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	Prologue Blood Under the Moon Her POV

	Her POV

	The night a wolf finds her mate is supposed to be sacred.

	Not a public trial.

	Cold wind sweeps through Mooncrest territory, carrying the scent of pine, damp earth, and hundreds of wolves gathered beneath the silver moon. Their bodies form a wide circle around the stone platform in the center of the clearing.

	The Claiming Stone.

	My boots crunch against gravel as I step forward alone.

	Every eye follows me.

	Some curious. Some mocking. Some pitying.

	I keep my chin up anyway.

	Weakness is blood in the water.

	My wolf stirs under my skin, restless and uneasy. She’s been like this all night—pacing inside me like a caged storm.

	She knows.

	Even if I pretend not to.

	Tonight is the Mooncrest mating ceremony.

	The night unmated wolves of the pack stand before the Alpha to see if the Moon Goddess has chosen their fated partner.

	Most wolves dream about this night.

	They imagine warmth. Belonging. A bond that feels like coming home.

	I used to imagine that too.

	But standing here now, surrounded by whispers and watchful wolves, I feel something else.

	Dread.

	Because if the Goddess truly gave me a mate…

	there’s only one wolf it could be.

	And he’s the one man in this pack who has never once looked at me like I belong.

	A deep voice cuts through the murmurs.

	“Step forward.”

	Alpha Kael.

	Even before I look at him, my wolf surges forward inside me.

	Mine.

	The word slams through my chest like thunder.

	My breath catches.

	No.

	No, no, no.

	Not him.

	But my body already knows the truth.

	The bond awakens the moment our eyes meet.

	It’s violent.

	Electric.

	Like lightning splitting my soul open.

	His scent hits me next—dark woods, smoke, and raw alpha power. It floods my senses, wrapping around my lungs until breathing feels impossible.

	My wolf pushes harder.

	Mine.

	My knees nearly buckle.

	Across the stone platform, Alpha Kael goes completely still.

	The entire clearing quiets.

	He’s the most powerful wolf in Mooncrest. Broad shoulders, black hair falling over sharp eyes that miss nothing. His presence alone bends the air around him.

	Every wolf here respects him.

	Every wolf here fears him.

	And right now…

	every wolf here is staring at us.

	Because they feel it too.

	The bond.

	A ripple of whispers spreads through the crowd.

	“Fated mates…”

	“The Alpha’s mate…”

	My pulse hammers painfully.

	This isn’t supposed to happen.

	Not to me.

	Not to the pack’s unwanted wolf.

	Kael’s wolf rises behind his eyes.

	Golden. Possessive. Territorial.

	For a heartbeat, pure instinct takes over his face.

	Recognition.

	His chest expands with a slow inhale, drawing in my scent the same way my body drank his.

	The mate bond snaps tighter.

	Heat floods through me.

	The pull between us becomes almost unbearable.

	My wolf whimpers, desperate to run to him.

	To belong.

	But then something changes.

	The shift is small.

	Subtle.

	Only someone staring straight at him would notice.

	His jaw tightens.

	His shoulders stiffen.

	And slowly…

	the Alpha steps back.

	A single step.

	But it feels like a knife sliding between my ribs.

	The crowd erupts into murmurs.

	Because everyone knows what that step means.

	He felt it.

	He recognized the bond.

	And he’s choosing distance.

	My throat tightens.

	“Alpha,” Elder Rowan says carefully from the edge of the circle. “Do you recognize the bond?”

	Silence falls again.

	Every wolf waits.

	Because pack law is simple.

	When a wolf meets their fated mate, the bond must be acknowledged before the pack.

	Claimed.

	Or rejected.

	There is no middle ground.

	Kael’s gaze locks onto mine.

	For the first time since the bond ignited, I see the conflict there.

	Not hatred.

	Not disgust.

	Something worse.

	Regret.

	My wolf whimpers again, confused.

	Why isn’t he coming closer?

	Why isn’t he claiming us?

	The bond pulls harder.

	My skin burns where his mark should be.

	The place on my neck where mates are meant to belong to each other.

	Kael inhales again.

	His nostrils flare.

	His wolf wants me.

	I can feel it.

	The connection between us is raw and undeniable.

	But instead of stepping forward…

	he clenches his fists.

	And fights it.

	The air grows tight with tension.

	Even the pack can feel the strain.

	“Alpha,” the Elder repeats more firmly, “do you accept the bond?”

	My heart pounds so loudly it drowns out the forest.

	For one fragile moment, hope flickers.

	Maybe he just needs time.

	Maybe he’s surprised.

	Maybe—

	Kael’s voice cuts through the clearing like a blade.

	“I reject her.”

	The words slam into me.

	The bond shatters.

	Not fully.

	Never fully.

	But enough that pain explodes through my chest.

	My wolf howls inside me, a broken sound that no one else can hear.

	Gasps ripple through the pack.

	Because rejecting a fated mate is rare.

	Cruel.

	And dangerous.

	The Moon Goddess does not give bonds lightly.

	Elder Rowan’s voice drops into ritual form.

	“Alpha Kael of Mooncrest Pack… do you reject Mara of this pack as your fated mate before the Moon Goddess and your wolves?”

	Kael’s gaze never leaves mine.

	And for a heartbeat…

	I think I see apology in his eyes.

	Then it disappears.

	“Yes,” he says.

	My vision blurs.

	The Elder turns to me.

	“Do you accept the rejection?”

	The question slices deeper than the rejection itself.

	Because I still have a choice.

	Pack law demands it.

	The bond cannot be broken unless both wolves acknowledge the severing.

	My wolf trembles.

	Even broken, the bond still pulls toward him.

	Still whispers his name in my blood.

	But I lift my chin.

	If he doesn’t want me…

	I won’t beg.

	“I accept,” I whisper.

	The words taste like ash.

	The ritual ends with a strike of Rowan’s staff against the stone.

	“Then the bond is broken.”

	The clearing erupts in whispers again.

	Some sympathetic.

	Most relieved.

	An unwanted wolf will never be Luna.

	Not now.

	Not ever.

	I turn away before anyone can see the tears burning behind my eyes.

	Before my wolf’s grief spills out for the entire pack to witness.

	Before I look back at the man who just shattered the future the Moon Goddess chose for us.

	But as I step off the Claiming Stone…

	something strange happens.

	The bond doesn’t disappear.

	It weakens.

	It frays.

	But deep inside my chest…

	the thread between us still burns.

	And behind me—

	I hear Kael’s wolf growl.

	Low.

	Unstable.

	Possessive.

	Like a creature that just lost something it was never meant to let go.

	I don’t turn around.

	I keep walking into the forest.

	Away from the Alpha.

	Away from the bond.

	Away from the pack that just watched my heart break.

	But far behind me, carried on the wind…

	Kael’s voice follows.

	So quiet almost no one else hears it.

	A vow meant only for himself.

	“I had to reject you tonight…”

	His voice cracks with something dangerously close to regret.

	“…because if I claimed you…”

	The wind swallows the rest of his words.

	But my wolf hears enough.

	And she whispers the truth I’m too broken to believe.

	This isn’t over.

	Not even close.



	
Chapter 1 The Mate Who Broke Me  Her POV

	Her POV

	I shouldn’t have come back.

	The moment my boots cross the invisible border of Mooncrest territory, my wolf wakes like someone poured fire into my veins.

	Not a gentle stir.

	A violent jolt.

	My breath catches mid-step.

	“No,” I whisper under it.

	The forest around me looks exactly the same as it did two years ago—towering pines, thick moss, the scent of damp soil and wild deer drifting through the wind.

	Home.

	Except it doesn’t feel like home anymore.

	My wolf pushes against my ribs again, restless and sharp.

	She’s pacing.

	Searching.

	Hunting.

	For him.

	I shove the thought away.

	It doesn’t matter if the bond still aches under my skin. It doesn’t matter if his scent still haunts my memories.

	He rejected me.

	Publicly.

	Pack law might say the bond is broken, but wolves don’t forget that kind of humiliation.

	Neither do the wolves who watched it happen.

	A branch snaps behind me.

	I spin before my brain catches up, instincts snapping into place. My hand moves to the knife strapped against my thigh.

	Two wolves step out of the tree line.

	Mooncrest patrol.

	I recognize them instantly.

	Jace and Nolan.

	They recognize me too.

	The shock on their faces is almost funny.

	“Well,” Nolan mutters, crossing his arms. “Look what the forest dragged back.”

	Jace studies me longer.

	Less mocking.

	More cautious.

	“Mara.”

	Just my name.

	No welcome.

	No accusation either.

	That’s the thing about pack wolves.

	They don’t forget.

	But they also don’t pretend things didn’t happen.

	I slide the knife back into its sheath slowly.

	“I got the council summons.”

	Nolan scoffs.

	“Didn’t think you’d actually show.”

	I shrug.

	“Didn’t think they’d actually send one.”

	The truth sits heavier under my ribs.

	Mooncrest exiled me without saying the word exile.

	After the rejection ceremony, the message was clear.

	Leave.

	And don’t come back.

	Yet two days ago a messenger wolf appeared at the edge of the mountains with a sealed council order.

	Return immediately.

	Attendance required.

	No explanation.

	Jace exhales slowly.

	“The rogues have been pushing closer to our borders.”

	That gets my attention.

	“Rogues?”

	“Three attacks this month,” he says. “One patrol injured.”

	My wolf stiffens.

	Mooncrest territory is heavily protected.

	Rogues don’t usually test Alpha land unless they’re desperate.

	Or stupid.

	“Why call me back?” I ask.

	Nolan shrugs.

	“Council decision.”

	Jace gives him a look.

	“She used to be the best tracker in the pack.”

	Used to.

	The word lands harder than it should.

	Nolan doesn’t argue.

	Because it’s true.

	Tracking was the one thing I was better at than almost anyone here.

	Better than most betas.

	Better than most warriors.

