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	PROLOGUE — Thrown Away for the Crown (Her POV)

	The room was already silent when I realized he wasn’t going to look at me.

	Not the kind of silence that waits.
 The kind that decides.

	I stood beside him, close enough that our sleeves brushed, close enough that I could feel the tension in his arm, the way his body had gone rigid without warning. The crown lay on the black velvet cushion in front of us. Gold. Heavy. Polished so bright it hurt to look at.

	I waited for his hand to move toward mine.

	It didn’t.

	The elder cleared his throat. “The succession must be confirmed.”

	The Alpha Prince nodded once. Calm. Controlled. Perfect.

	I felt it then. A sharp pull in my chest. Not pain yet. Pressure. Like something bracing.

	He finally turned his head.

	Not toward me.

	Toward the court.

	“I accept the crown,” he said.

	The words landed clean. Practiced. Expected.

	A low murmur rippled through the chamber. Approval. Relief. Power settling into place.

	I was still standing where I had always stood. At his side. Where I belonged. Where everyone knew I belonged.

	I waited.

	He kept speaking.

	“For the stability of the realm,” he continued. “For the strength of the bloodline. For the future.”

	Each word was measured. Careful. Chosen.

	My hands started to go numb.

	One of the nobles leaned forward. “And the matter of the bond?”

	The room stilled again. Not fully. Just enough.

	I felt the bond tighten like a wire pulled too far.

	He inhaled slowly.

	I watched his jaw set. The muscle jumped once.

	“She will not be my Luna.”

	The words were soft.

	They cut anyway.

	For a moment, nothing moved. Not the banners. Not the guards. Not me.

	Then the room breathed.

	Someone shifted. Someone else nodded. A quiet sound of agreement passed between two elders like a secret already decided.

	I looked at him.

	He still wasn’t looking at me.

	“It is not personal,” he said, as if correcting a detail. “It is necessary.”

	Necessary.

	My throat tightened. I tried to swallow. Couldn’t.

	An elder’s voice followed, calm and thin. “She lacks the standing required to sit beside a future king.”

	Another added, “The realm requires more than sentiment.”

	I felt heat rush to my face. Then cold.

	My fingers curled without my permission. Then slowly relaxed. I wouldn’t let them shake.

	The Alpha Prince finally turned to me.

	His eyes were steady. Detached. Familiar in a way that hurt worse than anger would have.

	“This was always understood,” he said quietly.

	Always.

	I searched his face for something. Anything. Hesitation. Regret. A crack.

	There was nothing.

	The bond pulled hard. My heartbeat stumbled, then surged. I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth to keep from making a sound.

	One of the guards shifted closer.

	“Step back,” the elder said, not unkindly. “You may leave the court.”

	Leave.

	Not dismissed. Not released.

	Removed.

	I didn’t move.

	Not because I was defiant.

	Because my body hadn’t caught up yet.

	The Alpha Prince glanced at me then. Just once. A flicker of something crossed his eyes. Not enough to name.

	“You should go,” he said.

	No title. No name.

	Just go.

	The bond flared. Sharp. Bright. Wrong. It didn’t break. It resisted. Like it didn’t recognize the command.

	My breath came shallow. Each inhale felt too small.

	I nodded.

	Slowly.

	Because dignity is sometimes just moving when you’re told without letting them see the damage.

	I stepped back.

	The space beside him filled instantly. An absence no one acknowledged.

	As I turned, I caught the sound of the crown being lifted. The soft scrape of gold against velvet. The elder’s voice rising again.

	“All hail—”

	I didn’t stay to hear the rest.

	The doors closed behind me with a final, hollow sound.

	The corridor was empty. Cold. Long.

	My legs carried me forward even as my chest felt like it was splitting open from the inside.

	I didn’t cry.

	My hands stayed steady at my sides.

	The Moonlight spilled through the high windows, pale and watchful. It followed me down the hall, stretching across the stone floor like it knew.

	Behind me, the crown was placed.

	In front of me, nothing waited.

	He turned toward the throne in front of everyone.
 The Moon followed me instead.

	



	CHAPTER 1 — The Prince Who Wouldn’t Choose Me (Her POV)

	

	The court didn’t rush.

	That was the worst part.

	They rose slowly from their seats, silk and leather shifting, boots scraping stone like this was any other gathering that had ended exactly as expected. No one looked surprised. No one looked uncomfortable for long. Relief moved through the room instead, quiet and smooth.

	I stayed where I was.

	Standing alone in the space beside the throne that was no longer mine.

	Voices started up in low layers.

	“Of course he chose the crown.”
 “It was inevitable.”
 “She should have known.”
 “Love is a luxury.”

	I didn’t turn my head.

	If I did, my neck might lock. My body felt carved from stone. Upright. Still. Too still.

	My fingers had gone numb. Not tingling. Just gone. I flexed them slowly, watching them move like they belonged to someone else.

	The Alpha Prince stepped down from the dais.

	He didn’t look at me.

	Not once.

	He spoke to an elder instead, his voice low, steady, already discussing something that came next. Plans. Logistics. The future. A future that no longer had a space carved out for me.

	Someone brushed past my shoulder.

	No apology.

	A noblewoman paused a few steps away, eyes flicking over me with thin curiosity. Pity didn’t live there. Assessment did.

	“So that’s that,” she murmured to the man beside her.

	He shrugged. “She was never suited for a crown.”

	They moved on.

	My wolf stirred for the first time since the rejection.

	Not angry.

	Confused.

	A sharp, stunned silence filled the space inside me where she usually lived. Like she had reached for something familiar and found nothing there.

	He didn’t choose us, she said.

	Her voice wasn’t broken.

	It was flat.

	“I know,” I whispered.

	The word barely made it past my throat.

	My breathing stayed shallow, measured. In. Out. In. Out. If I let it deepen, something might crack.

	An attendant approached. Young. Careful. She stopped a few feet away like she wasn’t sure if she was allowed to come closer.

	“My lady,” she began, then hesitated. Corrected herself. “You may— you should—”

	Her voice trailed off.

	An older man stepped in smoothly, rescuing her from the discomfort.

	“She is no longer required here,” he said. His tone was polite. Final. “The court thanks you for your attendance.”

	Attendance.

	Like I had been a guest.

	I inclined my head once. Not a bow. Just enough to acknowledge the words without accepting them.

	I turned.

	No one stopped me.

	That landed harder than any command.

	I walked past the columns, past the banners bearing a crest I had once thought I would stand beneath forever. My steps echoed too loudly in the thinning crowd. Each sound felt separate. Delayed.

	At the edge of the hall, I slowed.

	The Alpha Prince stood with his back half-turned, speaking to the council. His posture was relaxed now. The decision made. The weight lifted.

	I waited.

	I don’t know why.

	Habit, maybe. Or some last instinct that told me if I didn’t look now, I never would.

	He glanced up.

	Our eyes met.

	For half a breath, something flickered. Not regret. Not sorrow.

	Recognition.

	Then it was gone.

	He turned away.

	That was it.

	The bond inside me tightened again, sharp enough to steal the air from my lungs. My wolf recoiled like she had touched fire.

	This isn’t right, she said. Not pleading. Stating a fact.

	“I know,” I answered.

	I kept walking.

	The palace corridors stretched long and pale, light spilling through high windows that had always made me feel small and safe at the same time. Now they felt cold. Exposed.

	Two guards stood near the exit.

	They straightened when they saw me. Then hesitated.

	One glanced at the other.

	Neither moved to block my path.

	I passed between them.

	Outside, the air hit my face hard enough to make me blink. Cool. Clean. Real.

	The palace doors closed behind me.

	I stopped on the steps.

	Just for a moment.

	My posture stayed straight. Shoulders back. Chin level. Anyone watching would have seen composure. Grace. Acceptance.

	Inside, everything felt delayed. Like the pain was standing a few steps behind me, waiting for privacy.

	My wolf pressed close again.

	Where do we go? she asked.

	“I don’t know,” I said.

	That scared me more than being cast aside.

	A footstep sounded behind me.

	I turned slightly.

	One of the palace guards stood there. Not close. Respectful distance. Neutral face.

	“My lady,” he said. “Your escort will see you to the outer gates.”

	Escort.

	I nodded.

	We walked in silence through the courtyard. The stones gleamed in the afternoon light. Courtiers crossed our path and looked away too quickly. Whispers followed, softer now, like they didn’t want to be overheard by someone who no longer mattered.

	“She thought she would be queen.”
 “He did what he had to do.”
 “It’s better this way.”

	My breathing stayed shallow.

	My hands stayed numb.

	The outer gate loomed ahead, tall and open.

	Freedom, some would call it.

	Exile felt more accurate.

	We stopped.

	The guard shifted his weight. Cleared his throat.

	“I’m instructed to go no further,” he said.

	I looked at him.

	“For how long?” I asked.

	His jaw tightened. “Indefinitely.”

	The word settled heavy between us.

	I glanced past him, down the road leading away from the palace. Long. Empty. No carriage waiting. No attendants. No direction.

	I nodded once.

	He stepped back.

	And just like that, I was alone.

	I took one step forward.

	Then another.

	That was when I realized—

	My escort had been dismissed.

	



	



	CHAPTER 2 — A Crown Is Heavier Than Love (Prince’s POV)

	The hall felt lighter after she left.

	That was the lie I told myself first.

	The elders spoke all at once when the doors closed behind her. Low voices. Measured approval. The sound of a future settling into place. I stood where I was and let it wash over me without responding, my face calm, my posture still.

	Control first. Always.

	“Well done,” one of them said. “The realm needed certainty.”

	Another nodded. “The bloodline must remain unquestioned.”

	I inclined my head once. Not gratitude. Acknowledgment.

	Inside, something scraped.

	My wolf paced hard beneath my ribs, claws dragging along bone. He pushed against my chest like he wanted out, like he wanted to tear something apart that had already walked away.

	Wrong, he snarled.

	“Quiet,” I thought back.

	He didn’t listen.

	The crown was lifted from its cushion and held out to me. Gold caught the torchlight and threw it back at the room. Heavy. Solid. Final.

	I took it.

	The weight surprised me. Not because I didn’t expect it to be heavy—but because my hands knew exactly how much heavier it felt than her absence beside me.

	I didn’t let that show.

	The elder began the formal words. I heard them. I repeated what I was supposed to repeat. My voice stayed even. Steady. King-ready.

	Applause followed. Polite. Controlled. Enough.

	I did not look toward the doors.

	I knew if I did, something would shift in my face that I couldn’t afford.

	When the court finally dispersed, it did so in orderly lines. Nobles bowed. Council members lingered. The future pressed in from all sides with questions I answered without hesitation.

	“Yes.”
 “No.”
 “That can wait.”
 “Prepare the announcement.”

	My wolf growled at every word.

	You cut us in half, he said.

	“You’re wrong,” I told him. “I protected us.”

	From what? he demanded.

	I didn’t answer.

	Because the truth was simple and ugly: I was afraid.

	Afraid of losing succession. Afraid of elders whispering behind my back. Afraid of a single doubt spreading through the court like rot. Afraid that choosing her would be read as weakness, that love would be seen as leverage.

	I had watched it happen before.

	A king who loved too openly. A queen who was used against him. A crown that cracked under sentiment.

	I would not repeat that mistake.

	“She was never the right choice,” an elder said as we walked. “You did what had to be done.”

	“I know,” I replied.

	I believed it.

	I had to.

	The corridors felt longer as the crowd thinned. Torchlight flickered against stone. My steps echoed alone now.

	I dismissed the guards outside my chambers with a wave of my hand.

	“Leave me,” I said.

	They bowed and withdrew.

	The door closed.

	Silence rushed in.

	It hit hard.

	I stood there for a full breath without moving. Then another. My shoulders loosened a fraction, just enough that I felt the strain I’d been holding leak into my spine.

	My hands started to shake.

	I stared at them.

	They were steady hands. Warrior hands. Hands that had trained for command since childhood. They had never failed me.

	They trembled anyway.

	I curled them into fists and pressed them against the table until the shaking slowed.

	Control.

	My wolf surged forward.

	You’re lying to yourself, he said.

	“No,” I replied aloud. My voice sounded strange in the empty room. “I chose the realm.”

	You chose fear.

	I slammed my palm against the stone.

	“Enough.”

	He fell silent for a heartbeat. Then laughed—low and bitter.

	You felt it, he said. When she stepped away.

	I closed my eyes.

	I had felt it. The sudden wrongness. The sharp pull where the bond resisted what my mouth had spoken. The way the air had shifted, like something unseen had braced itself.

	It didn’t matter.

	Bonds could be ignored. Broken. Endured.

	Crowns could not.

	I removed the circlet and set it carefully on the table. The metal rang softly as it touched stone. The sound echoed longer than it should have.

	I remembered her standing beside me. Still. Silent. Dignified even as I stripped her of everything without raising my voice.

	She hadn’t begged.

	That should have made it easier.

	It didn’t.

	A knock came at the door.

	“Enter,” I said.

	An attendant stepped in, eyes lowered. “The council wishes to convene again this evening.”

	“Of course they do,” I said.

	She hesitated. “And… there are questions about her status. Where she will go.”

	I met her gaze then.

	“She is no longer my concern,” I said.

	The words tasted like ash.

	The attendant nodded and left.

	I stood alone again.

	My wolf pressed forward, heavy now. Not raging. Judging.

	You think the crown makes you untouchable, he said.

	“It does,” I replied. “That’s the point.”

	It doesn’t, he said. It never has.

	I picked up the crown again. Its weight settled into my palms, familiar now. Reassuring.

	“I did what I had to do,” I said.

	You did what you were afraid not to do, my wolf snarled. And when this comes back on you—because it will—you’ll find the crown doesn’t bleed for you.

	I stared at the gold.

	My hands tightened.

	My wolf’s voice dropped low. Certain. Final.

	The crown will not protect you.

	
CHAPTER 3 — Rejected Before the Court (Her POV)

	The scene wouldn’t leave me alone.

	I walked, and it walked with me.

	The court replayed itself behind my eyes like it had branded the inside of my skull. Every step I took away from the palace only sharpened it. The sound of boots on stone became the sound of nobles shifting. The wind through the trees sounded like silk sleeves brushing past one another.

	I saw the moment again.

	The crown on black velvet.
 The elders standing too straight.
 Him not looking at me.

	I stopped on the road and pressed my palm to my chest like that might quiet it.

	It didn’t.

	“She will not be my Luna.”

	The words came back clean. Calm. No heat. No apology.

	Necessary.

	I breathed shallow and forced my legs to move again.

	I remembered the faces.

	The noblewoman who used to smile at me during feasts, who once told me I would make the court gentler. Her mouth had tightened, just a little, when he spoke. She had nodded after. As if she had been waiting for permission to agree.

	The elder with the silver braid who had taught me how to stand during ceremonies. He hadn’t looked surprised. He had looked relieved.

	The young council scribe who dropped his eyes the moment my name stopped being useful.

	And one face I hadn’t expected.

	A guard. Not high-ranking. Not powerful. Someone who had walked the halls with me a hundred times without comment.

	When the words were spoken, his gaze had flicked to mine.

	Just for a second.

	Then he looked away.

	Shame moved faster than loyalty.

	That hurt more than the others.

	My wolf stirred, then folded inward.

	Not wounded.

	Stunned.

	She didn’t howl. She didn’t rage. She pulled back like something that had reached out and touched a wall where warmth used to be.

	He said it out loud, she murmured.

	“I know,” I whispered.

	In front of them.

	“I know.”

	Her presence dimmed. Not gone. Just smaller. Like she was protecting herself by not feeling all of it at once.

	My hands curled into fists inside my cloak. I loosened them slowly. I wouldn’t let them shake.

	The road curved away from the palace. Trees closed in, thick and quiet. The air smelled clean here. Earth. Moss. Nothing royal. Nothing polished.

	Good.

	I kept walking.

	By the time I reached the outer buildings, the ache had settled lower. Not sharp anymore. Heavy. Like something being lowered into place inside me.

	A stablehand stood near the fence. He glanced up when he saw me, then straightened too fast.

	“My lady,” he started.

	Then stopped.

	He cleared his throat. “You’re— you shouldn’t—”

	I waited.

	He shifted his weight. “They said to tell you… you’re not to return.”

	Not cruel.

	Just fact.

	“When?” I asked.

	He swallowed. “By nightfall.”

	The words slid into me like cold water.

	Nightfall.

	A time. A limit. A line drawn without asking if I had anywhere to go.

	I nodded once.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	He looked relieved I hadn’t argued. Relieved that he wouldn’t have to see more.

	I walked past him.

	My breathing stayed shallow. In. Out. In. Out. Each step measured. Controlled.

	The rejection replayed again, slower this time.

	I remembered the way the elder had said, “Step back,” like it was a kindness. Like it was something I should be grateful to receive instead of worse.

	I remembered the Prince’s voice when he told me to go.

	Not angry.

	Not cold.

	Finished.

	My throat tightened. I stopped again and leaned my forehead against a tree.

	Still no tears.

	My body hadn’t caught up yet.

	My wolf pressed faintly against me.

	We didn’t do anything wrong, she said.

	“I know.”

	Then why—

	“Stop,” I whispered.

	Not because she was wrong.

	Because I couldn’t answer her yet.

	A rider passed on the road behind me. Hooves. Leather. The sound faded quickly. No one slowed. No one turned back.

	The palace already felt far away.

	I straightened and kept moving.

	By the time the sun began to dip, the weight settled fully. Not crushing. Settled. Like a verdict finally reaching the ground.

	I was no longer welcome.

	Not as a guest.
 Not as a companion.
 Not as a name worth remembering.

	Another voice joined the memory. An elder’s. Thin. Certain.

	“She lacks the standing required to sit beside a future king.”

	I almost laughed.

	Standing.

	As if I hadn’t stood there. Beside him. In front of all of them.

	As if standing had ever been the problem.

	A small building came into view ahead. A checkpoint hut near the boundary markers. Two guards stood outside, talking quietly.

	They stopped when they saw me.

	One stepped forward.

	“You’ve been instructed to leave royal lands,” he said.

	His tone wasn’t harsh. It didn’t need to be.

	“Yes,” I replied.

	“You may gather what you can,” he continued. “But you must be gone by nightfall.”

	Again.

	Nightfall.

	I nodded.

	“Do I have an escort?” I asked.

	He hesitated. Then shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.”

	Of course it wouldn’t.

	I turned away before he could say anything else.

	The light was thinning now. The sky shifting toward dusk. The world didn’t look different. That almost hurt more.

	I reached the edge of the path and stopped.

	This was it.

	No audience. No ceremony. No one watching to see how well I handled being erased.

	My wolf stirred again, cautious.

	What happens now? she asked.

	I didn’t answer.

	Because the truth hadn’t formed yet.

	I stood there as the last warmth drained from the air.

	And then I heard it, behind me. Boots on stone. Someone clearing their throat.

	I turned.

	An official stood a few paces back. Robes neat. Expression careful.

	“One last thing,” he said.

	I waited.

	He glanced at the sky. “You’re to be gone by nightfall.”

	He didn’t soften it.

	He didn’t add anything kind.

	He just repeated it.

	As if saying it twice would make it real enough to obey.

	I inclined my head.

	And for the first time since the court—

	I felt the night closing in.

	



	



	CHAPTER 4 — Cast Out of the Royal Pack (Her POV)

	The gates were taller from this side.

	I had walked through them countless times before, always with purpose, always with someone beside me, always knowing I could turn back if I wanted to. Now they looked like a wall meant to keep something out.

	Or someone.

	I stopped a few steps short of the threshold. The stone beneath my boots felt colder here, darker, worn smooth by generations who had crossed it with banners raised and heads high. I stood very still, my posture straight out of habit, even though no one had told me to stand that way.

	A guard cleared his throat.

	“You may proceed,” he said.

	That was it.

	No name.
 No title.
 No acknowledgment of what I had been five minutes ago.

	I nodded once and stepped forward.

	The moment I crossed the line etched into the stone, something shifted. Not dramatically. Not violently. Just enough that I felt it in my chest, like pressure easing and leaving behind emptiness.

	The protection ended.

	I hadn’t known it was there until it was gone.

	The air felt thinner. Sharper. The warmth that always lingered near the palace walls faded like it had been borrowed and now reclaimed. My skin prickled. My shoulders tightened.

	I kept walking.

	Behind me, boots moved. Not following. Adjusting.

	I heard the scrape of metal.

	I didn’t turn.

	If I turned, I might see their faces. Or worse—nothing at all.

	I walked through the open gates and onto the dirt road beyond, the one that curved away from the palace like a question no one expected me to answer.

	“Wait.”

	The word came sharp, clipped.

	I stopped.

	One of the guards stepped forward. He held out a small bundle. My heart jumped once, stupid and hopeful, before I saw what it was.

	Not food.

	Not water.

	Not a cloak.

	Just the thin leather strap I used to secure my hair during training.

	“I was told to return this,” he said. “You’re not permitted to keep royal items.”

	Royal.

	I took the strap. My fingers brushed his for a split second. He pulled back like the contact burned.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	He nodded and stepped away.

	The other guard turned his back fully.

	So did he.

	No escort. No delay. No last look.

	I stood there for a moment longer, the strap clenched in my fist, and waited for something else to happen.

	Nothing did.

	The gates began to close.

	Slowly. Deliberately. Heavy iron sliding against stone with a sound that traveled straight through my bones.

	I took one step forward, then another, as if moving would make the sound less real.

	It didn’t.

	The gates met with a final, echoing thud.

	I flinched.

	My wolf stirred then, faint and uncertain.

	We’re outside, she said.

	“Yes,” I whispered.

	They really did it.

	“Yes.”

