buzzing in my head like a hive of angry bees had taken up residence
between my ears.

Marriage? It was my twenty-first birthday, for crying out loud.

| was too young to get married, especially to aman I’ d never met.

| shook my head and stood, using the table to steady myself.

My parents |looked at me with concern in their eyes. | stared at my cake plate.

“l haveto go,” | said. “I gotta... thank you for dinner and the gift and... for letting me
know what’ s going to happen, | guess. |—I'll call you.”

| headed for the door. My parents called after me, but | kept walking. | couldn’t hear
what they were saying anyway; the buzzing had gotten louder.