	Better even than—

	I cut that thought off before it can finish forming.

	Before it can drag a familiar scent through my memory.

	Jace steps aside.

	“You coming?”

	My wolf presses forward again.

	Harder now.

	Like she’s pulling toward something.

	Or someone.

	The bond shouldn’t still react like this.

	Not after a rejection.

	Not after the ritual severing.

	But the closer I get to the pack’s inner territory…

	the stronger it feels.

	Wrong.

	Painfully wrong.

	We walk through the forest in silence.

	Mooncrest land hasn’t changed.

	The same trails.

	The same stone markers carved with the pack symbol.

	The same wind carrying the scent of wolves.

	Except now every smell hits me like a ghost.

	Memories layered over everything.

	Training fields.

	Pack runs.

	Bonfires during the full moon.

	My chest tightens.

	I left this place broken.

	And part of me hates how much it still feels like home.

	The trees thin.

	Mooncrest settlement appears ahead.

	Wooden lodges scattered between the pines. Smoke rising from chimneys. Wolves moving through the clearing.

	Conversation dies the moment they see me.

	Every head turns.

	The reaction spreads like wildfire.

	Shock.

	Whispers.

	Some wolves stare openly.

	Others pretend not to.

	But they all know who I am.

	The rejected mate of their Alpha.

	My wolf shrinks slightly under the weight of their attention.

	I force my shoulders back.

	Let them stare.

	I survived worse than whispers.

	Jace clears his throat.

	“The council’s waiting at the Alpha house.”

	Of course they are.

	The largest lodge sits at the center of the settlement.

	Alpha territory.

	The place I swore I’d never step into again.

	Each step toward it feels heavier.

	The bond in my chest tightens with every yard.

	My wolf becomes restless again.

	Alert.

	Expectant.

	Like she knows something I don’t.

	And then—

	It happens.

	A scent hits the air.

	Dark forest.

	Storm smoke.

	Wild power.

	My heart slams against my ribs.

	No.

	No, no, no.

	My wolf surges forward so hard my knees almost buckle.

	Mine.

	The word echoes inside my skull like thunder.

	I freeze in the middle of the clearing.

	Across the settlement—

	the Alpha house door opens.

	And Alpha Kael steps outside.

	Two years.

	Two years since I last saw him.

	It doesn’t matter.

	My body recognizes him instantly.

	Tall.

	Broad shoulders.

	Dark hair falling across sharp eyes that scan the clearing like a predator who misses nothing.

	The entire pack shifts subtly when he appears.

	Respect.

	Submission.

	Power rolls off him like heat.

	My wolf presses against my ribs.

	Desperate.

	The bond reacts violently.

	Even broken.

	Even rejected.

	Even after everything.

	It still knows him.

	Kael’s gaze sweeps across the clearing.

	Then stops.

	On me.

	The moment his eyes meet mine—

	the world tilts.

	The bond snaps alive like a lightning strike.

	My breath leaves my lungs.

	It’s worse than before.

	Stronger.

	Sharper.

	Like the rejection never happened.

	Like the bond has been waiting two years to finish what it started.

	Kael goes completely still.

	His wolf rises instantly behind his eyes.

	Golden.

	Dangerous.

	Recognizing.

	Mine.

	The word doesn’t come from me this time.

	It comes from him.

	From the animal under his skin.

	The connection slams between us.

	Hot.

	Violent.

	Impossible to ignore.

	Gasps ripple through the wolves nearby.

	They feel it too.

	Even if they don’t understand why.

	Because rejected bonds aren’t supposed to do this.

	My chest tightens painfully.

	Kael inhales slowly.

	His nostrils flare.

	He’s smelling me.

	Taking in my scent the same way wolves do when they recognize their mate.

	My wolf whimpers.

	Hope flares inside her.

	Hope I crush immediately.

	Because I remember exactly what happened the last time this bond ignited.

	The humiliation.

	The words.

	The silence of the entire pack watching.

	Kael’s jaw tightens.

	He feels it.

	He can’t pretend he doesn’t.

	The bond is pulling him just as hard.

	But instead of stepping forward—

	he stays where he is.

	Holding the distance between us.

	Control.

	Always control.

	His voice carries across the clearing.

	“Why are you here?”

	Cold.

	Alpha command.

	Like the bond snapping between us doesn’t exist.

	My wolf recoils.

	Pain spikes under my ribs.

	But I lift my chin anyway.

	“The council summoned me.”

	Murmurs ripple through the watching wolves.

	Kael’s gaze flicks to Jace.

	Confirmation.

	Jace nods once.

	“Yes, Alpha.”

	A beat of silence stretches between us.

	The bond keeps pulling.

	My wolf pushes forward again, desperate to close the distance.

	I hold my ground.

	I won’t take a single step toward him.

	Not again.

	Kael finally moves.

	Just one step forward.

	The effect is immediate.

	My pulse spikes.

	The bond tightens like a rope between us.

	His wolf presses harder against the surface now.

	Possessive.

	Restless.

	Confused.

	Because wolves don’t understand rejection.

	They only understand mates.

	Kael’s voice drops lower.

	“Inside,” he says.

	A command.

	Not an invitation.

	I almost laugh.

	Of course.

	Nothing about him has changed.

	Still the Alpha.

	Still the man who thinks control solves everything.

	But this time…

	I don’t move immediately.

	I meet his gaze head-on.

	“Is that an order?”

	The clearing goes silent.

	Every wolf here knows what just happened.

	I challenged him.

	His eyes narrow slightly.

	Not anger.

	Interest.

	Like he’s seeing something unexpected.

	Then something flickers in his expression.

	Regret.

	It disappears quickly.

	But I saw it.

	Kael exhales slowly.

	“Yes,” he says.

	“Council business.”

	My wolf growls softly.

	Not submissive.

	Not accepting.

	But I turn toward the Alpha house anyway.

	Because the council summons wasn’t optional.

	And because I need answers.

	Why now.

	Why bring me back.

	Why the bond suddenly feels stronger than it did the night he shattered it.

	As I pass him on the lodge steps—

	his scent crashes into me fully.

	The effect is brutal.

	Heat floods my veins.

	The bond screams.

	Mine.

	His wolf growls low in his chest.

	Possessive.

	Unstable.

	For a split second…

	his hand twitches.

	Like he’s about to reach for me.

	But he stops himself.

	Again.

	Always control.

	I keep walking.

	Past him.

	Inside the Alpha house.

	But the bond between us burns brighter than ever.

	And something deep inside my wolf whispers a truth I don’t want to face.

	The rejection may have broken us once.

	But the bond between us?

	It never truly died.

	And judging by the way Kael’s wolf just reacted…

	Neither did his claim on me.

	Which means coming back to Mooncrest may have been the worst mistake of my life.

	Because this time…

	walking away might not be an option anymore.



	
Chapter 2 The Bond That Refused to Die His POV

	His POV

	The moment I scent her, my wolf wakes like a storm breaking loose inside my chest.

	Mine.

	The word slams through my skull with brutal certainty.

	I freeze halfway down the steps of the Alpha house.

	Two years.

	Two years since the rejection ceremony.

	Two years since I severed the bond before the entire pack.

	Two years since Mara walked away from Mooncrest territory without looking back.

	And somehow—

	the bond still knows her.

	Still wants her.

	Still claims her.

	Across the clearing she stands between two of my patrol wolves, shoulders straight, chin lifted like she refuses to bend even under the weight of the entire pack watching.

	My chest tightens.

	She looks different.

	Not weaker.

	Stronger.

	Harder.

	The girl who stood on the Claiming Stone two years ago with hope burning in her eyes is gone.

	The woman standing there now carries something sharper.

	Pain.

	Survival.

	My wolf presses forward violently.

	Mine.

	I inhale slowly through my nose.

	Her scent crashes through me.

	Wild pine.

	Rain.

	Wolf.

	Mate.

	The bond snaps tight between us.

	My control nearly breaks.

	For one dangerous moment my instincts scream at me to cross the clearing, drag her into my arms, and finish what should have happened two years ago.

	Claim her.

	Mark her.

	End this unbearable distance.

	Instead—

	I lock every muscle in my body.

	Control.

	The clearing has gone silent.

	Every wolf is watching.

	Waiting.

	Confused.

	Because they can feel it.

	The bond.

	They felt it the night I rejected her too.

	And rejected bonds are not supposed to react like this.

	Not after the ritual.

	Not after the severing.

	But the thread between us is alive.

	Burning.

	My wolf growls low in my chest.

	Mine.

	The word pulses again.

	Stronger.

	More possessive.

	He doesn’t understand rejection.

	Wolves never do.

	To him the bond is simple.

	Mate found.

	Mate claimed.

	Mate protected.

	But the world isn’t that simple.

	And Alpha decisions never are.

	“Why are you here?”

	My voice cuts across the clearing colder than I intend.

	Her eyes meet mine.

	Gray.

	Sharp.

	Unflinching.

	She doesn’t lower her gaze.

	She used to.

	Back when she still believed in the bond.

	Back when she believed in me.

	“The council summoned me.”

	Her voice is steady.

	But the bond flares the moment she speaks.

	The sound of it alone pulls at something deep inside my chest.

	My wolf pushes forward again.

	Closer.

	Take her.

	I drag my attention away from her scent long enough to look at Jace.

	He nods once.

	“Yes, Alpha.”

	So the council actually did it.

	They brought her back.

	Without telling me.

	A dangerous spark of irritation burns through my ribs.

	Not because they summoned her.

	But because they did it knowing exactly what would happen the moment she crossed the territory line.

	The bond tightens again.

	My wolf prowls under my skin.

	Restless.

	Possessive.

	Watching her every movement like a predator tracking prey.

	Or a wolf watching his mate.

	Mara doesn’t step closer.

	She doesn’t retreat either.

	She stands there like the space between us belongs to her now.

	Defiant.

	My wolf likes that.