	I didn’t look back.

	I couldn’t afford to.

	The road stretched ahead of me, narrow and uneven, leading into trees that thickened the farther they went. No markers. No signs. Just forest, darkening as the sun slid lower.

	I realized then what I didn’t have.

	No pack mark to grant me safe passage.
 No supplies.
 No blade.
 No cloak.
 No food.
 No water.

	They hadn’t even pretended to prepare me.

	I let out a slow breath and adjusted the strap around my wrist, winding it twice like I used to when I needed to remind myself I was still real.

	The palace behind me was already quiet.

	Too quiet.

	I walked until the stone path ended and dirt replaced it fully beneath my feet. Each step felt heavier now, like the ground itself was asking why I was here.

	Fear didn’t come right away.

	It waited.

	It always did.

	I kept my pace steady, eyes forward, listening to the sounds around me. Birds settling for the night. Leaves shifting. The low hum of insects waking.

	Normal sounds.

	They shouldn’t have felt so loud.

	The light thinned fast beneath the canopy. Shadows stretched long and close together. The air cooled enough that I wished, briefly, for the cloak I hadn’t been allowed to take.

	That thought almost broke something.

	I stopped walking.

	Only then did fear finally reach me.

	Not a rush.
 Not panic.

	A quiet, creeping awareness.

	No one was coming.

	No one knew where I would sleep.
 Or if I would eat.
 Or if I would survive the night.

	The bond inside me tugged faintly, confused, like it was reaching back toward something that no longer answered.

	My chest tightened.

	I pressed my hand there and forced my breathing to slow.

	“I’m still here,” I whispered. I didn’t know who I was saying it to.

	My wolf curled in tighter.

	We don’t belong here, she said.

	“We don’t belong there either,” I replied.

	That was the truth.

	The forest thickened ahead, branches knitting together like a closing door. The path narrowed until it barely deserved the name.

	I stepped forward anyway.

	Behind me, far off, iron settled into stone.

	The gates sealed completely.

	And as the last echo faded, the forest closed in.

	



	



	CHAPTER 5 — I Left the Palace With Nothing (Her POV)

	I didn’t realize how empty I was until the palace stopped being behind me.

	Not when the gates closed.
 Not when the road turned to dirt.
 Not even when the trees swallowed the last clean line of stone.

	It came later.

	When there was nothing left to distract me.

	I walked until my legs started to burn. Not because I was brave. Because if I stopped, I might look back. And if I looked back, I might remember who I had been when my name still meant something to someone important.

	The light faded fast under the trees. Dusk didn’t linger here. It slid into night like it had places to be.

	I slowed near the bend in the road where the forest pressed closest. The air smelled damp and green. Alive in a way the palace never was.

	My breath sounded too loud.

	I reached up without thinking and touched my neck.

	Nothing.

	My fingers closed on empty skin, and something inside me dropped hard.

	The chain.

	The thin silver chain I’d worn for years. The one he had fastened himself the night he told me I belonged at his side. Not as a promise. As a statement. As if it was already decided.

	I stopped walking.

	My heart kicked once, sharp and disoriented.

	I searched the ground at my feet, breath quickening. Leaves. Dirt. Stones. No silver glint. No familiar weight tugging at my collarbone.

	I must have lost it when the guard returned the strap. Or earlier. Or maybe it had been taken without a word, like everything else.

	I pressed my palm flat against my chest.

	The skin there felt bare. Wrong.

	That chain had been the last thing that tied me to the palace without words. The last proof that I hadn’t imagined those years. That I hadn’t dreamed up his hand at my neck, his quiet voice telling me to stand taller because people would be watching me one day.

	I laughed once.

	It came out thin and ugly.

	“So that’s gone too,” I said aloud.

	The forest didn’t answer.

	I bent and picked up a small stone, smooth and gray, and held it for a moment before tossing it into the trees. The sound of it hitting something unseen made me flinch.

	Everything startled me now.

	I kept walking.

	As the road narrowed, I realized something else.

	Almost every choice I had made for years had been shaped by him.

	Where I stood.
 How I spoke.
 What I wore.
 Who I sat beside.

	Not because he demanded it.

	Because I wanted to fit where he was going.

	That thought hurt more than the rejection itself.

	I stopped again, chest tight.

	“I didn’t disappear,” I told myself. “I was already fading.”

	My wolf stirred then.

	Not confused.

	Angry.

	It rolled through me slow and hot, like something waking from a long sleep.

	He cast us aside, she said.

	“Yes,” I whispered.

	Like we were nothing.

	My jaw clenched.

	“No,” I said, sharper. “Like he was afraid.”

	She pushed closer, teeth bared, not at the forest. At the memory.

	We bent for him, she growled. We stayed quiet. We stayed small.

	I wrapped my arms around myself, more from instinct than cold.

	“We chose him,” I said. “He didn’t choose us.”

	The anger steadied instead of exploding. That scared me more than rage would have.

	I took a breath and made a decision so quietly it almost slipped past me.

	I would not go back.

	Not if they called.
 Not if he sent word.
 Not if regret came wrapped in gold.

	I would not return to a place that had watched me be erased and called it necessary.

	“I’m done,” I said to the dark.

	My voice didn’t shake.

	The road dipped, then leveled out near a cluster of old trees with roots thick enough to break the ground. I stepped off the path and crouched beneath them, pressing my back to bark rough enough to scrape.

	It wasn’t a shelter.

	It was a pause.

	The night deepened around me. Sounds multiplied. Small movements. Distant calls. The forest breathed in layers.

	I hugged my knees and forced myself to slow my breathing.

	This was the first night I had slept without walls since I was a child.

	No torches.
 No guards.
 No certainty that I would wake to the same life I fell asleep in.

	My wolf paced restlessly inside me.

	We should keep moving, she said.

	“Not yet,” I whispered. “Just for a moment.”

	I needed to feel this.

	The fear.
 The loss.
 The strange freedom of not being watched.

	I reached for the strap around my wrist and tightened it once, grounding myself in the familiar motion.

	“I’m still me,” I said. “Even if I don’t know who that is yet.”

	My stomach growled softly. I ignored it.

	I leaned my head back and stared up through the leaves. The sky peeked through in fragments. Stars scattered and cold.

	The Moon wasn’t full. It hung low, pale and distant.

	Watching.

	I closed my eyes.

	Images pressed in immediately.

	His face when he spoke the words.
 The way his voice never wavered.
 The elders nodding like they had already moved on.

	I opened my eyes again.

	“No,” I muttered. “Not tonight.”

	My wolf settled, coiled and alert.

	We survive, she said.

	“Yes,” I replied. “We do.”

	Time stretched. Or maybe it didn’t. It felt strange out here, like the night had its own rules.

	I shifted, trying to get comfortable against the roots.

	That was when I heard it.

	A sound that didn’t belong to wind or leaves.

	Soft.

	Measured.

	A step.

	I went still.

	Another sound followed. Closer this time. Not rushing. Not careless.

	I held my breath, listening hard as the darkness beyond the road moved.

	



	



	CHAPTER 6 — She Was Never Meant to Survive the Exile (Prince’s POV)

	They told me she had crossed the outer boundary before dusk.

	The report came the way all reports did—clean, efficient, stripped of anything that might make it human. A guard spoke the words, eyes forward, posture respectful, as if he were informing me of a delivery completed on time.

	“She left royal territory before nightfall,” he said. “No resistance.”

	No resistance.

	I nodded once. Dismissed him with a gesture.

	The door closed. The sound echoed longer than it should have.

	I stood alone in my chambers and let the words settle. Left royal territory. Like it was a place you visited. Like it wasn’t everything she had known for years. Like it wasn’t the only life she had been allowed to build.

	“She left,” I said aloud.

	My wolf surged, slamming into my ribs hard enough to make my breath hitch.

	You sent her into the dark, he snarled.

	I ignored him and moved toward the window. The palace grounds stretched below, lit by torches and order. Guards changed shifts. Servants crossed courtyards. Life continued with an ease that felt deliberate.

	Efficient.

	The realm did not pause for loss.

	That was the point.

	The council met before dawn. They praised me with careful words and satisfied nods, as if I had passed some final test that mattered more than anything else.

	“You showed restraint,” one elder said.
 “You chose stability,” another added.
 “The people will sleep easier,” a third murmured.

	I listened. I agreed when agreement was expected. I said nothing when silence carried more weight.

	They spoke of alliances. Of announcements. Of which banners would be raised first at the coronation.

	Not one of them spoke her name.

	That should have made it easier.

	It didn’t.

	Court life resumed with disturbing speed. Feasts were planned. Training schedules adjusted. Nobles laughed too loudly at jokes that weren’t funny. Someone asked me about the color of the ceremonial cloak I would wear.

	I answered without thinking.

	I moved through the palace like a man who knew exactly where he was going, even when the ground beneath him felt thinner than before.

	My wolf paced constantly.

	He didn’t sleep. Neither did I, not properly. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her standing where she had always stood. Silent. Straight-backed. Refusing to beg.

	That was the part my mind kept circling.

	She hadn’t begged.

	She hadn’t cried.

	She hadn’t cursed me.

	She had simply… left.

	You broke us, my wolf growled.

	“No,” I thought back sharply. “I protected us.”

	You chose the crown over blood.

	“I chose the realm.”

	He laughed inside me, harsh and humorless.

	That’s what weak men call fear.

	I clenched my jaw and pushed the thought away.

	Sacrifice proved leadership. That was the truth I had been taught since childhood. A prince who could not cut away what he loved would never hold what he needed.

	I had made the hard choice.

	That mattered.

	By midday, another report arrived. Shorter. Less formal.

	“She did not request escort beyond the gates.”

	I waved the messenger away before he could say more.

	I did not ask if she had food.
 I did not ask if she had shelter.
 I did not ask if she survived the night.

	Asking would have meant admitting doubt.

	Doubt had no place on a throne.

	The elders noticed my composure and approved of it. One even smiled at me in a way that suggested pride, like I had finally become what they wanted.

	“You are stronger than your father,” he said. “He would have hesitated.”

	I accepted the praise.

	I did not tell him that hesitation had nothing to do with strength.

	The afternoon dragged. Meetings blurred together. Words lost shape. My body moved through motions it had practiced for years while my mind stayed somewhere else.

	At sunset, I stood at the balcony overlooking the western forest.

	The same forest she had walked into alone.

	I told myself I was only checking the patrol routes. That it was habit. That it meant nothing.

	The trees looked the same as they always had. Dark. Thick. Unbothered.

	“She knew the risks,” I said quietly.

	My wolf slammed against my chest again.

	She trusted you.

	I turned away from the view.

	Guilt brushed the edge of my thoughts then. Not full. Not formed. Just enough to make my chest tighten.

	I remembered the chain at her neck. The way she had touched it when she was nervous. The way she used to stand closer to me in crowded rooms without even realizing she was doing it.

	I crushed the memory before it could root.

	“This was necessary,” I said aloud. “Necessary.”

	My wolf snarled low and dangerous.

	Necessary for you.

	The palace bells rang, signaling evening. Servants lit torches. The world shifted into night with practiced ease.

	I didn’t look toward the gates again.

	I didn’t allow myself to imagine her crouched beneath trees, cold and alone. I didn’t picture her hands shaking. I didn’t picture fear finally reaching her after the last wall fell away.

	If I didn’t picture it, it wasn’t real.

	That was how survival worked.

	Another elder approached me before dinner.

	“You did well,” she said softly. “Time will dull the rest.”

	I nodded.

	Time dulled many things.

	That night, I lay awake in my bed, staring at the ceiling while my wolf prowled in endless circles beneath my skin.

	She should not have survived this, he said.

	“Many don’t,” I replied.

	She’s not many.

	I swallowed and rolled onto my side.

	“I don’t need to know,” I muttered. “I made my choice.”

	The room felt colder.

	My wolf stopped pacing.

	When he spoke again, his voice was lower. Certain.

	She’s still alive.

	The words landed like a blow.

	I sat up sharply, heart slamming against my ribs.

	“Enough,” I snapped.

	But my wolf didn’t retreat.

	He pressed closer, teeth bared in something like grim satisfaction.

	You can pretend all you want, he said. But the dark didn’t take her.

	She survived the exile.

	



	



	CHAPTER 7 — The Wild Didn’t Care About Bloodlines (Her POV)

	The wild didn’t care who I had been.

	That truth settled into my bones sometime after the cold did, after hunger stopped being a dull ache and turned sharp enough to steal my breath, after my legs started to move on instinct instead of choice.

	No one bowed to me out here.
 No one watched my posture.
 No one cared where I had stood in the court or whose name had once been spoken beside mine.

	The forest only asked one question.

	Can you keep going?

	I didn’t answer it out loud. I just walked.

	My cloak was thin. Too thin for a night like this. The air cut through it like it wasn’t there at all. Each breath burned, my chest tight and shallow, fogging in front of my face before vanishing into the dark.

	I tried not to think about food.

	That lasted maybe an hour.

	My stomach twisted hard enough that I had to stop and brace myself against a tree, fingers digging into bark rough with age. I bent forward, breathing through clenched teeth, waiting for the wave to pass.

	It didn’t.

	I straightened slowly and forced my feet to move again.

	The path I’d followed earlier had vanished. No stones. No markers. Just roots and uneven ground that caught my boots when I wasn’t careful. I stumbled more than once, each time sending a jolt of pain up my legs.

	Once, I went down hard.

	My knee struck a rock hidden beneath leaves. Pain flared bright and sharp, stealing the air from my lungs. I hissed and curled instinctively, hands gripping my leg.

	For a moment, I stayed there.

	Just a moment.

	The forest pressed in close, branches creaking softly overhead, the sounds of small creatures shifting and watching. Nothing rushed me. Nothing cared that I was hurt.

	I pushed myself up with shaking arms.

	Blood seeped through the fabric of my trousers, dark and warm against skin already numb from cold. I pressed my hand over it and limped forward, jaw locked tight.

	“Titles don’t mean anything,” I muttered aloud.

	The words sounded strange in my own ears.

	I had been raised to believe they meant everything.

	Princess-consort.
 Future Luna.
 Chosen.

	Out here, they were nothing more than noise that couldn’t keep me warm or fed.

	My wolf stirred, restless now.

	Don’t stop, she urged.

	“I’m not,” I whispered, even as my steps slowed.

	Stopping is how you freeze.

	That got me moving again.

	The ground dipped sharply ahead. I didn’t see it until too late. My foot slid, and I went down again, this time landing on my side with a grunt of pain. My shoulder struck dirt hard enough to jar my teeth.

	I lay there, staring at the dark shapes of trees, breath coming in fast, shallow bursts.

	This time, anger broke through.

	Not sharp. Not explosive.

	Hot.

	Slow.

	“They threw me away,” I said aloud, voice shaking. “Like I was nothing.”

	My wolf growled softly inside me, a sound I felt more than heard.

	They don’t get to decide what we are, she said.

	“I know,” I replied. My hands trembled as I pushed myself upright again. “But they decided where we weren’t.”

	The forest offered no shelter.

	I searched anyway.

	I moved off the rough direction I’d been walking and scanned the ground, eyes straining to pick out anything that might block the wind. A fallen log. A rock overhang. Anything.

	Nothing.

	The trees grew thick but useless, their trunks too narrow, their branches too high. The ground dipped and rose unpredictably, every hollow damp and exposed.

	I wrapped my arms around myself and kept moving.

	Cold crept deeper with every step. My fingers went stiff. I flexed them hard, trying to keep feeling in them.

	I hadn’t known cold like this inside the palace. There, even the chill was controlled. Managed. Here, it bit without apology.

	My stomach cramped again. I tasted bile and swallowed it back.

	We have to eat, my wolf said.

	“There’s nothing,” I whispered.

	Then we keep moving until there is.

	I laughed once, bitter and breathless. “You make it sound simple.”

	It is simple, she replied. It’s not easy.

	I limped onward, the pain in my knee worsening with every step. The blood had slowed, but the fabric stuck uncomfortably to skin.

	At some point, exhaustion wrapped itself around me like another layer of cold. My thoughts dulled. My focus narrowed to the next step. And then the next.

	I didn’t know how long I walked like that.

	Time stretched strangely out here. The night didn’t move the way it did in the palace, measured by bells and schedules. It just… existed.

	Eventually, my foot caught on a root and I went down a third time.

	This time, I didn’t get up right away.

	I lay on my back, staring at the sky through a break in the canopy. Stars scattered cold and distant above me. My breath fogged in uneven bursts.

	For the first time since the gates closed behind me, fear crept in fully.

	Not panic.

	Understanding.

	No one was coming.

	If I didn’t get up, I would stay here. If I stayed here, the cold would finish what the court had started.

	My wolf pressed close, firm.

	Get up, she said.

	“I can’t,” I whispered.

	You can.

	“I’m tired.”

	So am I.

	That made me laugh weakly.

	“Then why keep going?”

	Her answer came without hesitation.

	Because they don’t get to decide how this ends.

	Anger flared again, stronger this time. It burned through the numbness and lit something stubborn in my chest.

	I rolled onto my side and pushed myself up, ignoring the scream of protest from my knee. I leaned against a tree until the dizziness passed, then forced my legs to move.

	My steps were uneven now. Slow. Careful.

	The forest shifted subtly around me. The sounds changed. Fewer insects. More silence. The kind that presses instead of rests.

	I stopped.

	Listened.

	The hair along my arms prickled.

	At first, I thought it was an animal. A wolf. A large cat. Something territorial.

	Then I heard it.

	A low growl.

	Not wild.

	Not hungry.

	Measured.

	Controlled.

	It came from somewhere ahead of me, just beyond the dark curve of the trees.

	And it did not belong to an animal.

	




	  CHAPTER 8 — I Learned to Live Without a Title (Her POV)

	 The first thing to go was the way I walked.

	I didn’t notice it at first. Habit held on longer than pride ever had. My back stayed straight. My chin lifted without thought. My steps fell in a measured rhythm meant for polished stone, not roots and mud.

	The forest punished me for it.

	A low branch scraped my cheek because I didn’t duck fast enough. A loose stone rolled under my heel because I stepped too carefully instead of firmly. Every sound I made felt loud, clumsy, announced.

	After the third stumble, I stopped and leaned my forehead against a tree.

	“This isn’t working,” I whispered.

	My wolf stirred, calmer now. Not sharp. Not frantic.

	You’re still moving like someone is watching, she said.

	I exhaled slowly.

	No one was watching.

	Not nobles.
 Not guards.
 Not a prince measuring whether I belonged beside him.

	Just trees. Dirt. Cold air.

	I bent my knees slightly and let my shoulders drop. It felt wrong. Sloppy. Exposed.

	Then I took a step.

	My foot found the ground instead of hovering over it. My weight settled instead of floating. The sound was softer. More honest.

	Another step.

	Better.

	By the time the light shifted again—thin gray slipping between branches instead of black—I had stopped walking like I was headed to court.

	I moved like I wanted to live.

	Hunger drove everything.

	It was a constant ache now, not sharp but deep, like it had hollowed me out and made a home. I followed it, listening to my body instead of ignoring it like I had been trained to do.

	When I saw the berries, I almost laughed.

	Small. Dark. Growing low on a bush I would have walked past without a glance before. The kind servants used to warn me about during lessons.

	Don’t touch anything you can’t name.
 Don’t eat what hasn’t been prepared.

	I crouched slowly and studied them.

	“Are these safe?” I whispered.

	My wolf leaned closer, sensing. Yes. Bitter, but safe.

	I plucked one and held it between my fingers. Dirt stained my nails. I hesitated, then popped it into my mouth.

	The taste hit sharp and sour, making my face twist. I chewed anyway. Swallowed.

	Food.

	Real food.

	I ate until my hands were stained purple and my stomach stopped growling quite so loudly. It wasn’t enough, but it was something.

	For the first time since the gates closed, I felt a flicker of relief.

	I wiped my hands on my trousers and stood.

	The forest didn’t look different.

	I did.

	The day passed in fragments. Walking. Stopping. Listening. Learning.

	I learned where to place my feet so roots didn’t trip me. I learned to pause when birds went quiet. I learned that silence wasn’t empty—it was information.

	By afternoon, my wolf had settled fully.

	She didn’t pace anymore.

	She watched.

	You’re listening now, she said.

	“I didn’t know how before,” I replied.

	You didn’t need to.

	That stung.

	But she wasn’t accusing me.

	She was stating a fact.

	I found water by following sound instead of sight. A narrow stream hidden under brush, cold enough to sting my hands when I dipped them in. I drank carefully, slowly, like thirst might punish greed.

	It didn’t.

	I washed the blood from my knee and tore a strip from the lining of my cloak to bind it. The fabric was fine. Too fine for this place. I didn’t feel bad ripping it.

	That surprised me.

	Another habit shed without ceremony.

	As dusk crept in again, I searched for somewhere to rest. Not comfort. Just safety. A place with cover on three sides. A hollow between rocks. A fallen tree with space beneath it.

	I found one eventually. Not perfect. But enough.

	I crouched there, knees drawn up, back against rough bark.

	The forest breathed around me.

	I waited for fear to come rushing back.

	It didn’t.

	Instead, something else settled in.

	Pride.

	Small. Quiet. Unexpected.

	I had eaten.
 I had found water.
 I had bound my own wound.
 I was still alive.

	No one had granted me permission to feel that.

	I felt it anyway.

	“I did this,” I whispered.

	My wolf pressed close, warm and steady. Yes. You did.

	Night deepened again, but it felt different now. Less like a threat. More like a test I understood.

	I listened to the sounds around me, cataloging them without panic. Wind through leaves. Insects. Distant movement that didn’t come closer.

	I breathed deeper.

	For the first time, survival didn’t feel like punishment.