	Mine.

	The growl nearly escapes my throat.

	I swallow it down.

	Control.

	Always control.

	Because if I lose it—

	the entire pack will see exactly how badly I want the woman I rejected.

	“Inside,” I say.

	My voice comes out rougher than before.

	A command.

	It has to be.

	If I say anything softer my wolf will take over.

	She hesitates.

	Just slightly.

	And then she looks at me like she’s measuring something.

	Testing.

	“Is that an order?”

	The clearing goes completely silent.

	A few wolves shift uneasily.

	Because challenging an Alpha in front of the pack isn’t small.

	But she’s not challenging my authority.

	Not really.

	She’s challenging something else.

	The power I once had over her.

	Two years ago she would have obeyed without question.

	Now she wants to hear the words.

	My wolf bristles.

	She shouldn’t need to ask.

	But the man inside me understands exactly why she did.

	Because the last time she trusted me—

	I broke her.

	My jaw tightens.

	“Yes.”

	I meet her gaze fully.

	“Council business.”

	The tension between us snaps tight as wire.

	Her wolf growls faintly beneath her skin.

	I can hear it.

	Feel it through the bond.

	But she turns toward the Alpha house anyway.

	Walking past me without hesitation.

	Without submission.

	The moment she crosses close enough—

	her scent floods my lungs.

	It’s worse up close.

	Stronger.

	Warmer.

	Alive.

	The bond roars awake.

	My wolf surges forward violently.

	Mine.

	The word pounds through my skull.

	My hand twitches.

	Instinct almost wins.

	For a split second my body moves before my mind can stop it.

	I want to grab her wrist.

	Pull her back.

	Press her against the lodge wall and breathe her in until the ache in my chest disappears.

	Instead—

	I clench my fist.

	And let her walk past me.

	Again.

	The distance hurts more than I expected.

	My wolf snarls.

	You rejected her.

	The accusation echoes in my own thoughts.

	I follow her inside before the pack notices how tightly my control is hanging by a thread.

	The Alpha house smells like cedar and smoke.

	Warm.

	Familiar.

	But the moment she steps inside—

	her scent spreads through the entire space.

	Mate.

	My wolf prowls harder.

	He hates the memory of rejection.

	Hates the distance.

	Hates the two years we spent pretending the bond never existed.

	Mara stops near the long council table.

	She doesn’t sit.

	Doesn’t speak.

	She simply waits.

	I close the door behind us.

	The outside noise disappears.

	The silence between us becomes unbearable.

	For a moment neither of us moves.

	Then she turns.

	The bond snaps tight again the second our eyes meet.

	“You’re staring,” she says.

	Her voice is calm.

	But the bond tells me everything her face hides.

	Pain.

	Anger.

	Guarded curiosity.

	My wolf presses forward.

	Mine.

	The word vibrates through my chest.

	“I’m confirming something,” I reply.

	Her eyebrow lifts slightly.

	“And what exactly would that be?”

	I step closer before I can stop myself.

	The bond pulls harder with every step.

	She doesn’t retreat.

	But she doesn’t step toward me either.

	She holds the line between us.

	Choice.

	Consent.

	My wolf growls softly in frustration.

	But I stop three feet away.

	Close enough to smell her.

	Not close enough to touch.

	“Whether the bond survived the rejection.”

	The words land between us like a stone.

	Her expression tightens slightly.

	“You already know the answer.”

	Yes.

	I do.

	Because my wolf hasn’t stopped repeating it since the moment she stepped onto pack land.

	Mine.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Burning.

	Impossible.

	Rejected bonds are supposed to fade.

	Break.

	Die.

	This one didn’t.

	And that fact alone changes everything.

	My chest tightens.

	“Did you feel it when you crossed the border?” I ask.

	She studies me carefully.

	“Like a knife in my ribs.”

	My wolf flinches.

	Pain flashes across the bond.

	The rejection still hurts her.

	Even now.

	I swallow hard.

	“That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

	Her laugh is quiet.

	Bitter.

	“A lot of things about that night weren’t supposed to happen.”

	The words cut deeper than she knows.

	Or maybe she knows exactly how deep they go.

	The bond pulls again.

	Closer.

	My wolf presses forward harder.

	Claim her.

	End the distance.

	Fix it.

	But I can’t.

	Not yet.

	Not when the same danger that forced the rejection two years ago is now moving closer to my borders again.

	The council summons suddenly makes sense.

	They didn’t call Mara back because they missed her.

	They called her back because the threat that nearly destroyed the pack once—

	is returning.

	And this time…

	the bond between us might make her the center of it.

	Mara crosses her arms.

	“So why did the council really bring me back?”

	I hold her gaze.

	Because the truth will change everything.

	Because the moment she understands the danger—

	she might walk out that door again.

	And this time…

	my wolf might not survive watching her leave.

	“The rogues attacking our territory,” I say slowly.

	“They’re not random.”

	Her eyes narrow.

	“Meaning?”

	The bond pulses.

	Heavy.

	Ominous.

	“They’re searching for something.”

	I pause.

	Then finish the sentence that makes my wolf growl with dangerous certainty.

	“Or someone.”

	The silence stretches.

	Her scent shifts.

	Uneasy.

	Suspicious.

	“You think they’re looking for me?”

	I don’t answer immediately.

	Because the truth is worse than that.

	I’m not sure they’re looking for her.

	I’m starting to think they’re looking for my mate.

	And now that she’s back inside Mooncrest territory—

	the bond between us might have just painted a target on her back.

	My wolf growls low.

	Protect.

	Claim.

	Fight.

	I meet her gaze again.

	And for the first time since she walked into my territory—

	I let the truth slip into my voice.

	“If they are,” I say quietly,

	“then bringing you back here may have just started a war.”



	
Chapter 3 Ordered Under His Protection  Her POV

	Her POV

	“This is ridiculous.”

	The words leave my mouth before I can stop them.

	The council chamber inside the Alpha house is crowded—elders seated around the long wooden table, two betas standing near the walls, and Alpha Kael at the head like a storm barely contained inside a human body.

	Every wolf in the room smells tense.

	Fear.

	Concern.

	Pack politics.

	But the strongest scent in the room is still him.

	Dark pine. Smoke. Wild alpha.

	Mate.

	My wolf presses against my ribs again, restless and irritated by the distance between us.

	I ignore her.

	Just like I’ve been ignoring the bond since the moment I crossed the territory line.

	Elder Rowan folds his hands calmly over the table.

	“It is not ridiculous, Mara. It is necessary.”

	“Necessary,” I repeat flatly.

	I cross my arms.

	“So let me make sure I understand this.”

	I glance around the room slowly, letting every wolf here feel exactly how little I like this situation.

	“You dragged me back into a pack that made it very clear I wasn’t welcome anymore… because rogue wolves are attacking your borders?”

	Beta Lucian shifts slightly by the wall.

	His expression says he knows exactly where this conversation is going.

	Rowan nods.

	“Yes.”

	“That sounds like a pack problem,” I say.

	The words land sharp.

	“And I stopped being part of this pack two years ago.”

	The silence that follows is thick.

	Because everyone in this room remembers exactly why.

	My gaze flickers briefly to Kael.

	He hasn’t spoken since the meeting began.

	Hasn’t even moved.

	But the bond between us burns like a live wire.

	Every breath he takes brushes against my senses.

	Every small shift in his posture pulls at something under my skin.

	My wolf presses forward again.

	Mine.

	The word echoes softly through my chest.

	I shove the instinct down hard.

	Rowan clears his throat.

	“You were never formally exiled.”

	I let out a humorless laugh.

	“No,” I say.

	“You just watched me walk away.”

	Rowan’s expression tightens.

	But before he can answer—

	Kael finally speaks.

	“You weren’t ordered to leave.”

	His voice is low.

	Controlled.

	I look at him slowly.

	“That’s funny,” I say.

	“Because the rejection ceremony felt like a pretty clear suggestion.”

	The bond flares painfully.

	My wolf whines.

	Kael’s jaw tightens.

	For a second something dangerous flashes behind his eyes.

	Regret.

	But the moment passes.

	Rowan steps in before the tension explodes.

	“This is not why we called you here.”

	I drag my attention back to the elder.

	“Then enlighten me.”

	Rowan leans forward slightly.

	“The rogues attacking our borders are not random.”

	I remember Kael saying something similar earlier.

	“They’re searching,” I say slowly.

	Rowan nods.

	“Yes.”

	“For someone.”

	My stomach tightens.

	“And you think that someone is me.”

	Beta Lucian finally speaks.

	“They attacked three patrol routes that intersect with your old tracking territory.”

	I blink.

	That… actually catches me off guard.

	Because those routes were rarely used.

	Only experienced trackers knew them well.

	“How would rogues know those trails exist?” I ask.

	“That,” Rowan says grimly, “is exactly the question we’re trying to answer.”

	The room goes quiet again.

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	Something about this feels wrong.

	Too deliberate.

	Too targeted.

	“Even if that’s true,” I say carefully, “I don’t see why bringing me back here solves anything.”

	Lucian exhales slowly.

	“It doesn’t.”

	Great.

	“Then why—”

	“Because,” Rowan interrupts, “if they are searching for you… letting you wander the mountains alone would make you an easy target.”

	The implication settles heavily in the room.

	Protection.

	My chest tightens.

	“I survived two years out there just fine.”

	Kael’s voice cuts through the air again.

	“You survived because they didn’t know where to find you.”

	I turn toward him.

	“And now they do?”

	His gaze holds mine.

	“Possibly.”

	The bond between us pulses again.

	My wolf stirs uneasily.

	I don’t like the direction this conversation is going.

	Rowan straightens in his chair.

	“Until we determine exactly why the rogues are targeting you, we cannot allow you to leave Mooncrest territory.”

	My spine goes rigid.

	“You can’t be serious.”

	Lucian shifts uncomfortably.

	Rowan’s expression stays calm.