	It felt earned.

	I rested my head back and closed my eyes for a moment.

	That was when I smelled it.

	Not earth.
 Not water.
 Not prey.

	Wolf.

	Fresh.

	Close.

	My eyes snapped open.

	The scent drifted through the air, unmistakable and near enough that my pulse jumped.

	I went still, breath caught halfway in.

	Someone else was out there.

	

	



	



	CHAPTER 9 — The Moon Watched When the Court Didn’t (Her POV)

	Night pressed down hard.

	Not sudden. Not violent. Just steady, like weight you didn’t notice until your knees started to ache from holding it too long.

	I crouched beneath the broken branches where I had settled, back against bark, arms wrapped tight around myself. My body felt heavy in a way sleep didn’t fix. Every muscle burned from use. My knee throbbed in a slow, deep pulse. Hunger sat quieter now, dulled by the berries, but it hadn’t gone away.

	I closed my eyes.

	I didn’t fall asleep.

	Every time I drifted close, my body jerked awake again, nerves buzzing, heart jumping at sounds that turned out to be nothing. A branch cracking. Leaves shifting. The forest breathing.

	“I’m tired,” I said out loud.

	My voice sounded strange in the dark. Smaller. Rougher.

	No one answered.

	I tilted my head back and stared up through the gaps in the leaves. The Moon hung above me, round and pale, bright enough that shadows sharpened instead of softened.

	It wasn’t distant.

	It felt close.

	Not watching like a judge. Not cold. Just there. Heavy in the air, like it pressed down on my skin instead of shining from far away.

	I shifted, trying to get comfortable, and hissed as my knee protested.

	“Of course,” I muttered. “Why wouldn’t you hurt too.”

	My wolf stirred, warm and present.

	You pushed hard, she said.

	“I didn’t have a choice.”

	You always have a choice.

	I laughed once, breathless. “Not really.”

	Silence stretched.

	The Moonlight slid further across the forest floor as the night deepened. It brushed my boots, my hands, my knees.

	I felt it.

	Not heat.

	Not cold.

	Pressure.

	Like hands resting lightly on my shoulders, steadying instead of pushing.

	I frowned and shifted again.

	“That’s new,” I whispered.

	My wolf lifted her head inside me.

	It feels… good, she said slowly.

	That scared me more than pain would have.

	I pushed myself upright, leaning against the tree. The Moonlight followed the movement, spilling across my chest, my arms, my throat.

	My breathing eased.

	Not because I tried to calm it.

	Because it did.

	The tight knot in my chest loosened a fraction. The ache in my legs dulled. Not gone. Softer.

	I pressed my hand to my sternum.

	My heartbeat felt… different.

	Stronger.

	Slower.

	“What are you doing?” I asked the night.

	No answer.

	Just the Moon, steady and silent.

	I laughed again, sharper this time. “Of course you won’t answer. Everyone else gets to decide my fate without asking. Why should you be different?”

	My voice cracked on the last word.

	I swallowed hard and looked away, jaw tight.

	Anger flared suddenly, hot and bright, cutting through exhaustion like a blade.

	“I stood there,” I said, louder now. “I stood right there and they looked through me. You saw it. They didn’t.”

	The forest stayed still.

	The Moonlight didn’t fade.

	It deepened.

	I pushed to my feet slowly, testing my weight. My knee protested, but I stayed upright. My legs didn’t shake the way they had earlier.

	That surprised me.

	I took a step.

	Then another.

	My body responded easier than it had any right to after everything.

	I stood in the clearing, breathing hard, Moonlight soaking into my skin like rain.

	My wolf circled once inside me, then settled, pleased.

	You’re not empty, she said.

	“I feel… steadier,” I admitted.

	That frightened me.

	Nothing about tonight should have felt steady.

	I looked down at my hands. Dirt-stained. Scratched. Mine.

	“They threw me away,” I said quietly. “They decided I didn’t matter.”

	My throat tightened.

	I waited for the familiar ache to surge back.

	It didn’t.

	Instead, something firm settled beneath the pain. Not hope. Not forgiveness.

	Ground.

	“I’m still here,” I whispered.

	The words felt heavier than before. More real.

	The Moonlight seemed to thicken, shadows sharpening around the edges of the clearing. The air hummed faintly, like it carried a low sound just below hearing.

	I shivered.

	Not from cold.

	From awareness.

	My wolf lifted her head fully now.

	You feel it too, she said.

	“Yes.”

	It’s not hurting us.

	“No.”

	That was the strange part.

	I had expected fear. Panic. The urge to run.

	Instead, calm spread through me in slow waves, smoothing the raw edges without erasing them.

	I exhaled deeply for the first time since the gates had closed behind me.

	The breath went all the way down.

	My shoulders dropped.

	I realized then how long I had been holding myself rigid, braced for a blow that never came.

	“You watched,” I said softly to the Moon. “When they didn’t.”

	The Moon didn’t move.

	It didn’t need to.

	I stepped forward into the clearing fully, tilting my face up. The light painted my skin silver, bright enough that I could see my own breath.

	I felt stronger.

	Not healed.

	But supported.

	That scared me almost as much as it soothed me.

	“I don’t understand this,” I admitted.

	My wolf pressed close, calm and steady.

	You don’t have to, she replied.

	I swallowed and laughed quietly, the sound carrying thin through the trees.

	“Figures.”

	The night stretched on. Time moved strangely again, not marked by bells or voices. Just breath and heartbeat and the Moon’s slow climb.

	Eventually, exhaustion pulled harder than vigilance.

	I lowered myself back beneath the branches, settling carefully this time. My knee still hurt, but the pain was manageable now, tucked into the background instead of screaming for attention.

	I rested my head against the tree and closed my eyes.

	Sleep came in shallow waves.

	In one of them, I felt it clearly.

	The Moon wasn’t just above me.

	It was aware of me.

	Not in words. Not in promises.

	In presence.

	My wolf purred softly, a low vibration of approval that settled deep in my chest.

	We’re not alone, she said.

	“I know,” I whispered.

	The sound slipped out before I could stop it.

	A sound I hadn’t planned to make.

	A low, aching note that rose from my chest and spilled into the night.

	Not a cry.

	Not a plea.

	A release.

	I froze the moment it left me, eyes snapping open, heart racing.

	The sound echoed faintly through the trees.

	I held my breath, listening hard.

	For a long moment, there was nothing.

	Then—

	A howl answered.

	Low. Controlled. Distant.

	Not wild.

	Not hostile.

	It rolled through the forest and faded slowly, like a response measured and deliberate.

	My blood went cold.

	Someone else had heard me.

	 


CHAPTER 10 — The Alpha Who Ruled Without a Throne (Rival Alpha’s POV)

	I felt it before I saw anything.

	It wasn’t a scent at first. Not sound either. It was pressure. A shift in the air along the edge of my land, like something heavy had crossed a line that wasn’t marked on any map. My stride slowed without me telling it to. My wolf lifted his head inside me, alert but not aggressive.

	That’s new, he said.

	“I know,” I muttered.

	The forest had its usual sounds—night insects, the soft snap of branches settling, the distant rush of water—but beneath it ran something else. A low pull that didn’t demand attention. It waited.

	I raised my hand, signaling the two wolves behind me to stop. They froze instantly, trained enough not to ask questions out loud.

	“What is it?” one whispered.

	“Nothing yet,” I said.

	That wasn’t a lie.

	I moved forward alone, boots silent on damp ground. The trees thinned slightly ahead, opening into a shallow stretch of land that dipped and rose again. No fires. No camp. No signs of a pack settling in.

	And yet—

	“She shouldn’t be alive,” my wolf said quietly.

	I didn’t answer him right away.

	Because he was right.

	No one cast out from royal lands without supplies survived more than a night or two out here. Not without help. Not without luck. Not without something giving them an edge.

	And yet the pressure persisted.

	Steady.

	Controlled.

	Not flaring. Not begging.

	Endurance.

	I crouched and touched the ground with my fingertips. The earth was disturbed in places. Not sloppy. Careful. Someone had passed through here recently. Someone who knew just enough to keep going without leaving too much behind.

	“She learned fast,” I murmured.

	My wolf shifted, interested.

	She listens, he said. Not like prey.

	That caught my attention.

	I rose slowly and followed the signs—bent grass, a snapped twig set aside instead of crushed, a faint mark where someone had leaned to rest without collapsing.

	Not desperation.

	Adaptation.

	I moved deeper, keeping to the shadows. I didn’t push my senses out too far. Whatever this was, it didn’t like being crowded.

	The scent reached me then.

	Wolf.

	Female.

	Faint. Clean. Exhausted.

	Royal blood clung to it like a memory, not a claim. Old stone and polished halls layered thin over dirt and cold and hunger.

	Exiled.

	My jaw tightened.

	“So it’s true,” I said under my breath.

	My wolf did not bristle.

	He did not snarl.

	He leaned forward, curious.

	She’s still standing, he said.

	“Yes,” I replied. “Somehow.”

	A sound drifted through the trees ahead. Not movement. Breath. Soft. Controlled. Someone resting without sleeping too deeply.

	I slowed even more.

	I did not announce myself.

	This wasn’t my territory to claim tonight. Not yet.

	I crouched behind a fallen log and watched.

	She was there.

	Not close. Not far.

	Alive.

	She sat beneath a rough shelter of branches, back against bark, one knee drawn up, the other stretched carefully as if it hurt. Her hair was loose, tangled from travel. Dirt smudged her cheek. Blood had dried dark along the fabric near her knee.

	No guards.

	No supplies.

	No royal escort.

	Just her.

	I felt something twist low in my chest. Not desire. Not pity.

	Respect.

	“She didn’t fold,” I said quietly.

	My wolf huffed, approving.

	They thought she would, he replied.

	“Yes,” I said. “They always do.”

	She lifted her head slightly, as if she sensed something. Not me. Not exactly. Just awareness sharpening.

	Good.

	She wasn’t broken.

	I stayed where I was.

	Watched her shift her weight carefully. Watched her breathe through pain instead of reacting to it. Watched her press her palm briefly to her chest, then lower it like she was steadying something inside herself.

	The Moonlight touched her face.

	She didn’t look up.

	She didn’t beg it.

	She just existed beneath it.

	“That’s dangerous,” I murmured.

	For them, my wolf corrected.

	I exhaled slowly.

	This was not a rescue.

	Not yet.

	Intervening now would tip too many scales at once. It would turn survival into dependence. It would announce interest where none had been earned.

	And she had earned this.

	Her endurance.
 Her silence.
 Her refusal to die quietly where she was discarded.

	I would not take that from her.

	“Watch,” I told my wolf.

	I already am, he replied.

	A branch cracked somewhere farther off. She stiffened instantly, body going still, senses sharp. She didn’t panic. She listened.

	I felt a flicker of pride I had no right to claim.

	“Easy,” I whispered, though she couldn’t hear me.

	The forest settled again.

	She relaxed by degrees, never fully.

	Alive.

	Still alive.

	I stayed until the Moon climbed higher and the air shifted again, until I was certain she would make it through this stretch of night without interference.

	Only then did I ease back, retracing my steps without sound.

	Behind me, she remained where she was.

	Breathing.

	Enduring.

	When I finally turned away, my wolf spoke, low and certain.

	She belongs to herself now.

	I nodded.

	“Yes,” I said. “And that makes her dangerous.”

	Before I vanished fully into the trees, I looked back once more.

	Through the branches, through the distance, I saw her move—slowly, carefully—adjusting her shelter, refusing to give in to the dark.

	Alive.

	Very much alive.

	



	CHAPTER 11 — I Was No One’s Mate Anymore (Her POV)

	The bond didn’t break.

	I kept waiting for it to.

	I thought it would snap like a rope pulled too hard, recoil, tear through me with pain sharp enough to drop me to my knees. I thought I would wake one morning gasping, clutching my chest, knowing without doubt that whatever tied me to him had finally died.

	That wasn’t what happened.

	Instead, it faded.

	Not all at once. Not cleanly. It dulled the way sound does when you walk farther and farther from its source. Still there if you strained for it. Still real. Just… quieter.

	I noticed it when I made a choice.

	A small one.

	I woke with the first weak light slipping through the trees, my body stiff and aching from the night. My knee protested when I shifted. My stomach growled, loud and demanding. The forest smelled damp and sharp, full of life that didn’t care if I was ready to face it.

	For a moment, I lay still and waited for the pull.

	The familiar tug that used to guide my steps without asking. The sense of direction that always bent, subtly, back toward him. Toward the palace. Toward the life I had been shaped to orbit.

	It didn’t come.

	I frowned and sat up slowly, testing my balance. The bond was there, faint as a memory, but it didn’t reach. It didn’t command. It didn’t whisper what I should do next.

	I chose to stand.

	Nothing resisted.

	My wolf stirred, stretching like she was waking from a long, deep sleep.

	That’s new, she said.

	“Yes,” I replied quietly.

	It doesn’t hurt.

	“No.”

	That surprised both of us.

	I pushed myself upright and leaned against the tree, breathing through the ache in my knee. The pain grounded me. Reminded me where I was. Reminded me that my body, at least, still answered to me.

	I checked the binding I’d made from my cloak. It held. Crude, but effective. I tightened it once and tested my weight again.

	“Okay,” I muttered.

	No voice corrected me. No instinct pulled me in a different direction.

	I gathered what little I had—nothing, really—and stepped away from the shelter I’d made. The forest looked different in the morning. Less threatening. More honest. Every sound clearer. Every scent sharper.

	I moved when I wanted to.

	Stopped when I needed to.

	The realization settled slowly, like something heavy finally finding its place.

	The bond no longer controlled me.

	That didn’t mean it was gone.

	I felt it when I paused near the stream to drink. A dull ache when I thought of the palace. A faint pressure when my mind drifted, uninvited, toward him.

	But it didn’t steer my feet.

	It didn’t make decisions for me.

	My wolf noticed it too.

	We’re standing on our own, she said.

	“Yes,” I replied.

	She didn’t sound relieved.

	She sounded proud.

	I followed the stream for a while, staying close to water, listening for movement, watching the way light shifted through the branches. I ate more berries when I found them, grimacing at the taste but grateful for the strength they gave me.

	Survival sharpened everything.

	Even thought.

	That was when it came.

	The idea.

	Small. Dangerous. Familiar.

	You could go back.

	It slipped into my mind without ceremony, wearing the voice of reason instead of hope.

	The palace would still stand. The gates would still open. He would still be there, wearing the crown like it had always belonged to him. The elders would still see sense in what had been done.

	If I returned quietly. If I didn’t challenge. If I accepted a smaller place.

	If.

	My steps slowed.

	The bond stirred faintly, like it had sensed the direction of the thought and leaned toward it out of habit.

	I stopped walking.

	“No,” I said aloud.

	The word came fast. Sharp. Certain.

	My wolf lifted her head.

	No, she agreed.

	I pictured it clearly then—not the court, not the crown, but the moment he turned away from me. The calm in his voice. The way necessity had been used like a shield.

	The idea shriveled.

	I didn’t crush it with anger.

	I rejected it with clarity.

	“I won’t return,” I said. “Not for apologies. Not for explanations. Not for comfort.”

	The bond didn’t fight me.

	It receded another step.

	That was when I understood.

	It wasn’t holding on to me.

	I was holding on to it.

	And I didn’t need to anymore.

	I exhaled deeply and felt something loosen inside my chest that I hadn’t known was still clenched.

	“I belong to myself now,” I said quietly.

	The words felt strange. Heavy. Right.

	My wolf pressed close, solid and steady.

	We choose, she said.

	“Yes,” I replied. “We do.”

	The forest opened slightly ahead, trees thinning enough to let more light through. I moved toward it without hesitation, trusting my judgment instead of a pull I no longer answered to.

	Hours passed. I didn’t count them. Hunger came and went. Pain flared and eased. I rested when I needed to and moved when staying still felt dangerous.

	Each choice was mine.

	By the time the light began to shift again, my body felt tired in a way that made sense. Earned. Honest.

	I stopped near a cluster of rocks that offered some cover and crouched there, listening.

	That was when the feeling came back.

	Not the bond.

	Awareness.

	The hair along my arms prickled. My wolf stilled instantly, senses sharpening.

	Again, she said.

	“Yes,” I whispered.

	The sense wasn’t vague this time.

	It wasn’t distant.

	It was closer than before.

	Deliberate.

	I didn’t turn.

	I didn’t run.

	I stayed still, breathing slow, listening to the forest—and to the quiet certainty settling in my chest.

	I was no one’s mate anymore.

	But someone was watching.

	



	



	CHAPTER 12 — She Smelled Like Power, Not Royal Blood (Rival Alpha’s POV)

	Her scent had changed.

	That was the first thing I noticed when I picked up the trail again.

	Not weaker. Not masked. Sharper.

	Cleaner.

	Royal blood always carried a weight to it—polished stone, old incense, layered authority pressed into skin by years of ritual and obedience. That scent faded fast once someone was cast out, usually replaced by panic, sweat, and the thin edge of desperation.

	Not hers.

	I followed the trail slowly, careful not to crowd it. I didn’t let my steps fall where hers had. I moved wide, reading the ground, the breaks in brush, the way branches bent and were set back instead of snapped.

	She knew what she was doing now.

	“That shouldn’t be possible,” I muttered.

	My wolf huffed low, not dismissive. Interested.

	She adapted, he said. Fast.

	“Yes,” I replied. “Too fast for someone who was never meant to last.”

	The scent carried earth and cold water now. Hunger, yes—but controlled. Pain, but managed. Underneath it all, something steadier than fear.

	Power.

	Not the loud kind. Not the kind that flared or announced itself.

	The kind that stayed.

	I paused at the edge of a shallow ravine and crouched, fingers brushing the dirt. A scuff mark showed where she’d slid, then caught herself. Blood specked a leaf nearby—old, dried.

	“She kept moving,” I said quietly.

	My wolf’s attention sharpened.

	She didn’t wait for help.

	“No,” I agreed. “She didn’t.”

	Anger rose then, slow and hot, not at her.

	At him.

	At the prince who had sent her out here with nothing and called it necessary. At the court that had nodded along and washed their hands clean of the outcome.

	“She wasn’t unfit,” I growled under my breath. “They were afraid.”

	My wolf’s hackles lifted, not in challenge.

	In agreement.

	He chose a crown over a spine, he said. Weak.

	I exhaled slowly and forced the anger down. Rage would make me careless. Careless would make me loud.

	And I wasn’t here to be seen.

	Not yet.

	The trail curved toward water again. I followed until I heard it—a stream, shallow and quick, masked by brush. I circled wide and found the spot where she’d knelt to drink.

	Her scent lingered strong here.

	She’d stayed long enough to wash blood from her hands. Long enough to breathe.

	I straightened slowly.

	“She’s not running anymore,” I said.

	She’s choosing, my wolf replied.

	That sent a flicker of something unfamiliar through me.

	Respect.

	I moved again, keeping downwind, letting the forest cover my presence. I caught sight of her through the trees a short while later.

	She stood near a cluster of rocks, back half-turned, testing her weight on an injured leg. Her posture wasn’t guarded, but it wasn’t careless either. Balanced. Alert.

	No royal stiffness left.

	No expectation of protection.

	She looked… real.

	Alive in a way court wolves rarely were.

	My wolf went still.

	Not submissive.

	Not dominant.

	Acknowledging.

	She stands alone, he said. That’s rank.

	I felt it too.

	Not in hierarchy. Not in titles.

	In presence.

	She had shed the weight of borrowed authority and replaced it with something earned, something carved out of cold nights and hunger and refusal to die quietly.

	“She doesn’t smell like the palace anymore,” I murmured. “She smells like herself.”

	That was dangerous.

	I wanted to step closer.

	Not to claim. Not to touch.

	To speak.

	The urge surprised me.

	I crushed it.

	Approaching now would tilt everything. It would turn her hard-earned independence into reaction instead of choice. It would make me part of her story before she decided whether she wanted anyone there at all.

	I wouldn’t do that to her.

	So I stayed where I was.

	Watched.

	She shifted again, wincing, then straightened stubbornly. She took a slow breath, grounding herself, and scanned the forest—not wildly, not afraid.

	Aware.

	Her senses brushed mine.

	I felt it like a hand passing through smoke.

	My wolf leaned forward, intrigued.

	She feels us.

	“Yes,” I said softly. “She’s learning fast.”

	A memory surfaced then—news carried across borders, whispered and careful. The Alpha Prince’s coronation. The rejection framed as sacrifice. Strength. Necessary loss.

	I clenched my jaw.

	“You didn’t deserve her,” I muttered.

	My wolf growled low.

	You don’t throw away something like that and expect it to stay small.

	“No,” I agreed. “You don’t.”

	She moved again, this time angling slightly toward where I stood hidden. Not directly. Testing.

	I eased back a step, then another, adjusting my position to keep the distance even. She wasn’t hunting me.

	She was confirming.

	The wind shifted.

	Her scent washed over me again, stronger now.

	Power, yes.

	But quiet.

	Unclaimed.

	My wolf’s voice dropped, serious.

	Careful.

	“I know.”

	This wasn’t about me.

	Not yet.

	She took another step, then stopped.

	Her head lifted.

	Her shoulders squared.

	Slowly—deliberately—she turned.

	And looked directly at me.

	



	CHAPTER 13 — Whispers of the Prince’s Lost Mate (Her POV)

	I noticed it in the way they stopped talking.

	Not suddenly. Not dramatically. Just enough that the sound of voices thinned when I stepped closer, like a fire losing air.

	I hadn’t meant to walk into anyone’s space.

	The clearing was wide, open enough that I could see shapes moving near the edge—three wolves, maybe four, gathered around a low fire that smoked more than it burned. I smelled cooked meat before I saw them, and my stomach tightened hard enough to make me dizzy.

	Food.

	I slowed instinctively.

	Old habits tried to pull me upright, remind me how to approach, how to be seen as acceptable. I shoved them aside and moved the way I had learned—quiet, angled, giving space.

	A branch snapped under my boot anyway.

	The voices cut off.

	All of them.

	I froze where I was, hands loose at my sides, breath shallow. I didn’t reach for anything. I didn’t challenge. I didn’t bow my head either.

	I waited.

	One of them turned first. A tall male, shoulders broad, scent sharp with tension. His eyes flicked over me fast—face, hands, stance—then dropped to my feet.

	He took a step back.

	Just one.

	It was enough.

	Another wolf shifted behind him, muttering something I couldn’t hear. The fire popped loudly in the sudden quiet.

	“I’m not here to cause trouble,” I said.

	My voice came out calm. Too calm for how hard my heart was pounding.

	They didn’t answer right away.

	The third wolf—female, lean, older—tilted her head slightly, nostrils flaring as she scented the air. Her eyes narrowed, not in anger.

	In assessment.

	“She’s the one,” she said quietly.

	The words landed like a stone dropped into water.

	“The one what?” I asked before I could stop myself.

	No one answered me.

	The tall male swallowed. His throat bobbed visibly. He took another step back, then another, putting more space between us without meaning to.

	That was when I realized something had changed.

	Not in me.

	Around me.

	“I just want to pass through,” I said. “I won’t touch anything.”

	The female’s gaze snapped to mine.

	“Where are you going?” she asked.

	I hesitated.

	“I don’t know yet.”

	That was the truth.

	She studied me for a long moment. The silence stretched, thick and watchful. My wolf stirred, alert but relaxed.

	They’re listening, she murmured. Not hunting.

	Finally, the female nodded once. “The stream runs east. Don’t follow it too far. There’s rough ground past the bend.”

	“Thank you,” I said.

	I meant it.

	I stepped around the edge of the clearing, keeping my distance, eyes forward. No one stopped me.

	No one followed.

	As I moved away, I felt it—eyes on my back, not curious.

	Cautious.

	My wolf let out a low, pleased sound.

	Good, she said. They remembered how to be quiet.

	I didn’t ask what she meant.

	I didn’t want to know yet.

	It happened again an hour later.

	A lone wolf on the trail ahead of me stiffened when he caught my scent. He turned sharply, scanning the trees, hackles lifting. When he spotted me, his mouth opened like he was about to speak.

	Then he closed it.

	He dipped his head—not a bow, not submission.

	Acknowledgment.

	He stepped off the path entirely and waited until I passed.

	I didn’t slow.

	I didn’t thank him.

	I didn’t look back.

	Confusion settled heavy in my chest once I was alone again.

	This wasn’t pity.

	I knew what pity felt like. Soft. Heavy. Smothering.

	This was… fear.

	Measured. Controlled. Careful.

	And threaded through it was something else.

	Recognition.

	My wolf padded closer inside me, tail high.

	They know the story, she said.

	“What story?” I whispered.

	The one that scares them.

	I thought of the court. The elders. The Prince standing tall while I was told to step back like I was an inconvenience.

	Lost mate.

	The phrase surfaced unbidden, bitter and sharp.

	I shook my head and kept moving.

	I didn’t want a reputation. I didn’t want a legend. I didn’t want to be whispered about around fires I wasn’t welcome to sit beside.

	I just wanted to survive.

	But survival changes how others see you.

	By late afternoon, I felt it everywhere.

	Wolves who would have tested me before stayed silent. Those who might have challenged my presence veered away instead. Conversations died when I passed close enough to hear fragments.

	“…the Prince’s—”
 “…left her to—”
 “…still alive…”

	I didn’t stop to listen.

	Each word pressed against my skin anyway.

	My wolf drank it in.

	Let them whisper, she said. They don’t dare speak louder.

	“That’s not power,” I muttered. “That’s rumor.”

	Rumor is how fear learns to walk, she replied.

	I stopped near a rise that overlooked a shallow valley and sat heavily on a rock, my injured knee protesting sharply. I hissed and pressed my palm to it, breathing through the pain.

	This wasn’t how I wanted to be known.

	Cast out.
 Survived.
 Unclaimed.

	A shadow without a place.

	I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against my knuckles.

	“I didn’t ask for this,” I said aloud.

	The forest didn’t answer.

	My wolf leaned against me, steady and warm.

	You didn’t ask to be thrown away either, she said. But here we are.

	I let out a slow breath.

	Footsteps sounded somewhere behind me.

	I tensed instantly, senses sharpening. The steps stopped when I did.

	I turned my head slowly.

	No one stood there.

	But the air had shifted.

	I scented it then, cutting clean through the forest smells like a blade.

	Royal.

	Polished stone. Old power. Command pressed into skin by years of proximity.

	My stomach dropped.

	I rose slowly to my feet, heart hammering.

	That scent was unmistakable.

	Royal blood was near.

	

	



	CHAPTER 14 — Training the Woman the Crown Discarded (Rival Alpha’s POV)

	I didn’t step out of the trees when she first sensed me.

	I stayed where I was, weight balanced, breath slow, letting her decide what to do with the knowledge that she wasn’t alone anymore. The wind carried my scent to her on purpose this time. Not hidden. Not forced.

	An offer.

	She stiffened, then turned fully, eyes sharp, body angled to protect the injured leg without advertising it. She didn’t reach for a weapon she didn’t have. She didn’t bare her teeth.

	She waited.

	That alone told me more than most challenges ever had.

	“You’re limping,” I said.

	My voice carried easily across the distance. Calm. Even.

	Her chin lifted a fraction. “I’m aware.”

	Good. No denial.

	“I’m not here to take anything from you,” I added. “I’m not here to give orders.”

	She studied me in silence, eyes tracking my stance, my hands, the space I kept between us.

	“Then why are you here?” she asked.

	“To make sure you don’t die from something stupid,” I replied. “Like infection. Or falling asleep wrong.”

	Her mouth twitched despite herself. Then it flattened again.

	“I didn’t ask for help.”

	“I know,” I said. “That’s why I didn’t offer it.”

	That earned me a longer look.

	I took one slow step forward and stopped well short of her reach.

	“You’re wasting energy,” I continued. “Every step you take favors that knee. You keep doing that, you won’t last another week out here.”

	She crossed her arms. Defensive. Proud.

	“I’ve lasted this long.”

	“Yes,” I said. “Barely.”

	Silence stretched.

	My wolf stirred, interested but calm.

	She’s listening, he noted.

	She exhaled slowly. “Say what you came to say.”

	I nodded once. “I can show you how to move so it heals instead of tears. How to eat without poisoning yourself. How to sleep without freezing.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “And what do you want in return?”

	“Nothing,” I said.

	She laughed then. Short. Disbelieving. “That’s a lie.”

	“It’s not,” I replied. “It’s restraint.”

	That stopped her.

	I saw the moment she weighed it—not the offer, but the man making it. Not power. Not rank.

	Intent.

	“I don’t follow orders,” she said.

	“I don’t give them,” I answered.

	She hesitated, then shook her head. “No.”

	Fair.

	I inclined my head. “All right.”

	I turned away.

	Two steps.

	Three.

	“Wait,” she said.

	I stopped but didn’t turn.

	“If I accept,” she continued, “you don’t decide where I go. Or who I become.”

	“I wouldn’t dare,” I said. “You’re already doing that.”

	When I turned back, her expression had changed. Not softer.

	Resolved.

	“Show me,” she said.

	We didn’t shake hands.

	We didn’t mark agreement.

	We moved.

	The training wasn’t formal. No ring. No spectators. Just ground, breath, and time.

	I showed her how to shift her weight when she walked. How to land heel first on uneven ground. How to use the slope instead of fighting it. She listened without interrupting, tested each adjustment once, then again.

	She learned fast.

	Too fast.

	“That hurts less,” she admitted after a while.

	“Yes,” I said. “Because you stopped pretending pain wasn’t there.”

	She snorted. “That’s new.”

	We worked on balance next. Standing on unstable ground. Moving slowly. Letting the body correct itself instead of forcing it.

	She fell once.

	Got up without complaint.

	Again.

	Better.

	By midday, sweat darkened her hairline. Dirt streaked her hands. Her breathing stayed controlled.

	My wolf watched her with growing interest.

	She adapts, he said. She doesn’t resist learning.

	“No,” I replied quietly. “She resists control.”

	We stopped near water. I showed her how to drink without exposing her neck. How to listen for movement while still.

	She mimicked me once.

	Then adjusted.

	“That’s wrong,” I said.

	She tried again.

	“Better,” I corrected.

	She frowned. “You don’t praise.”

	“I don’t lie,” I said.

	That earned a huff of laughter.

	By afternoon, respect had settled between us like something unspoken and solid. Not trust. Not yet.

	But acknowledgment.

	“You don’t move like court wolves,” she said at one point.

	I shrugged. “I don’t rule from stone.”

	She studied me sideways. “They say you don’t have a throne.”

	“I have land,” I replied. “And wolves who choose to stand.”

	She nodded slowly, filing that away.

	We moved into defensive drills then. No strikes. No aggression. Just reaction.

	“Don’t think,” I said. “Feel.”

	She rolled her eyes. “That’s vague.”

	“Do it anyway.”

	I stepped in suddenly.

	She flinched—then adjusted.

	I stepped again.

	She moved without favoring the knee.

	Again.

	Faster.

	Her breath sharpened. Focus narrowed.

	I felt it shift then. Something inside her aligning with her body instead of fighting it.

	“Good,” I said before I could stop myself.

	She smirked. “You do praise.”

	“Rarely,” I replied.

	We broke for a moment. She leaned against a tree, chest rising and falling.

	“You could lead,” I said quietly.

	She stilled.

	“That’s not what I’m doing,” she replied.

	“I didn’t say it was,” I answered. “I said you could.”

	She didn’t argue.

	That told me enough.

	When we resumed, I pushed her harder. Not cruelly. Precisely. Testing awareness, not strength.

	She stumbled once.

	Recovered.

	I stepped in close—too close.

	She reacted on instinct.

	Fast.

	Clean.

	Her shoulder drove into my center. Her foot hooked mine. Her weight shifted perfectly.

	The ground rushed up.

	I hit it hard enough to knock the air from my lungs.

	She stood over me, eyes wide, breathing sharp, clearly shocked at what she’d done.

	I lay there for a second longer than necessary, staring up through the trees.

	My wolf laughed.

	There it is, he said.

	I exhaled slowly and sat up.

	“That,” I said, “wasn’t taught.”

	She swallowed. “I didn’t think.”

	I smiled once.

	“That’s the point.”



	




	CHAPTER 15 — I Stopped Waiting for the Palace (Her POV)

	I realized it in the middle of a step.

	My foot landed on solid ground, weight balanced, breath steady—and there it was. A quiet, almost empty space where a thought used to live.

	I hadn’t thought about him all day.

	Not the Prince.
 Not the crown.
 Not the way his voice had sounded when he chose duty and left me standing there.

	The absence hit harder than memory ever had.

	I stopped walking and stood there, fingers loose at my sides, listening to my own breathing. The forest stretched around me, patient, indifferent. Light filtered through leaves in broken pieces. Somewhere, water moved over stone.

	No ache bloomed in my chest.

	No pull.

	No reflexive glance back toward a life that no longer existed.

	I waited for something to follow the realization. Guilt. Sadness. Relief. Anything loud enough to demand attention.

	Nothing did.

	My wolf stirred, calm and settled, like she had been resting in the sun instead of pacing a cage.

	You noticed, she said.

	“Yes,” I replied.

	And you’re not breaking.

	“No.”

	That surprised me most of all.

	I took another step, then another, testing myself. The world didn’t tilt. My chest didn’t tighten. My thoughts didn’t circle back like they used to, as if pulled by habit more than feeling.

	“I stopped waiting,” I murmured.

	The words felt right the moment I said them.

	Waiting had been my quiet occupation for years.

	Waiting for him to look at me when elders spoke over my head.
 Waiting for acknowledgment that never quite came.
 Waiting for a future that always seemed just out of reach, just one more sacrifice away.

	Even after the rejection, part of me had still waited.

	For regret.
 For a message.
 For the palace to realize it had made a mistake and call me back like I had simply wandered too far.

	That waiting was gone.

	I sat on a flat rock near the stream and let my shoulders drop. The water ran clear and cold. I cupped my hands and drank, slow and steady, then washed the dirt from my fingers.

	My reflection stared back at me, broken by ripples.

	I looked different.

	Not cleaner. Not healed.

	Sharper.

	The lines of my face felt more honest now, stripped of softness that had come from trying to fit somewhere I never truly belonged.

	“I won’t be the same,” I said aloud.

	My wolf lifted her head. Good.

	I smiled faintly.

	Exile hadn’t broken me.

	It had reshaped me.

	That truth settled deep, solid as bone.

	I stood and stretched carefully, testing my knee. It still hurt. It probably would for a while. But the pain didn’t frighten me anymore. It was just information.

	I moved on.

	The day unfolded without ceremony. Training, but quieter now. Less instruction. More instinct. I moved through terrain that would have stopped me days ago, reading the ground, listening for shifts in sound.

	Confidence followed me—not loud, not reckless.

	Earned.

	When I stopped to rest, I didn’t scan the trees expecting someone to appear and tell me what to do next. I didn’t look toward the horizon and wonder if a banner might rise.

	I accepted the stillness.

	At one point, I laughed softly at nothing at all.

	The sound startled me.

	My wolf flicked an ear, amused. That’s new.

	“Yes,” I said. “It is.”

	The laugh faded, but the ease stayed.

	I thought about consequences then.

	Not in fear.

	In acceptance.

	I knew what it meant to walk freely now. I knew what it meant to be seen differently by wolves who whispered instead of challenged. I knew the palace wouldn’t ignore that forever.

	The crown did not like loose ends.

	“If they come,” I said quietly, “I won’t run.”

	My wolf pressed closer, solid and present. We’ll stand.

	“Yes,” I agreed. “We will.”

	Late afternoon bled into evening. Shadows lengthened. The air cooled.

	I moved toward higher ground without really thinking about why. Habit, maybe. Or instinct. From the rise, I could see a stretch of land that curved back toward known paths.

	Toward borders.

	I didn’t feel drawn there.

	I felt ready.

	I stood with my feet planted, spine straight but relaxed, and let the wind wash over me.

	This was who I was now.

	Not chosen.
 Not claimed.
 Not waiting.

	Just here.

	Alive.

	The scent hit me before the sound did.

	Clean. Structured. Too orderly for the wild.

	Royal.

	My breath slowed instead of catching.

	I closed my eyes for half a second and listened deeper.

	Boots.
 Metal.
 Control.

	Guards.

	Not far.

	I opened my eyes and turned slightly into the wind, jaw set, heart steady.

	I didn’t move away.

	I didn’t hide.

	I stood where I was as the scent of royal guards drifted closer.

	



	CHAPTER 16 — The Court Learned I Was Still Alive (Prince’s POV)

	The report reached me in the middle of something that should have mattered.

	A trade route. A border dispute. A name I barely listened to because my attention was already thinning, stretched tight by a restlessness I refused to name.

	The messenger waited until the room quieted. He didn’t look at me at first. That alone should have warned me.

	He cleared his throat.

	“My Prince,” he said. “We have confirmation.”

	I looked up.

	“Confirmation of what?”

	He hesitated. Just a beat too long.

	“That she survived.”

	The word she landed heavy and unmistakable.

	The room stilled.

	No one asked who he meant.

	I felt it before my wolf did—a sudden hollow drop in my chest, like the floor had given way beneath something I’d been standing on without realizing it.

	“That’s not possible,” I said.

	My voice came out even. Controlled. Prince-perfect.

	The messenger swallowed. “Multiple sightings. Border wolves. Independent packs. Same description. Same scent.”

	A murmur rippled through the court.

	“She had no supplies.”
 “No escort.”
 “She was ordered gone.”
 “She should have—”

	“Enough,” I snapped.

	Silence slammed down hard.

	I stood slowly, palms flat against the table. The polished surface felt too smooth, too cold. My fingers tingled like blood had rushed out of them all at once.

	“She was exiled,” I said. “Not executed.”

	“That’s the concern,” one elder said carefully. “Exile was meant to… remove the problem.”

	Problem.

	The word burned.

	My wolf surged hard enough to make my breath hitch.

	Alive, he snarled. She’s alive.

	Relief flared first.

	Sharp. Hot. Treacherous.

	Then panic followed so fast it made me dizzy.

	“No,” I said, more to myself than them. “She shouldn’t be seen.”

	The elder’s gaze sharpened. “Seen?”

	“She was supposed to disappear,” I corrected. “Quietly.”

	The room shifted again. Fear crept in now, thin and whispering.

	“Survival changes things,” another elder said.
 “Wolves talk.”
 “Stories spread.”

	I felt the truth of that settle deep.

	She wasn’t supposed to become a story.

	My wolf paced violently inside me, claws scraping against my ribs.

	You didn’t break her, he said. You let her go.

	I clenched my jaw until it hurt.

	“Where?” I demanded.

	The messenger glanced at the elders, then back at me. “Near the western borders. Close enough to be noticed. Far enough to be dangerous.”

	Dangerous.

	The word echoed.

	I straightened, forcing my posture back into place.

	“This doesn’t change anything,” I said. “The decision stands.”

	A pause.

	Then—quietly—“Does it?” someone asked.

	I turned sharply.

	The question hadn’t been defiant. It had been curious.

	That was worse.

	“She is no longer under royal protection,” I said. “She holds no title. No claim.”

	“But she lives,” the elder replied. “And living things have a way of… moving.”

	My stomach tightened.

	My wolf stopped pacing.

	She’s not yours anymore, he said.

	I ignored him.

	“She chose to leave,” I said.

	The lie tasted bitter.

	“She was ordered,” another voice corrected.

	The room held its breath.

	I felt sweat break along my spine. My hands curled into fists at my sides before I could stop them.

	“She survived,” I said slowly. “That doesn’t mean she matters.”

	The words landed wrong.

	Too forced.

	Too loud.

	My wolf snarled, panic threading his relief.

	You feel it, he said. You lost her.

	I swallowed hard.

	Power didn’t vanish all at once.

	It slipped.

	Quietly.

	Like sand through fingers clenched too tight.

	I saw it in the way the elders looked at me now. Measuring. Recalculating. Wondering if strength had turned into risk.

	“She’s unclaimed,” one murmured.
 “She’s visible.”
 “She’s no longer controlled.”

	The last word cut deepest.

	My chest tightened sharply, sudden and painful. I pressed a hand there without thinking, breath shallow.

	Regret surfaced then—not as thought, not as memory.

	As sensation.

	A dull ache spreading through my ribs. Heat in my throat. A strange tremor in my hands that I hid by clasping them behind my back.

	“She doesn’t threaten the crown,” I said.

	No one answered.

	Because they didn’t believe me.

	I saw it clearly then.

	Her survival wasn’t just defiance.

	It was proof.

	Proof that exile hadn’t erased her.

	Proof that my choice hadn’t ended her story.

	And proof that something I threw away had learned how to stand without me.

	Fear slid in cold and steady.

	Not fear of her.

	Fear of what she represented.

	“If she’s seen,” I said carefully, “she will draw attention. Questions.”

	“Yes,” the elder agreed. “And questions weaken certainty.”

	I nodded slowly.

	“Then we manage this,” I said. “Quietly.”

	My wolf stilled.

	You can’t cage what won’t kneel.

	I ignored him again.

	“Send scouts,” I ordered. “Not guards. Not banners.”

	The room leaned in.

	“Find her,” I continued. “Track her movements. Learn who’s noticed her.”

	“And then?” someone asked.

	I hesitated.

	Just a fraction too long.

	“And then,” I said, “we decide.”

	The room accepted that.

	But my wolf didn’t.

	As the court dispersed, murmurs following me like shadows, the truth pressed harder with every step.

	She was alive.

	She was free.

	And for the first time since the crown had touched my head—

	I wasn’t sure I could reach her.

	“Quietly,” I repeated to myself as I left the chamber.

	Behind me, my wolf whispered what I refused to say aloud.

	You should have been afraid of losing her.

	I gave the final order without looking back.

	“Find her,” I said.

	And hoped they wouldn’t.

	



	CHAPTER 17 — A Bond the Crown Couldn’t Control (Her POV)

	I felt him before I saw him.

	Not as scent. Not as sound.

	As quiet.

	The forest didn’t go still. It didn’t warn me the way it did when danger crept too close. Instead, something settled. The sharp edge I’d learned to live with dulled, just a fraction, like my body had exhaled before I told it to.

	I stopped walking.

	My wolf lifted her head inside me, ears forward.

	There, she said.

	“I know.”

	I didn’t turn right away. I didn’t want to. The last time a presence had felt familiar before I understood it, I had trusted it too easily. I had stood beside a crown and believed it would not crush me.

	I shifted my weight and listened.

	Footsteps. Measured. Unrushed. Close enough that if he wanted to be seen, he would be.

	He wasn’t hiding.

	That mattered.

	I turned slowly.

	He stood at the edge of the trees, far enough to give space, close enough that pretending not to see him would be a lie. The same man who had watched from a distance before. The one whose presence had not felt like threat or rescue.

	The one my wolf leaned toward without fear.

	My chest tightened.

	“Don’t,” I whispered under my breath.

	My wolf ignored me.

	He’s steady, she said. Not pulling. Not pushing.

	That scared me more than force ever had.

	I kept my voice even. “You’ve been following me.”