	“It is a temporary protection order.”

	“Protection,” I repeat.

	My laugh is sharp this time.

	“From the same pack that rejected me.”

	Kael moves then.

	Just a single step forward.

	But the effect is immediate.

	The bond snaps tight.

	Heat rushes through my chest.

	My wolf presses forward with sudden intensity.

	Mine.

	I grit my teeth.

	“Don’t,” I warn quietly.

	His voice is just as low.

	“You’re not being imprisoned.”

	“Oh?” I snap.

	“Because being told I can’t leave your territory sounds exactly like imprisonment.”

	The tension between us sharpens.

	Rowan exhales slowly.

	“There is one more condition.”

	My stomach drops.

	Of course there is.

	“What now?”

	Rowan gestures toward Kael.

	“You will remain under the Alpha’s protection.”

	For a moment—

	I actually think I misheard him.

	My gaze swings slowly toward the elder.

	“…what?”

	Lucian looks like he wishes he could disappear through the wall.

	Kael doesn’t move.

	Doesn’t speak.

	But the bond between us ignites violently.

	My wolf surges forward.

	Mine.

	“No,” I say immediately.

	Rowan doesn’t blink.

	“Yes.”

	“I am not living under the same roof as the man who rejected me.”

	The words come out colder than ice.

	The room goes silent.

	Kael’s scent shifts.

	Sharp.

	Unstable.

	But Rowan speaks calmly.

	“The rogues are targeting you.”

	“Then assign guards.”

	“You are the Alpha’s fated mate.”

	My chest tightens painfully.

	“Not anymore.”

	The elder holds my gaze.

	“The bond appears to disagree.”

	The words hang heavily in the air.

	Because every wolf in this room can feel it.

	The bond between us.

	Alive.

	Burning.

	Impossible to ignore.

	I turn slowly toward Kael.

	He hasn’t denied it.

	Hasn’t even tried.

	My wolf stirs again.

	Confused.

	Hopeful.

	I crush that hope immediately.

	“You don’t get to decide where I live,” I say.

	Kael finally moves again.

	Another step closer.

	The bond flares hotter.

	My wolf presses forward eagerly.

	Mine.

	His voice is low when he answers.

	“It’s not about where you live.”

	I glare at him.

	“Then what is it about?”

	His gaze sharpens.

	“Keeping you alive.”

	The words hit harder than I expect.

	I look away first.

	Because part of me hears something else underneath them.

	Concern.

	The council watches us carefully.

	Rowan speaks again.

	“This arrangement will only last until we determine who is behind the rogue attacks.”

	I exhale slowly.

	“And if I refuse?”

	Lucian answers this time.

	“Then you leave Mooncrest territory immediately.”

	I look at him.

	“And?”

	“And,” he says quietly, “we cannot guarantee your safety outside the borders.”

	The choice settles heavily in the room.

	Stay.

	Or leave.

	Stay under the protection of the Alpha who rejected me.

	Or walk back into the mountains where rogue wolves might already be hunting me.

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	She doesn’t like either option.

	But the bond between me and Kael pulses stronger.

	Closer.

	Demanding.

	Mine.

	I close my eyes briefly.

	Two years ago I walked away from this pack to survive.

	Now they’re asking me to trust them again.

	To trust him again.

	I open my eyes.

	And meet Kael’s gaze.

	His expression is unreadable.

	But the bond tells me everything.

	His wolf is alert.

	Focused.

	Protective.

	He isn’t lying about one thing.

	If I stay—

	nothing will get near me without going through him first.

	The problem is…

	he’s the last wolf I ever wanted to depend on again.

	I exhale slowly.

	Then look back at Rowan.

	“Fine.”

	The word tastes bitter.

	“But let’s make something clear.”

	I glance directly at Kael.

	“This doesn’t change anything between us.”

	The bond pulses sharply.

	His wolf growls softly.

	Possessive.

	Disagreeing.

	But Kael simply nods once.

	“Understood.”

	Rowan relaxes slightly.

	“Then the council’s decision stands.”

	My stomach twists.

	Great.

	I just agreed to live in the Alpha house.

	With my rejected mate.

	With a bond that apparently refuses to die.

	And judging by the way Kael’s wolf is staring at me right now—

	this arrangement might be far more dangerous than the rogues outside the border.



	
Chapter 4 The Mate I Should Not Want  His POV

	His POV

	Letting her stay in the Alpha house is a mistake.

	I know it the moment the council meeting ends.

	I know it when the elders leave the room.

	I know it when Mara walks past me toward the door without looking back.

	And I definitely know it when the mate bond tightens like a living chain between us the second she crosses the threshold into my territory.

	My wolf wakes fully.

	Mine.

	The word slams through my mind again.

	Possessive.

	Relentless.

	Unforgiving.

	I close my eyes briefly.

	Two years ago I rejected her to protect the pack.

	Now the same pack has placed her directly under my roof.

	Fate has a cruel sense of humor.

	The door shuts behind the last elder.

	Silence fills the room.

	Mara moves toward the hallway leading deeper into the house.

	I step forward automatically.

	“You’ll stay in the east wing.”

	She stops.

	Slowly.

	Then turns around.

	Her gray eyes meet mine.

	Sharp.

	Unimpressed.

	“You mean the guest rooms?”

	Her voice carries that quiet edge again.

	The one that wasn’t there two years ago.

	“Yes.”

	She tilts her head slightly.

	“And the Alpha suite is where?”

	“West wing.”

	Her gaze lingers on me for a moment.

	Measuring.

	Judging.

	“Good.”

	My wolf stiffens.

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means,” she says calmly, “we won’t accidentally run into each other in the middle of the night.”

	The words shouldn’t sting.

	But they do.

	My wolf growls low in my chest.

	Mine.

	The instinct is immediate.

	Territorial.

	Protective.

	I force it down.

	“Your room is down the hall.”

	She watches me another second before turning away again.

	The bond stretches between us as she walks.

	It isn’t painful.

	Not exactly.

	But the distance leaves a restless ache under my skin.

	My wolf doesn’t like it.

	He wants her closer.

	Where he can see her.

	Smell her.

	Guard her.

	I follow a few steps behind.

	Not close enough to crowd her.

	Close enough to keep her within reach.

	The house is quiet this time of day.

	Most of the pack is outside working patrols or training.

	Which means the only sounds in the hallway are our footsteps.

	And the bond humming between us.

	Mara stops outside the guest room at the end of the corridor.

	She pushes the door open and steps inside.

	I lean against the doorway.

	The room is simple.

	Bed.

	Desk.

	Window facing the forest.

	She sets her bag down slowly.

	Then turns toward me again.

	“You can stop hovering.”

	“I’m not hovering.”

	“You’re standing in the doorway like a guard dog.”

	My wolf perks up.

	Yes.

	Exactly.

	I cross my arms.

	“You’re under my protection.”

	Her eyebrow lifts.

	“That doesn’t mean you need to stare at me every five seconds.”

	“I’m assessing the threat level.”

	Her lips twitch slightly.

	“From inside the guest bedroom?”

	The faint hint of amusement in her voice throws me off balance.

	Mara used to smile more.

	Back when she believed the bond meant something.

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	Mine.

	I push away from the doorframe.

	“You’ll stay here for now.”

	“For now.”

	The repetition is deliberate.

	She wants the timeline.

	I don’t have one.

	“Until we identify who’s behind the rogue attacks.”

	She studies me.

	“And if they aren’t actually after me?”

	“Then you’re free to leave.”

	The words come out harder than I expect.

	My wolf snarls immediately.

	Lie.

	Because the truth is more complicated.

	If the bond keeps reacting the way it has since she returned…

	letting her leave might not be that simple.

	Mara steps toward the window.

	The bond tightens slightly with the movement.

	She looks out at the forest beyond the clearing.

	Quiet.

	Thinking.

	“You really believe rogues are hunting me.”

	It isn’t a question.

	“Yes.”

	She turns back slowly.

	“Why?”

	Because you’re my mate.

	Because rejected bonds shouldn’t still exist.

	Because something about this entire situation feels wrong.

	But I don’t say any of that.

	Instead I answer the safer truth.

	“Because someone attacked three patrol routes only experienced trackers know.”

	Her expression darkens slightly.

	“And you think I told them.”

	“No.”

	The answer comes instantly.

	Without hesitation.

	Her eyes flicker with surprise.

	“Then how do they know?”

	That question has been bothering me since the council meeting.

	“I don’t know yet.”

	My wolf prowls under my skin.

	Restless.

	Watching her.

	The bond pulses again.

	Stronger.

	Mara crosses her arms.

	“You rejected me two years ago.”

	The shift in conversation hits like a sudden storm.

	My chest tightens.

	“Yes.”

	She doesn’t look away.

	“Yet now I’m living under your protection.”

	“That’s correct.”

	Her gaze sharpens.

	“Does that make sense to you?”

	No.

	Not even a little.

	But the bond burning between us makes even less sense.

	My wolf pushes forward again.

	Mine.

	The word echoes louder now.

	Claim her.

	End this distance.

	Fix it.

	I inhale slowly.

	Control.

	“You’re still a member of this pack.”

	She lets out a quiet laugh.

	“That’s not what the pack acted like two years ago.”

	The accusation lands exactly where it’s meant to.

	Because she’s right.

	No one stopped her from leaving.

	Not the council.

	Not the warriors.

	Not even me.

	My jaw tightens.

	“You chose to leave.”

	“After you rejected me.”

	Her voice is calm.

	But the bond flares painfully.

	My wolf whimpers low.

	The rejection hurt her more than I wanted to admit.

	And apparently…

	the bond remembers.

	Mara shakes her head slightly.

	“Forget it.”

	She walks past me toward the door.

	The bond stretches tight again.

	“Where are you going?” I ask.

	She pauses in the hallway.

	“Outside.”

	“You just got here.”

	“And?”

	“There are rogue wolves potentially hunting you.”

	She turns slowly.

	Her eyes flash with irritation.

	“I lived alone in the mountains for two years, Alpha.”

	The title carries deliberate distance.

	“I think I can survive a walk through your backyard.”

	My wolf growls softly.

	Danger.

	Protect.

	I step into the hallway.

	“You’re not leaving the territory.”

	“I’m not planning to.”

	“But you are staying within sight of the house.”

	Her arms cross again.

	“You don’t trust me?”

	“I don’t trust whoever is watching our borders.”

	She studies me again.

	The bond pulses.

	Searching.

	Reading.

	Then she exhales slowly.

	“Fine.”

	The word is reluctant.

	But she turns toward the front door.

	I follow.

	Because there’s no chance I’m letting her walk outside alone.

	The late afternoon sun spills across the clearing when we step outside.

	A few wolves glance in our direction.

	Most pretend not to stare.

	But they feel it.

	The tension.

	The bond.

	The unresolved history between their Alpha and the woman he rejected.

	Mara walks toward the edge of the clearing.

	Toward the forest.

	My wolf tracks every movement.

	Mine.

	The word pulses again.

	Stronger this time.

	Possessive.

	She stops near the tree line.

	Breathing in the forest air like she’s memorizing it.

	“Still smells the same,” she says quietly.

	“What does?”

	“Mooncrest.”

	The bond hums softly.

	Alive.

	For a moment neither of us speaks.

	Then Mara glances sideways at me.

	“You really think this is a good idea?”

	“What is?”

	“Putting your rejected mate under your protection.”

	The words land heavy between us.

	My wolf shifts again.

	Restless.

	Truth presses against my chest.

	No.

	It’s a terrible idea.

	Because every second she’s near me—

	the bond grows stronger.

	Harder to ignore.

	Harder to control.

	But I look at her anyway.

	And say the only thing that matters right now.

	“It’s the safest option.”

	Her gaze lingers on my face.

	Studying.

	Searching.

	“For who?” she asks softly.

	The question cuts deeper than she realizes.

	Because the honest answer is complicated.

	Safe for her.

	Dangerous for me.

	Dangerous for the control I’ve spent two years rebuilding.

	My wolf whispers again.

	Mine.

	And for the first time since she returned to Mooncrest—

	I realize something that should have been obvious from the start.

	Rejecting her didn’t kill the bond.

	It just made wanting her far more dangerous.

	Especially now that she’s living under my roof.



	
Chapter 5 The Pack That Watched Me Fall  Her POV

	Her POV

	The training field still smells the same.

	Dust. Sweat. Pine bark from the posts wolves use for sparring.

	And underneath it all—

	wolf.

	Pack.

	Home.

	My chest tightens the moment I step onto the packed dirt clearing.

	Two years away didn’t erase the memories carved into this place.

	Every scar on the ground tells a story.

	Every scratch in the wood posts reminds me of training drills, sparring matches, laughter during sunset practices.

	Back when I belonged here.

	Before the rejection.

	Before the entire pack watched my heart break on the Claiming Stone.

	My wolf shifts uneasily under my skin.

	She remembers too.

	“Look who decided to come back.”

	The voice slices through the quiet like a blade.

	I don’t turn around immediately.

	Because I already recognize the scent.

	Cedar.

	Iron.

	Beta rank.

	Darren.

	Of course.

	I exhale slowly and face him.

	He stands near the edge of the field with two other wolves I vaguely recognize from the younger training group.

	Darren hasn’t changed much.

	Still broad shouldered.

	Still carrying the confident posture of someone who knows his rank protects him.

	His eyes scan me openly.

	Evaluating.

	Judging.

	“Well,” he says slowly, “this is awkward.”

	The two wolves behind him exchange glances.

	One of them mutters something under his breath.

	I catch the word.

	Rejected.

	My wolf bristles instantly.

	I cross my arms.

	“If you’re here to say something, Darren, you might as well say it.”

	His mouth twitches slightly.

	“You always did hate subtlety.”

	“Still do.”

	He steps closer.

	Not threatening.

	But not friendly either.

	“Didn’t think you’d show your face here again.”

	“I didn’t think I’d be summoned either.”

	“Council order,” he says.

	“Yeah,” I reply flatly. “I heard.”

	The silence stretches.

	The younger wolves keep watching.

	Curious.

	Judging.

	Like they’re observing some strange creature that wandered into their territory.

	Which, technically, I did.

	Darren scratches the back of his neck.

	“So… you’re staying?”

	“For now.”

	“With the Alpha.”

	The way he says it makes the words feel heavier.

	I hold his gaze.

	“Yes.”

	His eyebrows lift.

	“That must be interesting.”

	The faint sarcasm makes my wolf growl low in my chest.

	“Careful,” I warn.

	“I am.”

	He lifts both hands slightly.

	But his eyes stay sharp.

	“You know people are talking.”

	Of course they are.

	Pack wolves thrive on gossip.

	Especially when it involves the Alpha and the woman he rejected.

	“Let them,” I say.

	Darren studies me for a moment.

	Then nods slowly.

	“Fair enough.”

	He turns slightly toward the training field.

	“You here to practice?”

	“I needed air.”

	“That’s not an answer.”

	My wolf shifts again.

	Restless.

	I glance toward the practice posts.

	The familiar urge to move, to train, to burn the tension out of my body rises quickly.

	Two years of surviving alone in the mountains changed me.

	But one thing didn’t change.

	I still fight better when I’m angry.

	I walk toward the center of the field.

	Darren smirks faintly.

	“I’ll take that as a yes.”

	The younger wolves move aside quickly when I step onto the sparring ground.

	Dust crunches under my boots.

	My wolf stretches under my skin.

	Relieved.

	Finally something normal.

	Darren rolls his shoulders.

	“You sure about this?”

	“You worried you’ll lose?”

	His grin flashes.

	“That confidence is exactly what got you into trouble last time.”

	The words hit harder than they should.

	Last time.

	He means the night of the rejection ceremony.

	The night the pack watched me fall apart.

	My wolf snarls quietly.

	“Just fight,” I say.

	Darren steps forward.

	We circle each other slowly.

	The training field goes quiet again.

	Even the younger wolves stop whispering.

	They want to see this.

	Because two years ago I was one of the strongest fighters in the pack.

	But exile changes people.

	Living alone changes people.

	And everyone here wants to know what that did to me.

	Darren lunges first.

	Fast.

	Predictable.

	I pivot sideways and knock his arm aside before his strike can land.

	His eyebrows lift.

	“Well.”

	He tries again.

	This time faster.

	A low sweep aimed at my legs.

	I jump over it and drive my elbow toward his shoulder.

	He blocks.

	But barely.

	We break apart again.

	Dust rises between us.

	The younger wolves murmur quietly.

	Darren chuckles under his breath.

	“You got better.”

	“Survival tends to do that.”

	We clash again.

	This time harder.

	More serious.

	He’s stronger.

	But I’m faster.

	Years of tracking through mountains taught me how to move quietly and quickly.

	His punch glances off my shoulder.

	My kick lands against his ribs.

	Not hard enough to injure.

	Hard enough to make a point.

	We break apart again.

	Breathing heavier now.

	Darren wipes dust from his jaw.

	“Okay,” he mutters.

	“I deserved that.”

	I shake my hands out slightly.

	“Probably.”

	But before he can attack again—

	something shifts.

	My wolf freezes.

	The bond.

	It tightens suddenly.

	Hot.

	Sharp.

	Possessive.

	Mine.

	The word echoes through my chest.

	I stop moving instantly.

	Darren notices.

	“What—”

	A low growl cuts across the field.

	Deep.

	Dangerous.

	Alpha.

	Every wolf in the clearing goes still.

	I don’t have to turn around.

	I already know who it is.

	The bond burns hotter.

	His scent reaches me seconds later.

	Dark pine.

	Storm smoke.

	Mate.

	Alpha Kael steps onto the training field.

	His eyes lock onto Darren first.

	Cold.

	Sharp.

	“What’s happening here?”

	Darren straightens immediately.

	“Training, Alpha.”

	Kael’s gaze shifts to me.

	The bond pulses violently.

	My wolf presses forward eagerly.

	Mine.

	I ignore her.

	“Just sparring,” I say.

	Kael’s jaw tightens slightly.

	“You were ordered to remain near the Alpha house.”

	I cross my arms.

	“I am near the Alpha house.”

	The tension between us sharpens instantly.

	Darren clears his throat.

	“We were just finishing.”

	Kael doesn’t look away from me.

	“No,” he says slowly.

	“You’re done.”

	My wolf bristles.

	“I wasn’t finished.”

	His gaze darkens.

	“You were.”

	The command in his voice vibrates through the air.

	Alpha authority.

	Pack law.

	Darren steps back quickly.

	Smart wolf.

	He knows when to exit a conflict.

	The younger wolves scatter quietly too.

	Within seconds the training field is empty.

	Except for the two of us.

	The bond pulses stronger now that the others are gone.

	Kael steps closer.

	“You shouldn’t be fighting.”

	I glare at him.

	“Why?”

	“Because you’re a target.”

	“I’ve been a target for two years.”

	“That was before rogues started hunting you.”

	The words land heavier this time.

	But my wolf still bristles.

	“I don’t need a babysitter.”

	“You’re not getting a babysitter.”

	His voice drops slightly.

	“You’re getting an Alpha.”

	The bond flares hotter.

	Possessive.

	Dangerous.

	Mine.

	I take a step back.

	Just to create space.

	Just to remind my wolf that distance still exists between us.

	“You don’t get to act like you care now.”

	The words come out sharper than I intend.

	But I don’t take them back.

	Kael’s expression tightens.

	“You’re under my protection.”

	“You rejected me.”

	The silence that follows is thick.

	Heavy.

	The bond pulses painfully between us.

	Because both statements are true.

	Kael exhales slowly.