	He inclined his head slightly. Not submission. Acknowledgment.

	“Watching,” he said. “Not following.”

	“Same thing.”

	“Not to me.”

	I studied him. His stance was relaxed, hands open, weight balanced. No weapons drawn. No claim in his posture. He didn’t look at my injury first. He looked at my eyes.

	That, too, mattered.

	“I didn’t ask for company,” I said.

	“I know.”

	The word landed softly. No argument. No persuasion.

	Silence stretched between us. Not awkward. Not tense.

	Calm crept in despite me.

	I hated that.

	“Then why are you here?” I asked.

	“Because others are moving,” he replied. “And you felt it too.”

	My jaw tightened. “Royal guards.”

	“Yes.”

	The word carried no fear. Just fact.

	My wolf shifted closer to him inside me, curious and unguarded.

	He smells like ground, she murmured. Not walls.

	“Don’t,” I told her again, sharper this time.

	She flicked an ear at me and did it anyway.

	I took a step back without thinking.

	The calm faltered. Not gone. Just… tested.

	His eyes followed the movement, not offended.

	“I won’t cage you,” he said quietly. “I won’t decide for you.”

	I let out a short laugh. “They all say that.”

	He didn’t argue.

	“That’s why you don’t believe it,” he said.

	I crossed my arms, more to ground myself than to close him out. “You shouldn’t be here.”

	“And yet,” he replied, “you didn’t leave.”

	That stung because it was true.

	Something pulled—not sharp, not commanding. A thread tightening slowly, weaving itself where nothing had been before. It didn’t drag me toward him. It didn’t whisper promises.

	It aligned.

	My breath caught.

	“No,” I said. “I’m not doing this again.”

	He frowned slightly. “Doing what?”

	“Letting something choose me.”

	His gaze softened, not pitying. Understanding.

	“Then don’t,” he said. “Choose yourself.”

	That should have eased it.

	It didn’t.

	The connection strengthened anyway.

	Not because I wanted it.

	Because something inside me recognized something inside him and refused to look away.

	My wolf pressed fully forward, calm and certain.

	This isn’t the same, she said.

	“You don’t know that.”

	I do.

	Fear sparked then. Not of him.

	Of repetition.

	Of trusting something that felt right because I wanted it to, not because it was safe. Of waking one day to find I had bent again without noticing.

	I shook my head. “I won’t kneel. Not to you. Not to anyone.”

	He stepped back a pace, as if to prove a point.

	“Good,” he said. “Neither would I.”

	The forest shifted.

	A sound carried from the left—too heavy for prey. Too careless for wind.

	My senses sharpened instantly. The calm didn’t vanish.

	It focused.

	Royal guards moved through the trees, boots quiet but controlled, metal catching faint light. More than one. Spreading out.

	“They’re closer than before,” I said.

	“Yes.”

	“Why aren’t you worried?”

	He glanced at me, then toward the sound. “Because panic wastes time.”

	My wolf growled low, pleased.

	He thinks like us, she said.

	I swallowed.

	“I don’t want a bond,” I said. “I won’t wear another chain.”

	He looked back at me, eyes steady. “Then don’t.”

	The ground shifted underfoot as a branch cracked closer now. One of the guards cursed under his breath.

	The thread between us tightened.

	I felt it stabilize.

	Not flare.

	Not consume.

	Anchor.

	My heartbeat slowed even as danger closed in. My breathing evened. My injured knee steadied enough that I trusted it again.

	I stared at him, realization dawning sharp and unwelcome.

	“This isn’t about choice, is it?” I whispered.

	He didn’t answer.

	He didn’t need to.

	The bond—whatever it was—held fast as the guards moved into view, and in that moment of threat, it settled fully into place.

	

	



	CHAPTER 18 — I Would Stand Beside Her, Not Rule Her
 Rival Alpha’s POV

	The decision settled in me before I spoke it.

	Not as a surge. Not as instinct pretending to be fate. It landed the way truth does when you stop fighting it—quiet, heavy, impossible to set down once you’re holding it.

	I wasn’t going to rule her.

	I wasn’t going to cage her with protection that looked like control.

	I was going to stand beside her.

	The guards were closer now. I heard them clearly—boots careful, breaths measured, confidence wrapped tight around the assumption that they were still in charge of how this story ended.

	They were wrong.

	I shifted my stance slightly, not to block her, not to step in front of her like a shield she didn’t ask for. I stood level. Present. Visible.

	She noticed.

	Her eyes flicked to me, sharp and questioning. Not grateful. Not afraid.

	Good.

	“Don’t,” she said quietly. “If you move for me—”

	“I know,” I replied.

	My wolf leaned forward inside me, calm and certain.

	This is not possession, he said. This is alignment.

	“Yes,” I answered him. “It is.”

	The guards broke through the brush then, three of them spreading instinctively, hands near weapons, eyes scanning for threat.

	They found it.

	Me.

	Their surprise was brief but telling.

	“Alpha,” one said carefully. “This territory—”

	“Is not yours,” I finished for him.

	My voice carried without effort. Not loud. Not sharp.

	Final.

	They hesitated. They hadn’t expected me. They hadn’t expected resistance that didn’t snarl.

	One of them glanced at her, then back at me.

	“She’s under royal order,” he said. “We’re to escort her back.”

	I felt her stiffen beside me.

	I did not look at her.

	“No,” I said.

	The word landed clean.

	Silence followed. Thick. Uncomfortable.

	“You’re interfering,” another guard said. “This concerns the crown.”

	I turned my head slightly then, enough that they saw my eyes.

	“It concerns a living wolf,” I replied. “And she is not yours.”

	My warriors moved into position behind me without command. Four of them, spreading wide, not aggressive but undeniable.

	They had questions.

	I felt them buzzing under the surface, pressing at the edges of restraint.

	You’re choosing conflict, one of them said through the bond.

	“Yes,” I answered.

	For her?

	“For choice,” I corrected.

	The guards assessed quickly. Numbers. Distance. Risk.

	They weren’t here for a fight.

	They were here for obedience.

	“You’re challenging royal authority,” the first guard said.

	“No,” I replied. “I’m refusing it.”

	That mattered.

	I felt her then—not pulling, not leaning—but steady at my side. The connection between us held, firm and grounded, not flaring under pressure.

	My wolf acknowledged it fully now.

	She stands as her own, he said. And we recognize that.

	The guards shifted, uneasy.

	“This will be reported,” one warned.

	“Good,” I said.

	They backed away slowly, never turning their backs fully, pride bruised but intact.

	When they vanished back into the trees, the forest breathed again.

	My warriors didn’t relax.

	Neither did I.

	She turned to me then, eyes hard, searching.

	“You didn’t ask,” she said.

	“No,” I agreed.

	“And you didn’t claim.”

	“No.”

	Her jaw worked. “Why?”

	I met her gaze without flinching. “Because you’re not something to be claimed. And because protection given with strings is just another cage.”

	Something passed through her expression. Not relief.

	Recognition.

	My warriors stepped closer, finally breaking their silence.

	“You’re inviting war,” one said bluntly.

	“Yes.”

	“With the crown,” another added.

	“Yes.”

	They waited for more.

	I gave it to them.

	“She stands under my protection,” I said. “Not as territory. Not as leverage. As herself.”

	A pause.

	“And if she leaves?” one asked.

	“Then she leaves,” I replied. “And we do not follow.”

	That landed harder than any order.

	My wolf stood tall inside me, pride threading through his calm.

	This is right, he said.

	“Yes,” I answered.

	She didn’t thank me.

	She didn’t need to.

	The choice had been made—not over her, but with her present.

	I turned then, lifting my voice just enough that it would carry beyond the clearing, beyond the immediate borders.

	“Let it be known,” I said. “To every pack within reach of my land.”

	The air stilled, listening.

	“She stands under my protection.”

	I felt it ripple outward, not as command, but as declaration.

	And somewhere beyond the trees, beyond the quiet, the first answer shifted in the dark.

	

	



	CHAPTER 19 — The Night My Power Spoke First (Her POV)

	The ambush didn’t come with warning.

	No shouted challenge. No crack of a branch meant to draw my eyes the wrong way. It came the way hunters do when they think the prey has already accepted its place.

	Quiet. Close. Certain.

	I felt it a heartbeat before it happened. A shift in the air. The forest tightening like a held breath. My wolf rose inside me, not alarmed—ready.

	Now, she said.

	The first body hit the ground at my feet.

	A wolf lunged from the brush to my left, low and fast, aiming for my injured leg. I didn’t think. I didn’t step back. I turned and drove my elbow down hard, letting momentum do the work.

	Bone cracked.

	He went down with a sound that cut off too quickly.

	The second came from behind.

	I spun, breath sharp, hands open, and shoved.

	I didn’t shove hard.

	I shoved once.

	The air between us bent. Not visibly. Not dramatically. But it pressed, thick and unyielding, like the space itself had decided he would not move forward.

	He flew back anyway.

	Ten steps. Fifteen. He hit a tree and dropped, stunned and gasping.

	I froze.

	Not because I was afraid.

	Because I felt it.

	Heat surged up my spine, not burning—expanding. My heartbeat thundered once, twice, then slowed, heavy and deliberate, like something else had taken over the rhythm.

	“What—” someone started.

	There were more of them. Five. Six. Spread wide now, no longer careless.

	Royal guards.

	And others.

	Wolves from smaller packs. Ones who had watched me pass in silence. Ones who had whispered instead of mocked.

	They weren’t here to escort.

	They were here to end the uncertainty.

	I straightened slowly.

	My wolf stood tall inside me, no longer curled or cautious.

	Stop hiding, she said.

	“I didn’t mean to,” I whispered.

	You don’t get to choose that anymore.

	A guard stepped forward, sword half-drawn, eyes wide with something that wasn’t confidence.

	“Stand down,” he ordered. “You’re surrounded.”

	I looked at him.

	Not through him.

	At him.

	The words that came out of me weren’t planned. They weren’t loud. They weren’t shouted.

	“No,” I said.

	The sound carried.

	Not far.

	Deep.

	The ground under my feet vibrated faintly, like something had shifted beneath the surface.

	The guard staggered back.

	So did the wolves beside him.

	One dropped to a knee.

	Another followed.

	Then another.

	The forest went silent.

	Not empty.

	Listening.

	Fear replaced disbelief in their faces, fast and naked. No one laughed. No one challenged. No one moved.

	I felt it then—fully.

	Not a flare. Not a burst.

	A presence.

	My breath came steady. My hands didn’t shake. The heat settled into my bones, heavy and controlled, like it had always been there and I had finally stopped pretending it wasn’t.

	“I didn’t ask for this,” I said.

	No one answered.

	“I didn’t want to be seen.”

	Still no one moved.

	My wolf stepped forward inside me, confident and unafraid.

	They see you now, she said. And they understand.

	The guard who had ordered me to stand down swallowed hard. His sword slipped from his fingers and hit the ground with a dull thud.

	“Enough,” he said hoarsely. “We didn’t know.”

	I laughed once.

	It wasn’t kind.

	“You knew,” I said. “You just thought I’d stay small.”

	The air thickened again, responding to my voice without effort. Leaves shuddered. The earth hummed low, like it recognized the sound.

	Wolves bowed their heads.

	Some knelt fully.

	I stared at them, heart pounding—not with fear.

	With clarity.

	Hiding was over.

	I exhaled slowly and let my hands fall to my sides. The pressure eased but did not disappear. It waited, responsive.

	“Go,” I said.

	They didn’t need to be told twice.

	They backed away carefully, eyes never leaving me, reverence and terror tangled tight in their expressions. The ones who could stand helped the ones who couldn’t. No one spoke.

	When they were gone, the forest breathed again.

	I stood there alone, chest rising and falling, the aftershock of power humming under my skin.

	“What am I?” I whispered.

	My wolf didn’t answer with words.

	She pressed her presence outward, solid and sure.

	The ground beneath my feet warmed.

	And when I spoke again—quiet, unafraid—

	the land answered my voice.

	

	



	CHAPTER 20 — The Mate the Prince Couldn’t Reclaim (Her POV)

	The rumors reached me before the messengers did.

	They came on borrowed breath, carried by wolves who didn’t stop walking when they spoke. They came in half-finished sentences and broken glances. They came in the way fires went quiet when I passed and how conversations shifted, not away from me anymore, but toward me.

	“She made the ground answer.”
 “They knelt.”
 “Royal guards backed down.”
 “They say she didn’t raise her voice.”

	I didn’t correct them.

	I didn’t explain.

	I kept moving.

	By morning, the forest felt smaller. Not because it had changed—but because everyone inside it had adjusted where they stood.

	I noticed it when a scout from a neighboring pack approached our camp and stopped a careful distance away, palms open, chin lowered. He waited to be seen.

	“Speak,” the Rival Alpha said beside me.

	The man swallowed. “It’s spreading. Faster than we expected.”

	I watched his eyes flick to me and away again. Fear, yes. But something else too.

	Weight.

	“Say it,” I told him.

	“She’s become… a factor.”

	I almost laughed.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t. His jaw tightened.

	“Whose word?” he asked.

	“The court’s,” the scout replied. “Indirect. But clear.”

	My stomach settled instead of tightening.

	So this was how it happened. Not with chains. Not with guards dragging me back through gates I no longer recognized.

	With fear.

	With calculation.

	With the realization that exile had failed.

	I turned away from the scout and walked a few steps, needing space to breathe. The air felt charged now, alive with awareness. I could feel the land beneath my feet like a steady pulse.

	“They can’t unsee it,” I said.

	“No,” the Rival Alpha replied calmly. “They won’t try.”

	I looked at him then. He stood easy at my side, not looming, not guarding. Present. Unmoved.

	“They’ll come,” I said.

	“Yes.”

	“Not with kindness.”

	“No.”

	I nodded.

	Across the packs, the story sharpened. It changed shape depending on who told it, but the core stayed the same.

	The Prince’s mate had survived exile.
 The discarded one had not broken.
 The crown had misjudged.

	Some said I was dangerous. Others said I was inevitable.

	None said I was his anymore.

	That truth landed quietly and stayed.

	Later that day, a wolf from the eastern ridges arrived breathless, dirt-streaked, eyes bright with urgency.

	“They’re panicking,” she said without greeting. “The Prince especially.”

	I felt it then—not pain. Not longing.

	Distance.

	“He knows,” I said.

	“Yes,” she replied. “He knows you’re no longer… manageable.”

	The word slid off me like rain.

	“He wanted me small,” I said.

	The Rival Alpha’s voice stayed level. “He wanted certainty.”

	“And I became uncertainty,” I finished.

	That earned a low murmur of agreement from the wolves gathered nearby.

	I thought of the palace then—not with ache, but clarity. The stone halls. The careful words. The way power had always moved behind closed doors.

	I could never go back.

	Not because I wouldn’t be welcomed.

	But because I would never fit again.

	I turned to the Rival Alpha. “If I step forward now, it puts you in the path of the crown.”

	He didn’t hesitate. “I already stepped there.”

	“This won’t end quietly.”

	“No,” he agreed. “But it will end honestly.”

	I studied his face, searching for the hidden cost. I found none he wasn’t already willing to pay.

	“I won’t be claimed,” I said.

	“I know.”

	“I won’t kneel.”

	“I wouldn’t ask.”

	I exhaled slowly.

	That was it, then.

	The final door closed without ceremony.

	That evening, the message arrived.

	Not shouted. Not delivered with force.

	A white-cloaked emissary stopped at the edge of our camp and waited.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t move to meet him. I did.

	The emissary bowed—not deeply, but enough to acknowledge that things were not as they had been.

	“By order of the royal council,” he said, voice steady, “your presence is requested.”

	I tilted my head. “Requested?”

	“Yes.”

	I waited.

	“At dawn,” he added.

	The forest held its breath.

	I looked past him, toward the west where the palace lay unseen and irrelevant.

	“They finally learned my name again,” I said.

	The emissary did not respond.

	I turned back to the camp, to the wolves watching me not as rumor or threat, but as choice.

	“I will go,” I said quietly.

	Murmurs rose, uncertain.

	The Rival Alpha stepped closer. “You don’t have to.”

	“I know,” I replied. “That’s why I will.”

	I met his gaze. No apology. No doubt.

	“I choose myself,” I said.

	The words didn’t echo.

	They didn’t need to.

	Behind me, the emissary shifted, uneasy.

	“Dawn,” he repeated.

	I nodded once.

	At dawn, the royal council would demand my presence.

	And this time—

	I would not be standing where they left me.

	CHAPTER 21 — They Called Me Luna Without Permission (Her POV)

	It started before anyone said the word.

	I noticed it in the way wolves shifted when I stepped into the clearing at first light. Not dramatic. Not bowed heads or lowered eyes. Just space being made without request. Paths opening. Voices quieting the way they do when something larger than the conversation has entered it.

	I stopped walking.

	No one bumped into me.

	No one brushed past.

	That alone told me something had changed again.

	“Go on,” I said, gesturing lightly to a pair of wolves who had paused mid-step.

	They hesitated.

	Then moved—carefully, like they were unsure whether they were allowed.

	My stomach tightened.

	“I didn’t ask for this,” I muttered.

	My wolf stirred, alert but calm.

	They didn’t ask you either, she replied. They felt it.

	I crossed the clearing slowly, aware of every eye tracking me without staring. The Rival Alpha stood near the edge, arms loose at his sides, posture neutral. He didn’t move to meet me. He didn’t speak.

	He watched.

	That felt deliberate.

	A young wolf approached with a bundle of dried meat and water. He stopped a respectful distance away and held it out with both hands.

	“For the road,” he said.

	“I didn’t say I was leaving,” I replied.

	His ears flicked back. “Still.”

	I took the bundle, more to ease his nerves than because I needed it.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	He nodded and stepped back quickly, relief clear on his face.

	I turned toward the Rival Alpha. “Is this your doing?”

	He shook his head once. “No.”

	“They’re acting like—” I stopped myself.

	Like what?

	Like I belonged at the center.

	“I didn’t tell them anything,” he added. “I didn’t name you. I didn’t instruct them to defer.”

	“Then why are they doing it?”

	He held my gaze. “Because wolves recognize steadiness. Because you didn’t disappear when the ground moved. Because you stood.”

	I frowned. “That doesn’t make me—”

	A voice cut in, soft but clear.

	“Luna?”

	The sound of the word hit me like cold water.

	I turned slowly.

	An older female stood near the fire pit, gray threading her dark hair, eyes steady. She hadn’t bowed. She hadn’t flinched.

	She had spoken like the word already existed.

	“I—” My throat tightened. “No.”

	The word came out sharper than I intended.

	Silence fell hard.

	The female tilted her head, unoffended. “You don’t want it.”

	“I didn’t earn it,” I said. “And no one asked.”

	A murmur rippled through the clearing. Confusion. Curiosity. No challenge.

	My wolf lifted her head inside me, presence expanding without my permission.

	Names come when they come, she said. Not when you allow them.

	“I’m not ready,” I whispered back.

	You don’t have to claim it, she replied. It’s already hearing you.

	That scared me.

	I looked around at the wolves watching—not expectant, not demanding. Waiting.

	“I’m not your Luna,” I said clearly. “Not today. Not yet.”

	No one argued.

	The older female inclined her head slightly. “As you say.”

	The title didn’t vanish.

	It hovered.

	Unclaimed. Uncomfortable.

	The Rival Alpha said nothing. His eyes stayed on me, not assessing, not approving. Present.

	That mattered more than words.

	Movement stirred at the edge of the clearing then—different from before. Structured. Purposeful. The scent reached me seconds later, sharp and unmistakable.

	Royal.

	A line of riders emerged from the trees, banners furled but visible, armor clean, expressions tight. At their front rode a man in white and gold, posture rigid with practiced authority.

	He dismounted and stepped forward.

	“By order of the crown,” he announced, voice carrying, “you are commanded to submit.”

	The clearing went still.

	Every eye turned to me.

	My wolf stood tall inside my chest, unyielding.

	I met the envoy’s gaze without bowing.

	“No,” I said.

	The word settled into the ground.

	And stayed there.

	

	



	CHAPTER 22 — A Prince and an Alpha Wanted the Same Woman (Dual POV

	Her POV

	The air felt tight, like the moment before a storm broke.

	I stood between them without meaning to. Not because I wanted to be the center. Because the ground had chosen where I stopped, and my body listened.

	The Prince arrived with banners unfurled this time. No hiding. No whispers. Gold caught the light. Wolves moved with drilled precision around him, forming a shape that said authority before anyone spoke.

	Across from him, the Rival Alpha didn’t move at all.

	No banner.
 No crown.
 No display.

	Just land behind him and wolves who stood because they chose to.

	I felt it immediately—the imbalance. Not of power. Of certainty.

	The Prince looked at me first.

	Not the Alpha.

	Me.

	“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

	His voice was steady. Too steady. Like he’d practiced the words until they stopped shaking.

	I didn’t answer.

	The Rival Alpha shifted slightly beside me—not forward, not blocking. Present.

	That mattered.

	“You belong to the crown,” the Prince continued. “You always did.”

	Something in my chest loosened.

	Not pain.

	Distance.

	“I don’t belong,” I said quietly. “To anyone.”

	A murmur moved through the gathered wolves. Some leaned closer. Others stepped back. No one laughed.

	The Prince’s jaw tightened. “You were my responsibility.”

	“Was,” I replied.

	The word fell clean.

	Prince’s POV

	Seeing her like this was wrong.

	Not wounded.
 Not pleading.
 Not waiting.

	She stood like the ground had learned her shape and decided to keep it.

	And beside her stood him.

	No bow.
 No acknowledgement.
 No fear.

	My wolf snarled, furious and unsettled.

	She’s not standing with you.