	Then says quietly,

	“And that doesn’t change the fact that you’re still my responsibility.”

	My wolf stirs again.

	Confused.

	Hopeful.

	I crush the feeling immediately.

	“I’m not your responsibility.”

	His gaze holds mine.

	“You’re still my mate.”

	The words land like a thunderclap.

	The bond surges violently.

	My chest tightens.

	“You rejected that bond.”

	“And yet it’s still here.”

	The truth hangs heavily in the air.

	Alive.

	Burning.

	Impossible to deny.

	My wolf presses forward again.

	Mine.

	I shake my head slowly.

	“That doesn’t mean anything.”

	Kael’s eyes darken slightly.

	“It means everything.”

	The tension between us stretches dangerously tight.

	Because neither of us knows what the bond surviving actually means.

	But we both feel it.

	Every second.

	Every breath.

	Kael finally steps back.

	Just slightly.

	Enough to release the pressure between us.

	“You’re done training today.”

	The command is quiet.

	Final.

	I clench my jaw.

	But I don’t argue.

	Because the bond is still burning too hot.

	And if I stay any closer to him right now—

	I’m not sure whether my wolf will try to bite him…

	or claim him.

	Either option would be a disaster.

	So I turn and walk back toward the Alpha house.

	But the bond follows me.

	Burning hotter with every step.

	And somewhere deep inside—

	my wolf whispers something that makes my stomach twist.

	The pack might have watched me fall two years ago.

	But if the bond between me and their Alpha keeps growing stronger…

	they might be about to watch something far more dangerous happen next.



	
Chapter 6 The Rejection I Cannot Undo  His POV

	His POV

	I should never have rejected her.

	The thought hits me like a blade the moment Mara walks away from the training field.

	Dust still hangs in the air where she had been sparring. Her scent lingers too—wild pine and rain and wolf—burning into my lungs every time I breathe.

	Mate.

	My wolf prowls under my skin, restless and furious.

	Mine.

	The word is no longer a whisper.

	It’s a demand.

	I stand in the center of the empty training ground long after she disappears toward the Alpha house.

	The pack wolves who witnessed our confrontation have scattered. No one is stupid enough to remain when their Alpha looks like he might tear something apart.

	And right now…

	I might.

	Two years ago, rejecting Mara was the only choice I had.

	At least that’s what I told myself.

	At least that’s what I told the council.

	But watching her walk away just now—with anger in her eyes and the bond still burning between us—makes the memory claw its way back with brutal clarity.

	The night everything broke.

	The night I rejected my fated mate.

	My wolf snarls at the memory.

	You chose the pack.

	I chose survival.

	For Mooncrest.

	For every wolf who depends on me.

	But none of that changes the fact that I destroyed something sacred.

	I turn sharply and leave the training ground, heading back toward the Alpha house.

	The bond pulls immediately.

	A low, persistent pressure in my chest.

	Not painful.

	But constant.

	Mara is inside the house now.

	Close enough that my wolf can track her every movement.

	Every breath.

	Every shift of emotion through the bond.

	Right now?

	Anger.

	Frustration.

	And something else.

	Something quieter.

	Something that twists deeper under my ribs.

	Hurt.

	My wolf whines softly.

	Mine.

	The word carries regret this time.

	I push the door open and step inside the Alpha house.

	The scent of cedar and smoke fills the hallway.

	But underneath it—

	her.

	Mate.

	My wolf moves toward it instinctively.

	I force my feet to stop.

	Control.

	Always control.

	Two years of discipline has made that much easier.

	But the bond testing that control again?

	That’s new.

	And dangerous.

	A door opens down the hall.

	Lucian steps out of the strategy room.

	The beta takes one look at my face and exhales slowly.

	“You saw.”

	“Yes.”

	He leans against the wall, crossing his arms.

	“She handled Darren pretty well.”

	“That wasn’t the problem.”

	Lucian’s eyebrow lifts.

	“No?”

	“No.”

	Because the problem wasn’t the fight.

	The problem was watching half the pack stare at Mara like she was some spectacle.

	The rejected mate.

	The wolf who wasn’t good enough for the Alpha.

	My wolf growls quietly.

	Mine.

	Lucian studies me carefully.

	“You’re doing that thing again.”

	“What thing?”

	“The brooding Alpha thing.”

	I glare at him.

	He shrugs.

	“Just saying.”

	He pushes off the wall.

	“You know the pack’s confused.”

	“They’ll survive.”

	“They think the bond might still be active.”

	My wolf stirs instantly.

	Mine.

	Lucian watches my reaction closely.

	“Based on your face,” he says dryly, “I’m guessing they’re not wrong.”

	I don’t answer.

	Because confirming that out loud would change everything.

	The council already suspects.

	But if the pack realizes the bond survived the rejection—

	the political balance inside Mooncrest shifts overnight.

	An Alpha rejecting his mate is already rare.

	An Alpha rejecting his mate only for the bond to return?

	That’s something wolves whisper about.

	Lucian rubs the back of his neck.

	“You want the honest version of what this looks like?”

	“No.”

	“I’m giving it anyway.”

	Of course he is.

	He’s my beta.

	Which means ignoring him rarely works.

	He gestures vaguely toward the hallway where Mara disappeared.

	“You rejected your fated mate in front of the entire pack.”

	“I remember.”

	“And now she’s living in your house while the bond between you two is apparently still alive.”

	My wolf growls again.

	Possessive.

	Protective.

	Lucian sighs.

	“You see the problem.”

	“Yes.”

	Because every instinct in my body wants to fix that rejection.

	Claim her.

	Mark her.

	Complete the bond.

	But if I do that—

	everything I protected two years ago collapses.

	Lucian studies my silence carefully.

	“You’re thinking about the Silver Fang pack again.”

	Of course I am.

	Because the night I rejected Mara wasn’t about pride.

	Or politics.

	It was about war.

	The Silver Fang Alpha gave me a choice.

	Reject the bond…

	or watch him tear Mooncrest apart until nothing remained.

	I chose the pack.

	My wolf snarls at the memory.

	Coward.

	Maybe.

	But the decision saved lives.

	Lucian watches my face darken.

	“You still think they’re involved in the rogue attacks.”

	“Yes.”

	“And you think they’re after Mara.”

	“Yes.”

	“Because of the bond.”

	The words land heavy.

	Because that’s the truth neither of us wants to say out loud.

	Silver Fang doesn’t just want territory.

	They want leverage.

	And an Alpha’s mate?

	That’s the strongest leverage there is.

	Lucian exhales slowly.

	“So rejecting her didn’t solve the problem.”

	“No.”

	My wolf growls softly.

	Mine.

	Lucian shakes his head.

	“You know what this means.”

	I look at him.

	“Say it.”

	“If the Silver Fang pack realizes the bond survived…”

	He doesn’t finish the sentence.

	He doesn’t need to.

	They’ll come for her.

	Which means bringing Mara back into Mooncrest territory might have just placed her directly in the middle of the war I tried to prevent.

	The bond pulses again.

	Heavy.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	My wolf pushes forward harder this time.

	Protect.

	Claim.

	Fight.

	I drag a hand through my hair.

	“I didn’t have a choice two years ago.”

	Lucian’s expression softens slightly.

	“I know.”

	“Do you?”

	“Yes.”

	He pauses.

	“But that doesn’t mean she knows.”

	The words land deeper than anything else he’s said.

	Because Mara believes the rejection was simple.

	Cold.

	Cruel.

	She believes I didn’t want her.

	She doesn’t know that rejecting her almost broke me.

	My wolf presses forward again.

	Mine.

	Lucian straightens.

	“So what now?”

	Now.

	The question sits heavy.

	Because the answer is complicated.

	If I tell Mara the truth about Silver Fang—

	she becomes an even bigger target.

	If I keep the truth from her—

	she’ll keep believing I rejected her because she wasn’t worth claiming.

	Neither option is good.

	The bond pulses again.

	Closer.

	Stronger.

	Mara is somewhere upstairs now.

	I can feel it.

	Like a heartbeat under my ribs.

	Lucian watches my silence.

	“You’re thinking about claiming her again.”

	“No.”

	My wolf snarls.

	Yes.

	Lucian doesn’t look convinced.

	“The bond’s getting stronger.”

	“I noticed.”

	“And if it keeps growing?”

	The question lingers in the air.

	Because the truth is simple.

	If the bond reaches its full strength again—

	I won’t be able to ignore it.

	No wolf can ignore a fated mate bond forever.

	Especially not an Alpha.

	Lucian pushes away from the wall.

	“Well,” he mutters, “that’s going to be a problem.”

	“That’s already a problem.”

	He pauses near the door.

	“Just remember one thing.”

	“What.”

	“If you break her twice…”

	His voice turns serious.

	“…she won’t survive it.”

	The words hit harder than any threat.

	Lucian leaves the hallway quietly.

	I stand there alone.

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	My wolf stares toward the staircase.

	Toward the room where Mara is staying.

	Toward the woman I rejected to save my pack.

	And the woman I might have to claim again if I want to keep her alive.

	Because if the Silver Fang pack truly is hunting her—

	the rejection I cannot undo might be the very thing that gets her killed.



	
Chapter 7 The Alpha Who Tended My Wounds  Her POV

	Her POV

	Pain is a language wolves understand well.

	But humiliation?

	That one cuts deeper.

	I should have stopped the sparring match sooner.

	That thought repeats through my head as I sit on the edge of the Alpha house kitchen table, blood dripping steadily from the slice across my forearm.

	The injury itself isn’t serious.

	A training knife slipped during the final exchange with Darren.

	My reflexes were fast enough to turn the blade away from anything vital, but not fast enough to avoid the cut entirely.

	Still.

	The wound stings like hell.

	And the fact that it happened in front of half the pack doesn’t help.

	My wolf paces restlessly inside me.

	Not because of the pain.

	Because of him.

	The bond pulses again.