	I ignored him and stepped forward one pace. Authority rippled outward with the movement. Wolves shifted instinctively, space clearing where I moved.

	“I invoke royal law,” I said. “She is to be returned to the palace immediately.”

	The words echoed.

	No one moved.

	I looked to the Rival Alpha. “You will stand aside.”

	He met my gaze without blinking.

	“No,” he said.

	Just that.

	The refusal hit harder than any shout.

	“You challenge the crown?” I demanded.

	He didn’t raise his voice. “I refuse to kneel.”

	The wolves behind him didn’t react.

	They didn’t need to.

	Fear flickered through the gathered packs—not of him.

	Of her.

	They felt it too. The way the air shifted around her. The way the ground hummed faintly underfoot, like it remembered something older than banners.

	My chest tightened.

	This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

	Rival Alpha’s POV

	The Prince spoke like power was something you could call into a room and expect it to obey.

	I’d learned a long time ago that real authority didn’t answer summons.

	It waited to be recognized.

	“She is not yours,” I said calmly. “She never was.”

	The Prince’s eyes flashed. “She was rejected under law.”

	I glanced at her—not for permission. For acknowledgment.

	She didn’t look back.

	Good.

	“That law failed,” I replied. “She survived it.”

	Murmurs rippled. The Prince stiffened.

	“You’re protecting a threat,” he said. “She destabilizes the realm.”

	I shrugged. “So does fear.”

	My wolf leaned forward, not aggressive. Certain.

	She stands above this.

	Yes. She did.

	The wolves felt it. I saw it in their posture. Heads lowering without command. Bodies angling toward her even as they watched the standoff.

	Instinct didn’t care about crowns.

	Her POV

	They talked around me like I wasn’t standing there.

	Like my life was a piece on a board they were negotiating over.

	I stepped forward.

	Both of them stopped speaking.

	That silence—instant and complete—sent a shiver through the crowd.

	“I didn’t come to be claimed,” I said. “I didn’t come to be returned.”

	The Prince opened his mouth.

	I raised my hand.

	He stopped.

	That scared him more than shouting ever could.

	“I choose where I stand,” I continued. “And I stand here because I decide to.”

	My wolf pressed outward, calm and unyielding.

	Enough.

	The land answered with a low, steady warmth beneath my feet.

	“I won’t kneel.”

	Prince’s POV

	The words hit like a verdict.

	Not loud.

	Final.

	My wolf recoiled, panic threading through his anger.

	She’s beyond you.

	“No,” I said, sharper than intended. “This isn’t finished.”

	I turned to the council members who had arrived behind me, their faces tight with calculation.

	“You will judge this,” I said. “At sunrise.”

	They nodded, relieved to have something solid to cling to.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t react.

	She didn’t either.

	That terrified me.

	Rival Alpha’s POV

	Sunrise.

	A neat word for a dangerous thing.

	I felt it then—the shift. Not toward peace. Toward decision.

	The Prince believed judgment would restore balance.

	He was wrong.

	Judgment would only reveal where balance already lived.

	I glanced at her one last time before the council withdrew to prepare their proclamation.

	She stood calm in the middle of it all, like the storm had learned her name and decided to wait.

	Her POV

	As the council’s voice carried across the clearing, formal and cold, I felt no fear.

	Just readiness.

	“At sunrise,” they announced, “judgment will be rendered.”

	I didn’t look away.

	Because this time—

	I wouldn’t be waiting to hear where I was allowed to stand.

	 


CHAPTER 23 — He Returned Wearing a Crown, Not Love (Prince’s POV)

	I told myself I had done the right thing.

	I had repeated it so many times that the words felt carved into bone instead of thought. Right thing. Necessary. For the realm. For stability. For the crown that now rested heavy on my head, its weight familiar enough that I no longer noticed it until moments like this—when it pressed down harder, as if reminding me what it had cost.

	I returned at dawn exactly as planned.

	Banners high. Armor polished. Authority arranged into clean lines that made sense on parchment and in council chambers. The kind of return that should have restored order simply by existing.

	It didn’t.

	The land didn’t respond to me the way it used to. Wolves watched, yes—but not with the automatic deference I expected. Their eyes slid past my crown too easily, drifting instead to the space where she stood.

	She didn’t move toward me.

	She didn’t move away either.

	That was worse.

	I stepped forward, boots striking the ground with measured force. The sound echoed, but it didn’t command attention the way it once had. I felt it immediately—a subtle resistance, like walking against a current I hadn’t noticed before.

	“She’s here,” my wolf murmured.

	Not triumphant.

	Uneasy.

	“Yes,” I answered silently. “She always was.”

	I saw the Rival Alpha first. He stood at her side, not claiming space, not guarding. Just there. As if he belonged beside her without having to prove it.

	Jealousy flared sharp and immediate.

	Not of his strength.

	Of his ease.

	He didn’t posture. He didn’t assert. He didn’t need to.

	The wolves around them reflected that. Calm. Alert. Oriented toward her without instruction.

	I hated that more than I hated the rumors.

	I lifted my chin and addressed the council members gathering behind me, my voice steady and clear.

	“I have returned to conclude this matter.”

	No one answered right away.

	The silence stretched longer than it should have.

	I turned my gaze to her then.

	She looked… different.

	Not dressed differently. Not styled. Different in a way that couldn’t be put back into its old shape. Her posture was relaxed, but grounded. Her eyes held mine without heat, without pleading, without hope.

	Distance lived there now.

	It cut deeper than anger ever could.

	I took another step forward.

	“I made a choice,” I said, because that was the only place I knew how to start. “One that burdened me as much as it did you.”

	Her expression didn’t change.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t move.

	My wolf shifted uneasily inside me.

	She’s not listening, he said.

	“She is,” I replied. “She has to.”

	I forced myself to keep going.

	“I chose duty,” I continued. “I chose the realm over impulse. Over weakness.”

	That word tasted wrong now.

	Weakness.

	I remembered how still she had stood in the court. How she had left without begging. Without breaking.

	If that was weakness, then the crown had taught me nothing.

	“You weren’t cast aside because you were unworthy,” I said. “You were removed because the position demanded sacrifice.”

	Still nothing.

	I felt sweat gather at the base of my neck beneath the crown. My grip tightened on the words I’d prepared, rehearsed, sharpened to sound reasonable.

	“You survived,” I added quickly. “That proves my faith in you wasn’t misplaced.”

	My wolf growled low.

	Listen to yourself.

	I ignored him.

	“This doesn’t have to stay broken,” I said. “What happened doesn’t erase what we were. I can reclaim—”

	The Rival Alpha moved then.

	Not aggressively.

	Not defensively.

	He shifted half a step closer to her.

	It was instinctive.

	The wolves responded without thinking.

	A ripple passed through them. Subtle. Protective.

	I felt it like a slap.

	“You overstep,” I snapped, finally letting some steel into my voice. “This does not concern you.”

	He looked at me calmly.

	“It concerns her,” he said. “Which means it concerns me.”

	The audacity of it stole my breath.

	“You stand beside her like you belong there,” I said.

	He didn’t deny it.

	That silence was an answer.

	My wolf lowered his head inside me.

	Kneeling, he admitted.

	I stiffened.

	“No,” I whispered back. “Not yet.”

	I turned back to her, heart pounding harder now. The crown felt heavier with every beat.

	“You don’t have to choose this,” I said. “You don’t have to stay here, among rumors and instability. Come back with me. We can restore what was lost.”

	There it was.

	The belief I had clung to like a lifeline.

	That reclaiming her would fix everything.

	That if she returned, the whispers would stop. The doubt would quiet. The land would settle back into familiar obedience.

	That she would fit again.

	Her gaze softened then.

	Not with forgiveness.

	With finality.

	And I knew, in that instant, that I had already lost.

	She stepped forward once.

	The wolves went still.

	The land seemed to lean in.

	My breath caught.

	This was it. The moment I had imagined a hundred different ways. Her anger. Her tears. Her demand for apology.

	I could have faced those.

	She didn’t give me any of them.

	She looked at me—not through me, not past me.

	At me.

	And she spoke one sentence.

	“I don’t belong to what you became.”

	CHAPTER 24 — I Refused the Throne That Rejected Me (Her POV)

	The silence after my words was heavier than any shout.

	“I don’t belong to what you became.”

	They hung in the air between us, simple and final, like a door closing without ceremony. No echo. No crack. Just a clean end.

	The Prince didn’t move.

	For a moment, neither did anyone else.

	I stood there with my hands loose at my sides, shoulders relaxed, breathing steady. My heart wasn’t racing. My throat wasn’t tight. I wasn’t bracing for impact.

	I had already stepped past the moment where fear lived.

	“You’re wrong,” the Prince said at last.

	His voice didn’t rise. It didn’t shake. It sounded the way it always had in court—controlled, certain, trained to sound like truth even when it wasn’t.

	“You’re reacting,” he continued. “To exile. To humiliation. Anyone would.”

	I tilted my head slightly, studying him the way I would study something that no longer fit.

	“No,” I said. “I’m responding.”

	A murmur moved through the gathered wolves. Not loud. Not defiant.

	Unsettled.

	“You were mine,” he said, more sharply now. “By bond. By law.”

	I nodded once. “You rejected that bond.”

	“I made a decision.”

	“Yes,” I replied. “And so did I.”

	His jaw tightened. His eyes flicked, just once, toward the Rival Alpha.

	Jealousy burned there. Naked. Uncontrolled.

	“You replaced me,” the Prince accused.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t answer.

	He didn’t move.

	He didn’t step in front of me or reach for me or challenge the accusation.

	He simply stayed where he was, letting the space between us remain mine.

	That mattered more than defense ever could.

	“I didn’t replace you,” I said. “I outgrew you.”

	That landed harder than anger.

	The Prince took a step back as if struck.

	The wolves felt it.

	I felt it in the way the air shifted, thickening around my ankles. In the way the ground beneath my feet warmed, subtle but undeniable.

	A wolf near the edge of the clearing dropped to one knee.

	Then another.

	Not because I commanded it.

	Because something in them recognized finality.

	“I’m offering you restoration,” the Prince said, forcing steel back into his voice. “A place. A crown. Everything you were meant to have.”

	The word meant slid past me without catching.

	“I was meant to kneel,” I said quietly. “I was meant to smile and be silent and accept scraps of power handed down like kindness.”

	I took one step forward.

	No one stopped me.

	“I was meant to disappear when I became inconvenient,” I continued. “And I didn’t.”

	The Prince’s breath hitched.

	“I won’t take a throne that only wants me when I’m dangerous,” I said. “I won’t wear a crown that rejected me when I was loyal.”

	I looked at him then—really looked.

	Not the Prince.

	The man who had chosen fear over truth.

	“You didn’t lose me when I survived exile,” I said. “You lost me when you decided love was weakness.”

	His wolf stirred visibly beneath his skin. I saw it in the way his shoulders tensed, in the way his gaze faltered.

	She’s gone, his wolf whispered loud enough that I felt it ripple through the air.

	I didn’t need to hear it.

	I already knew.

	Around us, wolves bowed their heads.

	Some fully knelt. Others lowered their eyes without understanding why. No order had been given. No title claimed.

	It wasn’t submission.

	It was acknowledgment.

	The Prince noticed it too.

	Panic crept into his expression, thin and sharp.

	“This is manipulation,” he said. “You’re turning them against the crown.”

	I shook my head slowly.

	“I’m not taking anything from you,” I replied. “I’m refusing you.”

	That broke something.

	I saw it in his eyes—the moment the truth finally settled.

	There was no path back.

	No reclaiming.

	No restoring what had been burned clean.

	“You don’t understand what you’re doing,” he said.

	“I understand exactly,” I answered. “I’m choosing myself.”

	The Rival Alpha remained silent.

	He didn’t nod.

	He didn’t smile.

	He let my words stand on their own weight.

	That was respect.

	I turned my body slightly, not away from the Prince, but away from the throne he represented.

	“I don’t want your crown,” I said clearly. “I don’t want your protection. I don’t want your permission.”

	The air vibrated faintly.

	The ground responded.

	Not violently.

	Not dramatically.

	Like a deep breath taken after holding it too long.

	The Prince staggered half a step, steadying himself as if the earth itself had shifted under him.

	For the first time, he looked small.

	“I refuse the throne that rejected me,” I said.

	The words sank deep.

	And beneath my feet—

	the ground answered my voice.

	



	CHAPTER 26 — Why the Crown Came Before My Mate (Prince’s POV)

	I did not step forward to claim her.

	That mattered.

	I felt the moment settle after her refusal, the way the air stopped trembling and became solid again, like ground after an earthquake chooses a new shape. The Prince stood where he had always stood—centered on what he believed power looked like. She stood where power actually lived now.

	Between them, there was no bridge left to burn.

	I watched her breathe.

	Steady. Even. Unafraid.

	My wolf lifted his head inside me, not bristling, not challenging.

	She stands, he said.

	“Yes,” I answered. “She does.”

	The wolves felt it. You could see it ripple through them—not confusion, not frenzy. Recognition. The kind that doesn’t need explanation. Backs straightened. Heads lowered. No one looked to me for direction.

	Good.

	I stepped forward then—not ahead of her, not in front of her.

	Beside.

	“I stand with her,” I said.

	The words carried without effort. Not loud. Not forced.

	They didn’t need to be.

	The Prince turned sharply, anger flashing hot and unguarded. “You dare declare allegiance against the crown?”

	I met his gaze without hostility. “I declare choice.”

	“That’s treason.”

	“No,” I replied. “That’s honesty.”

	Behind me, my warriors moved as one. Not aggressive. Not dramatic. They simply aligned themselves where I stood, boots settling into the earth with quiet finality.

	One of them spoke, voice calm. “We’re with you.”

	Another followed. “All of us.”

	Not a chant.

	A statement.

	My wolf acknowledged it with a low, satisfied hum.

	They follow because you did not force them, he said.

	“Yes,” I agreed. “That’s the only way it lasts.”

	I turned my attention back to her. She hadn’t looked at me yet. Not because she was unsure. Because she didn’t need reassurance.

	That, more than anything, told me I had chosen right.

	“I won’t claim you,” I said, loud enough for all to hear. “I won’t bind you to my name or my land.”

	The Prince scoffed. “Then what are you doing?”

	I didn’t look at him when I answered.

	“I’m committing,” I said. “Without ownership.”

	That silenced him.

	Ownership was the language he understood. Titles. Marks. Chains disguised as law.

	What I offered didn’t fit into any of that.

	“I offer loyalty,” I continued. “Not because you asked for it. Because you earned it.”

	Her head turned then.

	Our eyes met.

	No spark. No heat.

	Something steadier.

	She searched my face, looking for the trap that always hid behind generosity. I let her look as long as she needed.

	There was none.

	“I don’t need a ruler,” she said quietly.

	“I know,” I replied.

	“I don’t need a shield.”

	“I know.”

	“I don’t need a mate bond to justify standing beside me.”

	“I know.”

	A breath left her slowly.

	That was the moment.

	My wolf bowed his head inside me—not in submission, but in acknowledgment so deep it felt like bone.

	She carries rank, he said. Not given. Taken.

	“Yes,” I answered him. “And we recognize it.”

	The Prince saw it then. I could tell by the way his expression shifted—not to rage, but to something colder.

	Calculation.

	“You’re aligning yourself against the realm,” he said. “Against order.”

	I finally looked at him.

	“I’m aligning myself with truth,” I said. “And you should be afraid of that.”

	The words landed harder than threat.

	Around us, wolves began to kneel.

	Not all.

	Not together.

	One here. Another there. Some fully lowering themselves, others bowing their heads without knowing why their bodies insisted on it.

	She stiffened slightly at that.

	I saw it.

	And I moved—not to stop them, not to encourage them.

	To clarify.

	“Stand,” I said to the wolves.

	Several looked up, confused.

	“Stand,” I repeated. “She did not ask for this.”

	They obeyed immediately.

	Relief flashed through her eyes before she smoothed it away.

	That was trust forming.

	Slow.

	Careful.

	Real.

	I turned back to her. “You choose where this goes,” I said. “I won’t speak for you.”

	The Prince laughed sharply. “You’re handing her a war.”

	I didn’t deny it.

	“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

	War was coming whether we named it or not. The crown had been challenged. Not by violence.

	By survival.

	By refusal.

	By a woman who would not be returned to a place that had already decided she was expendable.

	My warriors shifted, ready. Calm. Grounded.

	They knew the cost.

	So did I.

	“Pack leaders will hear this by nightfall,” one of my warriors murmured to me. “The council will not let it stand.”

	“I know,” I replied.

	“Once we step across this line—”

	“There is no step back,” I finished.

	That wasn’t fear.

	That was acceptance.

	I looked at her again. “Whatever comes,” I said quietly, “I will not retreat.”

	She studied me, reading more than words. Weighing intent.

	“Why?” she asked.

	The question wasn’t suspicious.

	It was honest.

	I answered just as honestly.

	“Because you didn’t ask me to kneel,” I said. “You didn’t promise me power. You didn’t make yourself small to be chosen.”

	I paused, then added, “And because I won’t be the man who stands by while the crown tries to break what it couldn’t control.”

	Silence followed.

	Not empty.

	Decisive.

	I turned to the gathered packs, to the wolves who had followed whispers and instinct to this place.

	“Hear me,” I said. “She stands without a crown. Without claim. Without chain.”

	I looked back at her.

	“And I stand with her,” I finished.

	Then I did the thing no one expected.

	I lowered myself.

	Not fully. Not bowing my head in submission.

	I knelt on one knee beside her.

	Not beneath.

	With.

	My wolf settled into the motion like it had always been waiting for it.

	Unity, he said.

	“Yes,” I answered.

	Around us, the world held its breath.

	

	



	CHAPTER 27 — I Accepted the Power I Was Never Meant to Have (Her POV)

	It didn’t arrive with fire.

	That was the first thing I understood.

	No lightning split the sky. No voice thundered my name. No crowd gathered in neat lines waiting for me to claim something I had earned through blood or prophecy or ceremony.

	It came quietly.

	The same way truth always does.

	I felt it when I took a step forward and the wolves around me adjusted without thinking. Not bowing. Not retreating. Simply… aligning. Space opened where I moved. Breath slowed. Eyes lifted, then lowered again, uncertain why their bodies listened before their minds did.

	I stopped walking.

	They stopped too.

	My chest tightened—not with pride.

	With weight.

	“This isn’t right,” I whispered.

	My wolf lifted her head inside me, calm and solid.

	It’s real, she said.

	“I didn’t ask for it.”

	Neither did the land, she replied. But it answers anyway.

	I exhaled slowly and let my shoulders drop. The instinct to shrink—to step back, to soften myself so others would not feel threatened—rose out of habit.

	I pushed it down.

	Not with anger.

	With acceptance.

	I turned slightly and met the gaze of a young wolf standing nearest to me. His eyes were wide, not afraid, just… aware. Like something inside him recognized me before he understood why.

	“You don’t need to move,” I told him gently.

	He swallowed. “I know.”

	That scared me more than obedience ever could.

	I walked on.

	The path curved upward toward higher ground where the trees thinned and the sky opened wider. Wolves followed at a respectful distance, not because I commanded it, but because instinct told them to stay close enough to hear me if I spoke.

	I hated that.

	And I didn’t.

	Fear crept in slowly—not fear of power, but of responsibility.

	Leadership wasn’t glory.

	It was consequence.

	It meant every choice rippled outward. Every silence spoke. Every step set a direction whether I wanted it to or not.

	“I don’t want to be this,” I murmured.

	My wolf didn’t argue.

	You don’t want to rule, she said. But you already carry.

	There was a difference.

	I stopped at the crest and looked out over the land. Forest, valleys, winding paths that did not care about borders or banners. Wolves scattered below, moving, living, surviving.

	No throne waited for me here.

	No crown.

	Good.

	“I don’t belong to any of it,” I said. “Not the palace. Not the crown.”

	You belong to yourself, my wolf replied.

	“Yes,” I said. “And that’s what frightens them.”

	The Rival Alpha stood a short distance behind me, silent as promised. He didn’t move closer. He didn’t try to interpret my silence or fill it with reassurance.

	He trusted me to finish thinking.

	That mattered.

	“I’m afraid,” I admitted aloud.

	No one mocked me.

	No one spoke.

	The fear wasn’t weakness. It was clarity. It told me exactly what this would cost.

	“Being seen means being targeted,” I continued. “It means I won’t get to disappear again.”

	My wolf pressed close, steady and unafraid.

	You survived being invisible, she said. You’ll survive being known.

	I nodded slowly.

	The authority others felt from me wasn’t something I could refuse anymore. I understood that now. It wasn’t a crown you could toss aside. It wasn’t a title you could deny.

	It was presence.

	And presence demanded honesty.

	I turned back to the wolves gathered behind me.

	“I won’t lead you the way kings do,” I said. “I won’t promise safety or certainty.”

	Some shifted. Others leaned in.

	“I won’t decide your lives for you,” I continued. “And I won’t ask you to kneel.”

	A ripple passed through them—relief, surprise, something close to devotion that made my throat tighten.

	“But I won’t hide either,” I finished. “And I won’t pretend I’m small so others feel comfortable.”

	The ground warmed beneath my feet again, subtle but unmistakable.

	My wolf stood fully now, head high.

	Say it, she urged.

	I swallowed.

	“I will carry this,” I said. “Not because I want it. Because it’s already mine.”

	The words settled into the air like they had been waiting.

	Something shifted overhead.

	I felt it before I looked up.

	The Moon had climbed higher than it should have for the hour, pale and bright against the darkening sky. Clouds thinned around it unnaturally, as if pushed aside.

	A low hum rolled through the land—felt, not heard.