	Low.

	Persistent.

	Like a heartbeat under my ribs.

	Mine.

	I grit my teeth.

	Not happening.

	Not after everything.

	Footsteps echo down the hallway.

	I don’t need to turn around to know who it is.

	The scent reaches me first.

	Dark pine.

	Storm smoke.

	Alpha.

	Mate.

	My wolf immediately perks up.

	Mine.

	I ignore her.

	The kitchen doorway fills with a tall shadow.

	“Why didn’t you go to the healer?”

	Kael’s voice is calm.

	Too calm.

	I press a cloth harder against the cut.

	“Because it’s a scratch.”

	He steps closer.

	The bond tightens instantly.

	Heat spreads under my skin.

	My wolf stretches toward him like she’s been waiting all day for this exact moment.

	Mine.

	“Let me see it,” he says.

	“I said it’s fine.”

	“You’re bleeding on my table.”

	I glance down.

	The wood surface beneath my arm is dotted with red.

	Oops.

	Still.

	“Your table will survive.”

	Kael sighs.

	The sound is quiet.

	Controlled.

	Then he moves.

	Two long strides close the distance between us.

	My wolf stiffens.

	The bond flares.

	Hot.

	Sharp.

	Possessive.

	Mine.

	I slide off the table immediately.

	Creating space.

	But Kael reaches for my wrist before I can move away completely.

	His fingers wrap gently around my forearm.

	The contact sends electricity racing through my veins.

	My breath catches.

	The bond surges violently.

	Mine.

	His wolf answers.

	The moment stretches.

	Neither of us moves.

	Neither of us breathes.

	Two years.

	Two years since he touched me.

	My wolf leans toward him instinctively.

	I yank my arm back.

	“Don’t.”

	The word comes out rough.

	Kael freezes.

	Not offended.

	Just… still.

	Consent.

	Even his wolf respects that.

	But his gaze drops briefly to the blood still dripping from my arm.

	“You need stitches.”

	“No.”

	“Then at least let me clean it.”

	I laugh under my breath.

	“You?”

	“Yes.”

	“You’re the Alpha.”

	“I’m also capable of using antiseptic.”

	The deadpan delivery almost makes me smile.

	Almost.

	Instead I lean back against the counter.

	“If you mess it up, I’m blaming you.”

	He walks toward the cabinet without answering.

	A moment later he returns with a small medical kit.

	My wolf watches every movement.

	Fascinated.

	Mate.

	I sit back on the table reluctantly.

	Kael stops a few feet away.

	“May I?”

	The question surprises me.

	Because two years ago he never asked before touching me.

	Now he waits.

	Giving me the choice.

	Slowly… I nod.

	He steps closer.

	The bond explodes the second he enters my space again.

	Heat floods through my chest.

	My wolf presses forward eagerly.

	Mine.

	Kael’s scent surrounds me completely now.

	Storm smoke.

	Pine.

	Warm wolf.

	Mate.

	He gently takes my arm again.

	This time I don’t pull away.

	His touch is careful.

	Almost cautious.

	Like he’s afraid I might shatter.

	The cloth lifts from the cut.

	Blood wells up immediately.

	Kael’s jaw tightens slightly.

	“That’s deeper than a scratch.”

	“I’ve had worse.”

	His fingers brush lightly along my skin as he cleans the wound.

	The touch sends small sparks through my nerves.

	Not painful.

	Something else.

	Something warmer.

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	I swallow hard.

	“This is weird,” I mutter.

	His brow lifts.

	“Cleaning a wound?”

	“No.”

	I gesture vaguely between us.

	“This.”

	The bond.

	The closeness.

	The quiet.

	He doesn’t answer right away.

	Instead he finishes cleaning the cut carefully.

	Then wraps a bandage around my arm with surprising skill.

	When he ties it off, his fingers linger for half a second too long.

	The bond flares.

	Hot.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	I pull my arm back.

	“That’s good.”

	Kael steps away.

	Creating space again.

	The distance immediately cools the bond slightly.

	Not enough.

	But enough to breathe.

	“You shouldn’t spar while injured,” he says.

	“I wasn’t injured before the spar.”

	“You were tired.”

	“I’ve been tired for two years.”

	The words slip out before I can stop them.

	Silence fills the kitchen.

	Kael’s expression tightens.

	“That wasn’t what I meant.”

	“I know what you meant.”

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	Because beneath the tension…

	something else is happening.

	Something softer.

	The Alpha who rejected me just cleaned my wound like it was the most natural thing in the world.

	And I don’t know what to do with that.

	Kael leans back against the counter.

	Watching me carefully.

	“You held your ground against Darren.”

	“Barely.”

	“He outweighs you by forty pounds.”

	“That’s never stopped me before.”

	His mouth twitches slightly.

	“No.”

	That tiny hint of amusement hits harder than it should.

	Because it reminds me of the Kael I knew before the rejection.

	The one who used to spar with me at sunset.

	The one who laughed when I knocked him flat on the training field once.

	The one who used to—

	Stop.

	My wolf whines softly.

	Mate.

	I slide off the table again.

	“I should get some air.”

	Kael’s expression sharpens instantly.

	“You’re not leaving the house tonight.”

	“I said air, not the forest.”

	“Still.”

	The command sits between us.

	Heavy.

	Alpha authority.

	But this time I don’t argue.

	Because something about the way he tended my wound has already unsettled my defenses.

	Instead I walk toward the back door.

	The porch is quiet.

	Cool evening air washes over me.

	I lean against the railing.

	Breathing.

	Trying to calm the bond still humming inside my chest.

	A moment later the door opens again.

	Kael steps outside.

	Of course he does.

	He doesn’t say anything at first.

	He just stands beside me.

	Close enough for the bond to pulse again.

	Mine.

	The stars stretch across the sky above Mooncrest.

	The forest whispers quietly beyond the clearing.

	For a moment…

	it almost feels like old times.

	Before everything broke.

	Kael finally speaks.

	“You shouldn’t have left the pack.”

	The words surprise me.

	I glance sideways.

	“You rejected me in front of everyone.”

	His jaw tightens.

	“I know.”

	“That tends to make people leave.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Pain flickers through it this time.

	Regret.

	Kael exhales slowly.

	“If things had been different…”

	“They weren’t.”

	The truth hangs heavy between us.

	My wolf shifts restlessly.

	Because despite everything…

	the bond still feels alive.

	Still feels real.

	Still feels like something unfinished.

	Kael’s voice lowers slightly.

	“You could have died out there.”

	“I didn’t.”

	“That wasn’t the point.”

	His gaze finally meets mine.

	For a moment something raw flickers in his eyes.

	Something dangerously close to guilt.

	My chest tightens.

	Because part of me wants to believe that guilt is real.

	But believing him again would be a mistake.

	So I turn back toward the forest.

	“Goodnight, Alpha.”

	The title lands deliberately between us.

	Distance.

	Control.

	But when I step inside the house again…

	the bond pulses one more time.

	Stronger.

	Warmer.

	Alive.

	And somewhere deep inside—

	my wolf whispers a truth I’m not ready to face.

	The Alpha who broke me two years ago…

	might be the same wolf trying to put the pieces back together now.



	
Chapter 8 The Wolf Who Calls Her Mine  His POV

	His POV

	The moment Darren laughs, my wolf wants blood.

	The sound carries across the training field just as Mara turns away from him, wiping dust from her hands after the sparring match. Several younger wolves linger near the edges of the clearing, pretending they’re stretching or cleaning equipment when in reality they’re watching.

	Watching her.

	Watching the rejected mate of their Alpha fight like she still belongs here.

	Darren’s laugh isn’t loud.

	But it’s enough.

	“You still move like you used to,” he says casually, rubbing the side of his ribs where she kicked him earlier. “Almost makes you forget what happened.”

	My wolf rises instantly.

	A low growl builds in my chest.

	Mine.

	The word hits hard enough to rattle my bones.

	I step out of the shadow of the trees before I can stop myself.

	Every wolf in the clearing freezes.

	The power of an Alpha entering a training ground doesn’t go unnoticed.

	Darren straightens immediately.

	“Alpha.”

	But I’m not looking at him.

	My eyes are locked on Mara.

	She stands in the center of the clearing, breathing slightly harder from the sparring match. Dust clings to her clothes. A thin line of red stains the bandage on her forearm where the training knife caught her earlier.

	My wolf snarls.

	Injured.

	Mine.

	Something inside my chest tightens painfully.

	Darren must see the direction of my gaze because he clears his throat.

	“We were just training.”

	My attention finally shifts to him.

	The silence stretches long enough to make the younger wolves uncomfortable.

	“You’re finished,” I say.

	Darren blinks.

	“Yes, Alpha.”

	The pack disperses quickly after that.

	No one wants to remain when the Alpha looks like he might start tearing out throats.

	Within seconds the training ground is empty.

	Except for Mara.

	And me.

	She turns slowly.

	Gray eyes sharp.

	Defiant.

	“You didn’t have to do that.”

	Her voice carries across the field like a challenge.

	I walk closer.

	“You’re injured.”

	“It’s a scratch.”

	“You’re still injured.”

	She rolls her eyes slightly.

	“I’ve had worse.”

	The bond pulses hard the moment I step within a few feet of her.

	Mine.

	My wolf presses forward aggressively.

	He doesn’t care about distance or caution.

	He wants her closer.

	Always closer.

	Mara notices the shift immediately.

	Her wolf reacts too.

	The air between us tightens.

	Charged.

	Dangerous.

	“I told you I didn’t need a guard dog,” she says.

	“I’m not guarding you.”

	“You’re hovering.”

	“I’m ensuring your safety.”

	Her eyebrows lift.

	“You mean ensuring your reputation.”

	My jaw tightens.

	“That’s not what this is about.”

	“Isn’t it?”

	She steps closer.

	Just one step.

	But the bond snaps tighter instantly.

	My wolf surges forward.