	Wolves stilled.

	Every head lifted.

	The Moonlight spilled down, stronger than before, washing over the clearing, over me.

	This time, it did not hide its attention.

	It reacted.

	Openly.

	And the night held its breath.

	

	



	CHAPTER 28 — The Moon Never Chose the Prince (Her POV)

	I left them behind without ceremony.

	No guards tried to follow. No wolves called after me. The clearing loosened as I walked away, like a held breath finally released. The night closed around me gently, branches parting, shadows deepening, the world narrowing to my steps and the sound of my own breathing.

	I didn’t go far.

	I stopped where the trees thinned and the ground dipped, a shallow hollow open to the sky. The Moon hung there, full and unhidden, brighter than it had any right to be. Light spilled down like water, cool and steady.

	I stood in it alone.

	No witnesses. No banners. No expectations waiting to be met.

	My shoulders dropped.

	The ache I hadn’t named finally surfaced—not sharp, not crushing. Just tired. Tired of being measured. Tired of being weighed against thrones and laws and choices made in rooms I was never meant to enter.

	“I didn’t plan this,” I said to the night.

	My voice sounded small without the crowd. Human.

	“I didn’t want to be seen.”

	The words drifted up and vanished.

	I waited for nothing.

	That was the difference now.

	I didn’t plead. I didn’t bargain. I didn’t ask to be spared or lifted or chosen. I simply stood there, letting the quiet settle into my bones.

	The Moonlight pressed against my skin, not hot, not cold. Present. It felt like hands resting on my shoulders—firm enough to be real, gentle enough to stay.

	My wolf shifted inside me, calm as stone.

	We’re steady, she said.

	“Yes,” I whispered. “We are.”

	I thought of the Prince then. Not with anger. Not even with regret. With clarity so clean it surprised me.

	He had never stood here.

	Not really.

	He had stood beneath ceilings and crowns and rules that told him who he was allowed to be. He had worn authority like armor and mistaken its weight for strength.

	The Moon had never touched him the way it touched me now.

	“I kept thinking it was my fault,” I said quietly. “That if I had been smaller, easier, quieter… he wouldn’t have turned away.”

	The light deepened.

	My heartbeat slowed.

	“That was never true,” I continued. “He didn’t choose the crown because I failed. He chose it because it asked less of him than I did.”

	The words settled without bitterness.

	They were just facts.

	The Moon responded—not with sound, not with vision. With pressure.

	A low, grounding force moved through my chest, down my spine, into the ground beneath my feet. The tremble I had learned to expect never came. No surge. No burn.

	Stability.

	My power—whatever it was—clicked into place like a door finally closing. Not locked. Secure.

	I breathed in, deep and slow, and felt nothing resist.

	“I don’t belong to any throne,” I said.

	The light held steady.

	“I don’t belong to any man’s rule.”

	The ground warmed faintly.

	“My life isn’t meant to prop up someone else’s crown.”

	The Moonlight brightened just enough that my shadow sharpened at my feet.

	I understood then—not as revelation, not as destiny spoken aloud.

	As release.

	Nothing had been taken from me.

	Nothing had been promised.

	There was no path I had missed. No future stolen by the wrong choice.

	The crown had never been my measure.

	I laughed softly, the sound startling in the quiet.

	“All this time,” I murmured, “I thought being rejected meant I was unchosen.”

	My wolf pressed closer, content.

	You were never theirs to choose, she said.

	I nodded.

	The truth settled fully, warm and unshakeable.

	My power didn’t rise anymore. It didn’t test the air or stir the earth. It rested, complete, like a river that had found its course and no longer needed to prove it could move stone.

	I stood there a long time, letting the Moon watch me without judgment.

	Then the sound came.

	Low. Distant. Wrong.

	A war horn.

	It cut through the night, sharp and unmistakable, echoing off the hills and into the trees.

	I lifted my head, eyes narrowing.

	The Moon didn’t fade.

	It watched.

	



	CHAPTER 29 — Preparing for the War the Crown Started (Her POV)

	The horn echoed again, closer this time.

	Not louder.

	Closer.

	That was worse.

	I didn’t rush back to the clearing. I didn’t run. Panic had a way of stealing authority before it ever reached the hands. I walked, steady and deliberate, letting my breath match my steps.

	By the time I emerged from the trees, they were already moving.

	Not chaotically.

	Waiting.

	Wolves stood in small clusters, half-geared, half-ready, eyes tracking every shift of shadow. Some checked weapons. Others checked each other. No one shouted orders.

	They looked at me.

	I felt it land—not like pressure, but like gravity.

	I stopped in the center of the clearing.

	Silence followed.

	Not forced.

	Instinctive.

	“How many?” I asked.

	A scout stepped forward immediately. Young. Dirt on his face. Fear tucked tight behind discipline.

	“Three horns,” he said. “Different directions. Not all royal.”

	I nodded once.

	“So they’re testing,” I said. “Not charging.”

	The words settled like truth, not speculation.

	The Rival Alpha moved to my side, not ahead of me. He waited.

	That mattered.

	“We don’t scatter,” I continued. “We don’t chase noise.”

	Several wolves straightened, relief flickering through them.

	“They want us reactive,” I said. “We stay anchored.”

	A murmur of agreement moved through the ranks.

	I lifted my gaze and met the eyes of a group near the eastern edge—hunters, lean and restless.

	“You,” I said, pointing lightly. “High ground. Quiet. Watch for signal fires or movement that doesn’t belong.”

	They nodded and moved immediately.

	No argument.

	No question.

	Fear stirred low in my stomach then—not because they obeyed.

	Because it worked.

	I turned next to the older wolves, those who had seen skirmishes before, scars half-hidden under fur and armor.

	“You guard the inner paths,” I said. “Not the borders. If they’re inside already, that’s where it matters.”

	One of them hesitated. “And if they push through?”

	I met his gaze evenly. “They won’t.”

	Confidence wasn’t loud.

	It was contagious.

	He inclined his head and moved.

	The Rival Alpha finally spoke, voice calm. “What do you need from me?”

	Not what should I do.

	What do you need.

	I exhaled slowly.

	“Hold the west,” I said. “Not aggressively. Just… present.”

	A corner of his mouth lifted, not smiling. Understanding.

	“They won’t expect that,” he said.

	“No,” I replied. “They expect you to act like an alpha.”

	His wolf stirred, amused and proud.

	“I’ll disappoint them,” he said, and went.

	I turned again, scanning the clearing. Wolves moved with purpose now, flowing into roles without being assigned. Some prepared medical packs. Others reinforced paths. A few younger ones hovered uncertainly, waiting.

	I caught their attention.

	“Stay close to the elders,” I said. “And listen.”

	They relaxed instantly.

	That was when I felt him.

	The Prince stood at the far edge of the clearing, half-hidden by shadow and distance. He wasn’t surrounded by guards this time. No banners. No formal lines.

	Just him.

	Watching.

	He looked smaller than I remembered.

	Not weak.

	Just… late.

	Our eyes met across the space.

	He didn’t approach.

	He didn’t call out.

	For the first time, he didn’t know where to stand.

	Fear tightened briefly in my chest—not of him, but of memory. Of the part of me that used to look to him for direction.

	I let it pass.

	He had chosen the crown.

	Now he got to watch what it cost.

	I turned away without another glance.

	“Medic,” I said.

	A wolf stepped forward immediately.

	“Set up here,” I instructed, tapping the ground near the center. “If anyone goes down, I want them carried inward, not out.”

	“Yes,” she said.

	My wolf stood tall inside me, steady as stone.

	You’re not flinching, she observed.

	“I am,” I admitted. “I’m just not moving.”

	Fear was there. Of course it was. War didn’t stop being war because you accepted it.

	But fear didn’t get to drive.

	I raised my voice—not shouting, just enough to carry.

	“No one advances unless ordered,” I said. “No one breaks formation to prove bravery. We protect each other. That’s the priority.”

	Heads nodded. Spines straightened.

	The horn sounded again—much closer now.

	A scout burst from the treeline, breath ragged, eyes wide.

	“They’re already inside,” he said. “Southern ridge. Small units. Moving fast.”

	The clearing went utterly still.

	I felt the weight of every gaze turn toward me.

	I didn’t hesitate.

	“Signal the west,” I said. “Quietly.”

	The scout ran.

	I squared my shoulders.

	“Positions,” I said calmly. “This ends now.”

	And the war the crown started finally showed its teeth.

	



	CHAPTER 30 — A Luna at the Center of Royal War (Dual POV)

	The Moon changed.

	Not slowly.

	Not the way it had before, creeping brighter when it noticed me, watching without asking anything in return.

	This time it flared.

	The light cut through smoke and shadow like a blade, sharp and white, washing over blood-soaked ground and frozen bodies alike. Wolves shielded their eyes. Steel gleamed too bright. The night recoiled.

	I felt it hit my skin like pressure.

	Not heat.

	Weight.

	My breath hitched. My knees bent for half a second before I caught myself. The ground steadied me, but the pull didn’t fade.

	It tightened.

	Something’s wrong, my wolf said, voice strained. Too much. Too fast.

	“I know,” I whispered.

	Around me, the fight staggered into an uneven pause. Not because anyone ordered it. Because instinct screamed louder than commands.

	They felt it too.

	The Prince turned sharply toward me, eyes wide, crown catching the Moonlight until it looked like it burned. The Rival Alpha froze mid-step, blood on his arm, gaze snapping to my face.

	They both knew.

	Not what.

	That something had reached for me.

	My chest hurt.

	Not from wounds. From pressure building behind my ribs, like my heart was being asked to move somewhere it didn’t belong.

	“No,” I said under my breath.

	The Moon didn’t care.

	The light pressed harder, sinking through skin and bone until it wrapped around my spine. I felt stretched between moments—what had been, what could be—and the space between them hurt.

	We can’t hold both, my wolf said, panic bleeding through her calm for the first time. We can’t.

	“Stop,” I whispered. “Please.”

	The word tasted wrong. Like something I no longer had the right to say.

	The Prince took a step toward me.

	“Wait,” he said. Not commanding. Not pleading.

	Afraid.

	I hadn’t heard that tone from him before.

	“You don’t have to do this,” he added. “Whatever it is—you don’t have to decide it now.”

	Liar.

	He felt it too. The same pull. The same demand.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t move closer. He knew better. His jaw tightened, breath shallow, eyes locked on mine like he was bracing for a blow he couldn’t block.

	He’s ready to lose, my wolf said. The other isn’t.

	That wasn’t comfort.

	That was weight.

	I staggered a step back, clutching my chest. The light followed. It didn’t let go.

	“I didn’t ask for this,” I said aloud, voice breaking against the noise of the battlefield. “I didn’t agree to be judged like this.”

	The Moon brightened again.

	The world narrowed.

	I felt the past tug hard—memories like hooks. The palace halls. The crown. The certainty of structure, even when it was cruel. The safety of knowing what was expected, even when it broke me.

	Then the present pulled back.

	Blood. Dirt. Wolves standing because they chose to. The Rival Alpha bleeding without complaint. Land that answered me without demanding obedience in return.

	My wolf cried out inside me, torn.

	If we choose wrong—

	“We lose everything,” I finished for her.

	The Prince reached out.

	Not touching.

	Hovering.

	“Look at me,” he said. “You know what happens if you don’t end this.”

	“I do,” I said hoarsely.

	If I chose him—order. Crown. War contained. Me contained.

	If I chose the other—freedom. Fire. War that would not stay polite.

	If I refused—everything would tear apart anyway.

	The Moon pulsed.

	Hard.

	The pain spiked so sharp I gasped, dropping to one knee. Hands slammed into the dirt. The ground vibrated in answer, distressed.

	“Enough,” the Rival Alpha snapped—not at me.

	At the sky.

	“Don’t force her,” he said, voice raw. “She’s already carrying too much.”

	The Moon did not answer him.

	It answered me.

	The pull centered. Focused. No longer everywhere.

	Inside my head.

	One word pressed in, heavy and undeniable, like it had always been there and I had just stopped running from it.

	Choose.

	



	CHAPTER 31 — The Choice the Moon Demanded (Her POV)

	The Moon burned.

	Not shone. Not watched.

	Burned.

	It flooded the battlefield with white light so sharp it stripped color from blood and bark and fur alike. Shadows collapsed inward, flattened against the ground, leaving nowhere to hide—not bodies, not fear, not hesitation.

	I felt it before I looked up.

	Pressure slammed into my chest like a second heart had started beating there, out of rhythm with my own. My breath stuttered. My knees bent. For a moment, the only thing keeping me upright was the ground gripping my feet like it refused to let me fall.

	“No,” I whispered.

	The word came out thin. Almost lost.

	The Moon didn’t listen.

	It pulled.

	Not toward the sky. Not toward power.

	Toward a decision.

	I clutched my chest, fingers digging into fabric like I could grab the feeling and tear it out of me. The pull tightened anyway, dragging at something deeper than muscle or bone. It reached into the place where I had been holding everything apart—past and present, loss and becoming—and started forcing them together.

	This is wrong, my wolf said, panic bleeding into her voice for the first time since I’d known her. This is too much.

	“I know,” I breathed.

	She paced inside me, frantic now, claws scraping.
 We can’t hold both, she said. We can’t keep standing in the middle.

	The battlefield had slowed to a broken crawl. Wolves moved like they were underwater. Steel rang once, then stopped. Even the screams dulled, like the world itself was holding its breath.

	I felt eyes on me.

	Too many.

	The Prince stood a short distance away, blood streaking his armor, crown still on his head. His face had lost its command-mask completely. Fear sat there naked, unhidden, eyes locked on me like I was the only thing keeping the world from splitting open.

	The Rival Alpha stood on my other side, closer than before but not touching. His jaw was tight, his shoulders rigid, as if he were bracing against a storm he could not block.

	They both felt it.

	Not the power.

	The hesitation.

	“You don’t have to decide now,” the Prince said, voice rough. “Whatever this is—you don’t owe it to anyone.”

	A lie.

	He knew it.

	I knew it.

	The Moon flared brighter, like it heard him and disapproved.

	Pain spiked behind my eyes. I hissed and dropped to one knee, palms slamming into dirt already dark with blood. The ground vibrated, unsettled, answering my distress without being told to.

	“I didn’t ask for this,” I said aloud, voice shaking despite my effort to keep it steady. “I didn’t choose to stand here.”

	The Moon pressed harder.

	Inside my chest, something stretched thin, pulled from both sides.

	The past tugged first.

	The palace halls. Stone floors cold under bare feet. The weight of expectation. The comfort of structure, even when it was cruel. The Prince as he had been before fear hollowed him out—before the crown mattered more than truth.

	Safety wrapped in rules.

	Then the present yanked back.

	Blood. Dirt. Wolves choosing to stand because they wanted to, not because they were told. The Rival Alpha bleeding beside me without complaint, refusing to step in front of me, refusing to decide for me.

	Freedom wrapped in risk.

	My wolf cried out, torn.

	If we choose one, she said, voice cracking, we lose the other.

	“And if I choose neither?” I whispered.

	Everything breaks, she answered.

	The Prince took another step toward me, slow, careful, like approaching something wild.

	“You don’t have to carry this alone,” he said. “Let me help you.”

	Help.

	The word burned.

	Help had always come with conditions.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t move. He didn’t speak. He didn’t reach for me.

	He trusted me to finish this thought without interference.

	That trust cut deeper than any plea.

	My hands shook against the ground. My breath came shallow, sharp.

	I saw it then—clear and merciless.

	If I chose the Prince, the war would narrow. The crown would close ranks. Order would return.

	And I would disappear again.

	If I chose the Rival Alpha, the war would spread. The crown would not forgive. Blood would follow.

	And I would remain.

	If I refused to choose at all, the Moon would force the issue another way.

	Through destruction.

	Through loss.

	Through something I would never recover from.

	“I’m afraid,” I admitted.

	The words tasted raw and honest.

	The Moon didn’t soften.

	It didn’t comfort.

	It demanded.

	The pull centered, no longer dragging from everywhere at once. It focused into a single point behind my eyes, heavy and absolute.

	My vision blurred. Tears burned but didn’t fall.

	Then the word pressed into my mind.

	Not spoken.

	Imprinted.

	Choose.

	



	CHAPTER 32 — He Begged Without a Crown to Hide Behind (Prince’s POV) 

	The crown felt wrong the moment the Moon flared.

	Not heavy. Hollow.

	Like it had always been an echo and I’d mistaken it for a voice.

	The battlefield stalled in a way I’d never seen. Wolves froze mid-motion. Steel hovered where it should have struck. Light pressed down until the night felt thin, stretched, close to tearing.

	And there she was.

	On one knee.

	Hands in the dirt.

	The Moon pulling at her like it wanted something I had no right to offer.

	My chest broke open.

	Not cracked.

	Broken.

	I took a step toward her without thinking and felt the crown shift, unbalanced. The sound it made against my brow was small. Pathetic. I hated it.

	“Stop,” I said.

	Not as a command.

	As a plea.

	My voice didn’t sound like mine anymore. It came out rough, scraped raw by fear I’d buried too long to recognize when it finally rose.

	“You don’t have to decide like this,” I said. “Not here. Not under this.”

	She didn’t look at me.

	That hurt worse than if she had.

	The Rival Alpha stayed where he was. Blood darkened his sleeve. He didn’t block me. He didn’t advance.

	He trusted her.

	I had never done that.

	The truth landed hard and final.

	“I’m sorry,” I said.

	The word tasted thin. Inadequate. It should have come years ago, when it might have meant something.

	I took another step. Someone shouted a warning I didn’t hear. The Moonlight pressed harder, making my eyes ache, my head swim.

	“I’m sorry,” I said again, louder now. “For all of it.”

	She flinched.

	Not toward me.

	Toward the sound.

	That was worse.

	“I told myself it was duty,” I continued, the words spilling now that the dam had broken. “I told myself love was a weakness kings couldn’t afford.”

	My wolf made a sound inside me—low, broken.

	Kneeling, he said.

	“Yes,” I answered him. “You should have done it sooner.”

	“I told myself you would understand,” I said. “That you’d forgive me once the realm was stable. That you’d come back because that’s what mates do.”

	I laughed once. It came out sharp and ugly.

	“I never asked what you wanted.”

	Her shoulders shook—not with sobs.

	With strain.

	“I was afraid,” I said.

	There it was.

	Not duty.

	Not law.

	Fear.

	“I was afraid of losing control,” I continued. “Afraid of being seen as weak. Afraid of what the council would say if I chose you over the crown.”

	The Moon pulsed again. My vision blurred at the edges.

	“I chose the crown because it didn’t ask me to be brave,” I said. “It just asked me to be cruel.”

	My wolf lowered his head fully then, posture collapsing inward.

	We failed her, he said.

	“Yes,” I replied. “We did.”

	I reached up slowly and lifted the crown from my head.

	The metal was cold.

	Lifeless.

	I held it out in front of me like an offering I didn’t deserve to make.

	“I don’t want it,” I said hoarsely. “If giving it up means you live—if it means this stops—I’ll do it.”

	She turned her head then.

	Not fully.

	Just enough that I saw her eyes.

	There was no hope in them.

	No relief.

	Just understanding so complete it gutted me.

	“I know you may never forgive me,” I said. “I know I don’t deserve it.”

	The battlefield breathed again around us, uneasy, waiting.

	“But I’m asking anyway,” I finished. “Not as your Prince. Not as your king.”

	I swallowed hard.

	“As the man who was too afraid to love you when it mattered.”

	The Rival Alpha’s jaw tightened. He didn’t interrupt.

	He didn’t need to.

	The Moonlight shifted—sharper now, like it had focused.

	Her breath hitched.

	I saw pain cross her face—real pain, not the controlled kind she wore like armor.

	And then it happened.

	A horn sounded again.

	Closer.

	Wrong.

	Someone screamed from the left. Not surprise.

	Warning.

	“Archers!” a voice shouted.

	I turned just as movement burst from the trees—dark figures breaking from cover, weapons raised, eyes fixed on one target.

	Her.

	They had seen it.

	The Moon.

	The pause.

	They understood the moment for what it was.

	A weakness.

	“No!” I shouted.

	My body moved before my mind could catch up. Training. Instinct. Something left of honor clawing its way out of the wreckage.

	I stepped into the path.

	Steel sang.

	Pain exploded across my shoulder as something struck hard, driving me back a step. I didn’t fall. I didn’t stop.

	I raised my arm, braced, and took the second blow full-on.

	The world tilted.

	Blood ran hot and fast.

	But she was still standing.

	And for the first time since I had put on the crown—

	I didn’t hide behind it.

	



	CHAPTER 33 — The Alpha Who Never Threw Me Away (Her POV)

	The noise rushed back in all at once.

	Steel. Breath. Pain. Orders breaking and reforming in the air like shattered glass. The pause the Moon had forced snapped, and the battlefield surged forward again as if it had been waiting for permission.

	I didn’t stumble this time.

	I stood.

	The pull in my chest didn’t vanish, but it settled—no longer tearing me in opposite directions. The pressure aligned, like something heavy had finally been set where it belonged.

	My wolf lifted her head, calm returning in a single, steady breath.

	We know, she said.

	“Yes,” I whispered. “We do.”

	The Rival Alpha moved at my side as the line reformed. Not ahead. Not shielding. Matching my pace without looking at me for approval. Blood streaked his arm, dark and wet, but his stance never wavered.

	A royal unit broke through the smoke to our right. I turned at the same moment he did.

	We didn’t speak.

	We didn’t have to.

	I stepped left. He stepped right. We crossed paths, backs brushing for half a heartbeat, then struck in opposite directions. My hand connected with a throat. His blade disarmed another. Two bodies fell almost together.

	Not dominance.

	Balance.

	Wolves noticed.

	I felt it ripple outward—heads turning, bodies adjusting, movement syncing without command. The chaos didn’t disappear, but it organized around us like water finding channels.

	Together, my wolf said.

	“Yes.”

	A wolf stumbled near my feet, clutching his side, blood slicking his fur. I caught his arm before he hit the ground.

	“Stay with me,” I said, voice low and steady. “Breathe.”

	He did.

	I hauled him back two steps and handed him off without looking. Someone took him. Someone always did now.

	I didn’t have to shout orders.

	They were already listening.

	The Rival Alpha fought beside me through the next push, blade flashing, movements efficient and controlled. He didn’t bark commands. He didn’t posture.

	He trusted the wolves to see what needed doing.

	They did.

	The Prince flashed through my vision once—farther back now, pressed into a defensive knot, crown askew, eyes tracking me even as he fought. He looked lost.

	Not because the fight was too much.

	Because it wasn’t his anymore.

	I felt no satisfaction in that.

	Only certainty.

	A roar cut through the din as an enemy alpha surged forward, larger than the rest, armor marked with rank. He slammed into our line with brute force, sending two wolves sprawling.

	I stepped forward before anyone else could.

	The Rival Alpha moved with me.

	The enemy alpha sneered when he saw us side by side. “Which one of you leads?” he demanded.

	I didn’t answer.

	I stepped in.

	The first blow glanced off my shoulder. Pain flared bright, then faded into the background as my power flowed—not erupting, not straining.

	Free.

	I struck back with my palm, intent clear and focused. The air compressed. He staggered.

	The Rival Alpha didn’t capitalize.

	He waited.

	I moved again, faster now, my wolf and body aligned perfectly. I felt the land under my feet, solid and responsive, lending me stability without demand.

	I drove my elbow into the alpha’s chest. He flew back, skidding through dirt and blood before crashing into a fallen log.

	The line roared.

	Not with frenzy.

	With belief.

	I stood over the fallen alpha, breathing even, heart steady. My power didn’t flicker or spike. It flowed like it had always wanted to, unafraid of itself.

	This was what had been waiting.

	Not a crown.

	Not permission.

	Choice.

	I turned back toward the fight. The Rival Alpha met my gaze for a brief second, something fierce and quiet passing between us.

	No claim.

	No promise.

	Just trust.

	Wolves surged forward together, closing gaps, driving the enemy back step by step. The battlefield shifted, momentum bending toward us like grass in wind.

	Then a voice rang out, sharp and commanding.

	“Enough!”

	The enemy leader pushed forward through his own ranks, armor marked, presence heavy. He stopped a few paces from me, eyes locking on mine.

	“This ends with you,” he said.

	The world seemed to narrow around us.

	I felt it in my chest—not fear.

	Readiness.

	My wolf stood tall, calm and unflinching.

	We are not alone, she said.

	I met the leader’s gaze without blinking.

	“Then come,” I replied.

	And the battlefield held its breath.

	



	CHAPTER 34 — The Battle That Ended His Royal Claim (Dual POV)

	Her POV

	The enemy leader moved like he had already decided how this would end.

	No rush. No wasted motion. He circled once, slow and deliberate, eyes never leaving mine. Around us, the battle thinned into pockets of motion and sound, but the space between us cleared without anyone saying a word.

	Wolves felt it.

	This wasn’t another clash.

	This was an ending.

	“You shouldn’t exist,” he said. “Not like this.”

	I didn’t answer.

	My wolf didn’t snarl. She didn’t tense.

	She stood.

	Now, she said.

	We moved at the same time.

	He was faster than the others. Stronger. His strike came low, brutal, aimed to break my leg and finish it fast. I twisted, barely clearing it, pain screaming up my side as his blade caught flesh instead of bone.

	I hissed but didn’t fall.

	I struck back, palm open, pushing power forward instinctively. He staggered but stayed upright, boots digging furrows into the ground.

	“You’re still learning,” he snarled.

	He surged again.

	I saw it then—the opening, the angle, the risk.

	I took it.

	Too slow.

	Steel flashed. Pain exploded across my ribs, white and blinding. I felt myself lift, then slam into the ground hard enough to knock the air from my lungs.

	I couldn’t breathe.

	The world tilted.

	Blood filled my mouth, hot and metallic. My vision dimmed at the edges, sounds warping into distant echoes.

	Get up, my wolf urged, panic sharp. Get up—

	I tried.

	My body didn’t answer.

	Boots pounded closer. A shadow fell over me.

	The enemy leader raised his weapon.

	I thought—briefly, absurdly—So this is how it ends.

	Then something slammed into him from the side.

	Rival Alpha’s POV

	I saw her fall.

	Everything in me snapped.

	Not rage.

	Focus.

	I hit the enemy leader full-force, shoulder to chest, driving him away from her with a sound like colliding stone. His blade carved across my back as we went down, fire ripping through muscle.

	I didn’t stop.

	I rolled, came up on one knee, blade already moving. He turned on me with a snarl, eyes bright with triumph.

	“You’ll die for her,” he said.

	“Yes,” I replied, breath ragged. “If I have to.”

	He struck again. I blocked too slow. Steel bit deep into my side. My vision went white for a heartbeat.

	I stayed standing.

	Behind me, I felt her—faint, flickering, but still there.

	Hold, my wolf commanded.

	I did.

	I took another blow. Then another. Each one burned. Each one stole something I wouldn’t get back.

	But it bought time.

	And time was all she needed.

	Her POV

	Sound rushed back first.

	My name—shouted, raw.

	The Rival Alpha.

	Pain followed, flooding in waves so strong I screamed despite myself. My chest felt crushed. Every breath scraped.

	I forced my eyes open.

	He stood between me and death, blood soaking his side, posture still unyielding. The enemy leader circled him now, amused, cruel.

	Something inside me broke.

	Not shattered.

	Aligned.

	My power surged—not outward, not wild.

	Up.

	I pushed myself onto my elbows, then my knees. The ground shook faintly in answer, distressed and angry.

	“Get away from him,” I said.

	My voice sounded wrong.

	Deeper. Clearer.

	The enemy leader laughed. “Or what?”

	I stood.

	Pain screamed through my body, but it didn’t stop me. My wolf moved with me, perfectly synced, fear burned away until only certainty remained.

	I stepped forward.

	The land answered.

	Not with violence.

	With obedience.

	The ground beneath the enemy leader cracked, splitting just enough to throw him off balance. He stumbled, shock flashing across his face.

	I raised my hand.

	Not clenched.

	Open.

	“This ends,” I said.

	Power poured through me—not burning, not tearing.

	Complete.

	The air pressed down. Wolves froze. Weapons fell from numb fingers. The enemy leader dropped to one knee, gasping, eyes wide with something that finally looked like fear.

	I stepped closer, vision steady despite the blood dripping from my side.

	“No more,” I said.

	The power obeyed.

	It slammed outward in a controlled wave, not striking bodies but will. The enemy line buckled as one, wolves dropping, weapons clattering, resistance evaporating like mist under sun.

	Silence fell.

	Absolute.

	I swayed.

	Hands caught me before I hit the ground.

	Prince’s POV

	I didn’t think.

	I moved.

	Pain screamed through my shoulder, my side, everywhere I’d already been wounded, but I reached her and held her upright, one arm braced around her back as her weight sagged.

	“She’s bleeding out,” someone shouted.

	I ignored them.

	I looked at her face—pale, jaw clenched, eyes still blazing even as her body faltered.

	“I’ve got you,” I said hoarsely.

	She didn’t look at me.

	That was fair.

	I pressed my hand to her wound, blood slicking my fingers, doing what little I could.

	For the first time since the crown touched my head, I wasn’t thinking about the realm.

	Only her.

	Around us, the battlefield remained frozen. Wolves stared. Enemies knelt or lay still. No one dared move.

	The war was over.

	Not because of treaties.

	Because she had ended it.

	Her POV

	I felt them before I saw them.

	Eyes.

	Hundreds of them.

	Waiting.

	Judging.

	The enemy leader lay on the ground, defeated but alive. The Rival Alpha knelt beside me now, breathing hard, blood dark against the earth. The Prince supported me, his grip firm despite the tremor running through him.

	The silence stretched.

	Heavy.

	Expectant.

	My wolf stirred, calm and vast.

	They’re waiting, she said.

	I lifted my head slowly, meeting the sea of faces turned toward me.

	All eyes were on me.

	For judgment.

	

	



	CHAPTER 35 — I Took the Power He Lost by Choosing the Crown (Her POV)

	The silence didn’t break all at once.

	It settled.

	Like ash after fire. Like breath after screaming. Like the moment your body realizes it is still alive and doesn’t know what to do with that fact yet.

	I stood where the battle had ended, blood drying on my skin, pain pulsing in slow waves instead of sharp ones now. Wolves moved carefully around the clearing, helping the wounded, disarming those who had surrendered, lifting bodies that would never rise again.

	No one rushed me.

	No one touched me without asking.

	That told me everything.

	The Rival Alpha stayed close, not holding me up anymore, but not leaving either. He leaned on his sword, breathing through the pain, eyes sharp and steady. He didn’t look like a hero. He looked like someone who had survived.

	The Prince stood a few steps away.

	He looked older than he had that morning.

	The crown was still on his head, but it sat wrong now, like a costume worn too long after the play had ended. Blood streaked his armor. His posture sagged in a way I had never seen before.

	The council members gathered behind him slowly, murmuring, calculating. They looked from him to me and back again, trying to understand how the world had shifted so far without asking their permission.

	I felt the land beneath my feet, calm and solid again. No pull. No pressure.

	Just presence.

	“Enough,” one of the elders finally said.

	His voice echoed more than it should have.

	“This conflict ends here.”

	No one argued.

	The enemy leader was dragged forward and forced to kneel, head bowed, stripped of weapons and rank. He didn’t fight it. He didn’t need to.

	The war was already over.

	I took a slow step forward. My legs trembled, but they held. The crowd parted without thought.

	I stopped in front of the Prince.

	He lifted his head and met my eyes.

	For the first time since I had known him, there was no defense there.

	Just truth.

	“You ended it,” he said quietly.

	“Yes,” I replied.

	A pause.

	“I never could,” he added.

	That was not a plea.

	That was an admission.

	The elder cleared his throat. “By right of the crown—”

	“No,” the Prince said.

	The word cut clean.

	Every head snapped toward him.

	He reached up slowly and removed the crown. His hands shook, but he didn’t stop. He held it for a moment, staring at it like it might speak.

	It didn’t.

	“I chose this,” he said, voice carrying. “And I was wrong.”

	A murmur rippled through the wolves.

	He took a breath, then another, steadying himself.

	“I step down,” he said. “As Prince. As ruler.”

	Shock hit the clearing like a physical wave.

	The elders shouted over one another. “You can’t—” “This requires—” “The law—”

	He turned on them, sharp for the first time that day.

	“The law failed,” he said. “I proved it.”

	Silence followed.

	He stepped toward me and stopped at a respectful distance.

	“I won’t ask you to forgive me,” he said. “I won’t ask you to stay.”

	His voice cracked once, then steadied.

	“I only ask that you let this end clean.”

	I studied him.

	I felt no urge to punish him.

	No hunger to see him kneel.

	The crown had already done worse than I ever could.

	“You’re finished here,” I said.

	Not cruel.

	Final.

	He nodded, relief and grief tangling across his face.

	The crown slipped from his fingers and hit the ground with a dull, empty sound.

	No one rushed to pick it up.

	Wolves began to kneel then.

	Not all at once. Not on command.

	One by one.

	Some bowed their heads. Others lowered to one knee. A few knelt fully, eyes closed, breathing deep like they had been waiting a long time to do it.

	My chest tightened.

	“No,” I said, raising my hand. “Stand.”

	They hesitated.

	“I didn’t fight to replace one throne with another,” I continued. “I won’t wear a crown. I won’t rule you the way kings do.”

	They listened.

	“But I will lead,” I said. “If you choose it.”

	I looked around the clearing. At the wounded being tended. At the wolves who had fought because they believed, not because they were ordered.

	“I will stand with you,” I said. “Not above you.”

	The Rival Alpha straightened slightly at my side, eyes on me, silent.

	“This land doesn’t need a throne,” I said. “It needs truth. It needs choice. It needs someone who won’t disappear when it gets hard.”

	I took a breath.

	“I choose that.”

	The ground warmed under my feet, steady and sure.

	Wolves rose.

	Not all.

	Enough.

	The elders said nothing.

	They didn’t matter anymore.

	I turned away from the fallen crown and toward the horizon, where the light was already beginning to shift. Dawn would come soon.

	The Prince stood alone behind me, smaller than he had ever been, no longer my past, no longer my future.

	I didn’t hate him.

	I didn’t need to.

	My wolf settled fully inside me, calm and whole.

	This was mine.

	Not because it was taken.

	Because it was chosen.

	He chose the crown. I chose myself.

	

	



	EPILOGUE — One Year Later: What the Crown Couldn’t Give Him (Dual POV)

	Her POV

	The morning was quiet in the way only earned peace ever was.

	Not empty. Not fragile.

	Settled.

	Mist clung low to the valley as the sun climbed, pale and patient, warming the roofs and paths and fields that had been rebuilt by hands that no longer waited for permission. Wolves moved through the village with easy purpose—some carrying baskets, others laughing softly, a few pausing to speak with elders seated in the shade.

	No one stopped when I passed.

	No one bowed.

	And yet, space still opened.

	Not out of fear.

	Out of trust.

	I crossed the central path slowly, bare feet brushing cool stone, breathing in the smell of bread and earth and morning smoke. A pair of young wolves argued quietly near the well, voices heated but playful. When they noticed me, they didn’t fall silent.

	They nodded.

	I nodded back.

	That was how it worked now.

	Authority wasn’t loud.

	It didn’t demand.

	It listened.

	I reached the edge of the rise overlooking the fields and stopped there, hands resting loosely at my sides. The land stretched wide and green, borders no longer marked by fear or banners, but by paths people chose to walk.

	A year.

	It still surprised me how quickly the weight had settled into something manageable.

	My wolf stirred inside me, content and steady.

	They’re thriving, she said.

	“Yes,” I replied quietly. “They are.”

	So was I.

	Decisions came daily. Disputes. Scarcity. Old grudges that didn’t vanish just because the war ended. Leadership wasn’t easier without a crown—it was harder.

	But it was honest.

	I never wondered whether I was allowed to be here.

	I knew.

	A child ran past me, laughing, chased by a dog far too big for him. I smiled despite myself.

	Behind me, footsteps approached—unhurried, familiar.

	“You’re going to wear a path into that stone if you keep standing there every morning,” he said.

	I didn’t turn right away.

	“Then it’ll remember me,” I replied.

	I felt him come to a stop beside me, close but not crowding.

	“That it will,” he said.

	I turned then.

	The Rival Alpha—no, just him now—stood with his arms crossed loosely, hair pulled back, eyes warm and alert. There were new scars on him, pale lines etched into skin that healed strong. He didn’t hide them.

	He didn’t wear rank markers anymore either.

	He didn’t need to.

	“How was the council?” he asked.

	“Long,” I said. “Stubborn.”

	He huffed. “Good. Means they’re still thinking.”

	I glanced at him. “You didn’t sit in.”

	He shook his head. “Didn’t need to.”

	That was the difference.

	He never needed to be seen at my side to feel secure.

	We stood together without touching, watching the valley wake.

	Our bond didn’t hum or pull or demand attention.

	It existed like breathing.

	Equal. Chosen. Steady.

	I felt the Moon linger even in daylight—not visible, but present. Watching the way it always had, without asking anything from me now.

	“I heard from the north,” I said quietly.

	He stiffened just a fraction. “About him?”

	“Yes.”

	I exhaled slowly.

	“He’s still traveling,” I continued. “Working where he can. No guards. No titles.”

	“Does he ask about you?” he asked, not jealous. Just curious.

	“Sometimes,” I said. “He doesn’t expect answers.”

	We fell silent again.

	I didn’t feel anger when I thought of the Prince anymore.

	Just distance.

	Rival Alpha’s POV

	She looked different when she wasn’t carrying a battlefield.

	Lighter. Not softer.

	Clearer.

	I watched her from the side, the way her gaze moved across the land like it belonged to her—not owned, not ruled.

	Known.

	A year ago, I would have thought that kind of authority impossible without force.

	I had been wrong.

	Wolves didn’t follow her because she commanded.

	They followed because she stayed.

	Through hunger. Through rebuilding. Through nights when doubt pressed heavy and there was no Moon to answer back.

	She never disappeared.

	That mattered.

	“She should eat,” someone muttered nearby.

	I didn’t turn.

	“She will,” I said calmly.

	They relaxed and moved on.

	That happened a lot.

	People came to me when they were afraid to go to her.

	I listened.

	Then I sent them to her anyway.

	Not because I didn’t care.

	Because I trusted her.

	I turned slightly, studying her profile. The calm line of her jaw. The quiet strength in her posture. No armor. No crown.

	She had refused both.

	The first time she had said it aloud, I hadn’t tried to convince her otherwise.

	I had known better.

	I’d spent my life watching alphas mistake control for leadership.

	She never did.

	“You’re thinking too loud,” she said.

	I smiled. “You always say that.”

	“And you never stop,” she replied.

	I shrugged. “Occupational hazard.”

	She laughed softly, the sound easy and unguarded.

	I felt it then—contentment settling deep in my chest.

	Not triumph.

	Not possession.

	Partnership.

	We chose each other every day without ceremony.

	No bond marks. No declarations.

	Just alignment.

	“I had a visitor yesterday,” I said.

	She raised an eyebrow. “That sounds ominous.”

	“Old pack leader from the east,” I replied. “Wanted to know how you did it.”

	She snorted. “Did what?”

	“Built this,” I said, gesturing to the valley. “Without becoming what you destroyed.”

	She went quiet.

	“What did you tell him?” she asked.

	“The truth,” I said. “That you didn’t.”

	She nodded once.

	“That’s enough.”

	Yes.

	It was.

	Her POV

	I thought of the Prince that night, sitting alone by the fire.

	Not because I missed him.

	Because the Moon was bright again, and memory sometimes followed it.

	He lived differently now, from what I’d been told. Not poorly. Just plainly. He helped rebuild border villages. Taught younger wolves how to fight without cruelty.

	He no longer wore the crown.

	He never asked for it back.

	When I imagined him, it wasn’t with bitterness.

	It was with understanding.

	The crown had given him certainty.

	But it had taken courage.

	I had learned something else entirely.

	I rose and turned back toward the village, the sound of evening settling in around us. Fires crackled. Voices rose. Life continued.

	“Walk with me,” I said.

	He didn’t hesitate.

	We moved together down the path, not leading, not following.

	Just there.

	The Moon rose fully then, pale and watching, no longer demanding anything from me.

	I met its light with ease.

	I had learned the difference between being discarded and being freed.

	And as the night wrapped gently around the land we had chosen—

	I smiled.

	I wasn’t thrown away. I was released.


cover.jpg








nav.xhtml

    
  
    		
      Lina W. Michaels
      
        		PROLOGUE — Thrown Away for the Crown (Her POV)


      


    


    		CHAPTER 1 — The Prince Who Wouldn’t Choose Me (Her POV)


    		CHAPTER 2 — A Crown Is Heavier Than Love (Prince’s POV)


    		
      CHAPTER 3 — Rejected Before the Court (Her POV)
      
        		CHAPTER 4 — Cast Out of the Royal Pack (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 5 — I Left the Palace With Nothing (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 6 — She Was Never Meant to Survive the Exile (Prince’s POV)


        		CHAPTER 7 — The Wild Didn’t Care About Bloodlines (Her POV)


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 8 — I Learned to Live Without a Title (Her POV)
      
        		CHAPTER 9 — The Moon Watched When the Court Didn’t (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 10 — The Alpha Who Ruled Without a Throne (Rival Alpha’s POV)


        		CHAPTER 11 — I Was No One’s Mate Anymore (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 12 — She Smelled Like Power, Not Royal Blood (Rival Alpha’s POV)


        		CHAPTER 13 — Whispers of the Prince’s Lost Mate (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 14 — Training the Woman the Crown Discarded (Rival Alpha’s POV)


        		CHAPTER 15 — I Stopped Waiting for the Palace (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 16 — The Court Learned I Was Still Alive (Prince’s POV)


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 17 — A Bond the Crown Couldn’t Control (Her POV)
      
        		CHAPTER 19 — The Night My Power Spoke First (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 20 — The Mate the Prince Couldn’t Reclaim (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 21 — They Called Me Luna Without Permission (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 22 — A Prince and an Alpha Wanted the Same Woman (Dual POV


        		CHAPTER 23 — He Returned Wearing a Crown, Not Love (Prince’s POV)


        		CHAPTER 24 — I Refused the Throne That Rejected Me (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 26 — Why the Crown Came Before My Mate (Prince’s POV)


        		CHAPTER 27 — I Accepted the Power I Was Never Meant to Have (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 28 — The Moon Never Chose the Prince (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 29 — Preparing for the War the Crown Started (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 30 — A Luna at the Center of Royal War (Dual POV)


        		CHAPTER 31 — The Choice the Moon Demanded (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 32 — He Begged Without a Crown to Hide Behind (Prince’s POV)


        		CHAPTER 33 — The Alpha Who Never Threw Me Away (Her POV)


        		CHAPTER 34 — The Battle That Ended His Royal Claim (Dual POV)


        		CHAPTER 35 — I Took the Power He Lost by Choosing the Crown (Her POV)


        		EPILOGUE — One Year Later: What the Crown Couldn’t Give Him (Dual POV)


      


    


  