	Mine.

	Her scent wraps around me like fire.

	Wild pine.

	Rain.

	Wolf.

	Mate.

	Mara studies my face carefully.

	“You rejected me two years ago.”

	The words land heavy.

	“You don’t get to act territorial now.”

	My wolf snarls at the accusation.

	Mine.

	The possessiveness pulses through the bond.

	Mara feels it.

	Her wolf responds instantly.

	Confused.

	Curious.

	But not rejecting the connection.

	That alone makes my chest tighten.

	“I’m not acting territorial,” I say.

	She tilts her head.

	“Then what was that back there?”

	I glance toward the empty training field.

	“Darren crossed a line.”

	“He was sparring.”

	“He was reminding you of the rejection.”

	Her eyes narrow slightly.

	“That doesn’t bother me anymore.”

	The lie vibrates through the bond.

	My wolf senses it instantly.

	Pain flickers through the connection.

	She’s stronger now.

	Harder.

	But the wound is still there.

	“I won’t tolerate anyone using that against you,” I say quietly.

	She laughs softly.

	“You already did.”

	The words hit like a punch.

	Silence stretches between us.

	The bond pulses again.

	Heavy.

	Alive.

	My wolf shifts restlessly.

	Mine.

	Mara exhales slowly.

	“You don’t get to protect me from something you caused.”

	“I know.”

	She studies my face carefully.

	Waiting.

	But I don’t offer excuses.

	There aren’t any.

	The rejection happened.

	It can’t be undone.

	The bond pulses again.

	Stronger.

	Her wolf pushes forward slightly.

	Testing.

	Mara steps back suddenly.

	Breaking the tension.

	“I’m going for a run.”

	“No.”

	The word comes out instantly.

	Her head snaps toward me.

	“No?”

	“You’re not leaving the territory tonight.”

	“I’m not leaving the territory. I’m leaving the training field.”

	“The forest isn’t safe.”

	“I survived the forest for two years.”

	“That was before rogues started hunting you.”

	Her jaw tightens.

	“You don’t know they’re hunting me.”

	“I know enough.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Protect.

	Mine.

	My wolf pushes forward harder.

	The instinct is overwhelming.

	Claim.

	Guard.

	Fight.

	Mara crosses her arms.

	“You’re doing it again.”

	“Doing what?”

	“Acting like I belong to you.”

	The accusation lands sharp.

	Because part of me wants to deny it.

	But my wolf refuses.

	Mine.

	The word roars through my head.

	Mara feels the surge through the bond.

	Her breath catches slightly.

	For a moment neither of us speaks.

	The connection between us hums with something powerful.

	Something unfinished.

	Mara shakes her head slowly.

	“This is exactly why I left.”

	“I didn’t force you to leave.”

	“No,” she says quietly.

	“You just made sure staying would destroy me.”

	The truth sits heavy in the air.

	Because she’s not wrong.

	The bond pulses again.

	Pain flickers through it this time.

	My wolf growls softly.

	Mine.

	But this time the word carries something different.

	Not possession.

	Regret.

	Mara turns toward the forest.

	“I need space.”

	“You’re not running alone.”

	She stops.

	Looks back.

	“You’re unbelievable.”

	“I’m responsible for your safety.”

	“You’re responsible for the pack.”

	“You’re part of the pack.”

	The words leave my mouth before I can stop them.

	Her eyes widen slightly.

	“Since when?”

	The bond pulses again.

	Stronger.

	Alive.

	“Since the moment you stepped back into Mooncrest territory,” I say.

	Mara studies my face carefully.

	Searching.

	“Or since the moment your wolf realized the bond isn’t dead?”

	The question lands dangerously close to the truth.

	My wolf snarls softly.

	Mine.

	The word echoes through the bond.

	Mara feels it.

	Her breath catches again.

	For a moment the tension between us shifts.

	The anger softens slightly.

	Something warmer flickers beneath it.

	Something neither of us knows how to handle.

	Finally she exhales.

	“Fine.”

	She gestures toward the forest.

	“You want to make sure I don’t die in the woods?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then keep up.”

	Before I can answer—

	she shifts.

	The transformation is quick.

	Bones shifting.

	Fur rippling across skin.

	Within seconds a sleek gray wolf stands where she had been.

	My wolf surges forward instantly.

	Mine.

	The instinct to follow is overwhelming.

	I shift without hesitation.

	The world sharpens as my wolf takes control.

	Scent.

	Sound.

	Movement.

	Mara bolts into the trees.

	Fast.

	Strong.

	Free.

	My wolf lunges after her.

	The forest rushes past as we run.

	Branches snap under our paws.

	Wind tears through my fur.

	The bond burns brighter with every step.

	Mine.

	She runs like she belongs here.

	Like she never left.

	Like the forest itself welcomes her back.

	And as I chase her deeper into Mooncrest territory—

	one truth settles heavily in my chest.

	Rejecting her didn’t end the bond.

	It only delayed the moment my wolf would demand what should have been his from the beginning.

	Because no matter how much damage the rejection caused…

	my wolf still calls her the same thing.

	Mine.



	
Chapter 9 Shadows Beyond the Border  Her POV

	Her POV

	The forest feels different tonight.

	I notice it the moment my paws hit the earth beyond the pack’s main trails.

	Something is wrong.

	Not obvious.

	Not loud.

	Just… wrong.

	My wolf slows from a run to a cautious trot, ears twitching as the wind shifts through the trees. The scent of Mooncrest territory surrounds us—pine, moss, the faint musk of familiar wolves marking their borders.

	But beneath that—

	Something else.

	Faint.

	Sharp.

	Unfamiliar.

	I stop.

	Behind me, another wolf moves through the trees.

	Large.

	Black.

	Alpha.

	Kael.

	The bond between us burns steadily even in wolf form, a living thread connecting our instincts. His presence presses against my senses like heat at my back.

	Mine.

	His wolf’s claim pulses through the bond again.

	My wolf flicks her ears in annoyance.

	Ignore him.

	Focus.

	I lower my nose to the ground.

	Dirt.

	Leaves.

	Rabbit trails.

	And there.

	A scent thread that doesn’t belong.

	Stranger.

	Rogue.

	My wolf stiffens.

	Danger.

	I step carefully forward, following the scent toward the outer edge of the territory. The forest grows quieter the closer we move toward the border.

	Even the night insects seem to hesitate here.

	Behind me, Kael’s wolf moves closer.

	Protective.

	Dominant.

	His scent wraps around mine.

	Storm smoke and pine.

	Mate.

	Mine.

	My wolf’s hackles rise slightly.

	Not from fear.

	From awareness.

	Because every step closer to the border pulls the bond tighter between us.

	Kael stops beside me.

	His golden eyes scan the trees.

	I glance at him briefly.

	He already knows.

	He smells it too.

	Rogue wolves have crossed the outer line.

	The scent isn’t fresh enough for a direct attack.

	But it’s recent.

	Too recent.

	My wolf moves forward again, tracking the trail carefully.

	The rogues didn’t just cross the border.

	They lingered.

	Watched.

	Studied.

	That realization makes my stomach twist.

	Why would rogues risk entering Mooncrest territory unless they were looking for something specific?

	Or someone.

	My wolf exhales slowly.

	Behind me, Kael releases a low warning growl.

	The sound vibrates through the bond.

	Mine.

	The word carries more urgency now.

	I ignore him again.

	Instead I follow the scent trail deeper into the trees.

	The rogues moved carefully.

	Trying to hide their tracks.

	But whoever did this doesn’t know Mooncrest terrain the way I do.

	They stepped on the wrong roots.

	Broke branches in the wrong direction.

	Left scent marks too faint for most wolves to notice.

	But not me.

	Tracking is the one skill the pack never took away from me.

	The trail leads to a rocky ridge overlooking the border.

	I climb the slope quietly.

	The moon breaks through the clouds above us, casting silver light across the clearing beyond the ridge.

	And that’s when I see it.

	Movement.

	Shadows slipping between the trees outside Mooncrest territory.

	Three wolves.

	Maybe four.

	Watching.

	My wolf freezes.

	The rogues aren’t inside the territory now.

	But they’re close enough to see the patrol routes.

	Close enough to observe.

	Close enough to plan.

	Behind me, Kael’s growl deepens.

	His wolf steps forward beside mine.

	Larger.

	Stronger.

	Alpha.

	His presence radiates power across the ridge.

	The rogues below hesitate.

	They feel it.

	An Alpha wolf watching them.

	My wolf glances sideways at him.

	Even in wolf form, his instincts are clear.

	Territorial.

	Possessive.

	Ready to fight.

	Mine.

	The bond pulses again.

	But the rogues don’t retreat immediately.

	They linger.

	Studying.

	Watching us the same way we watch them.

	That realization sends a chill through my spine.

	They aren’t just scouting territory.

	They’re scouting us.

	Kael steps forward to the edge of the ridge.

	His wolf lifts his head and releases a low warning growl that echoes through the forest.

	Alpha dominance.

	A clear message.

	You are in Mooncrest territory.

	Leave.

	The rogues finally move.

	One by one they slip back into the shadows beyond the border.

	Gone.

	But the scent they leave behind lingers in the air.

	Heavy.

	Intentional.

	My wolf sniffs the ground again.

	Then my heart sinks.

	Because I recognize something in the scent pattern.

	Not random.

	Not wandering rogues.

	A pack.

	Organized.

	Strategic.

	Watching.

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	Behind me, Kael nudges my shoulder gently with his nose.

	A silent question.

	What did you find?

	I step aside and lower my muzzle to the ground again.

	The scent trail spreads outward from the ridge.

	Multiple entry points.

	Multiple exits.

	They’ve been here before.

	More than once.

	Watching the pack.

	Watching the patrol routes.

	Watching the Alpha house.

	Watching…

	Me.

	The realization crashes into me like cold water.

	My wolf stiffens.

	They’re not studying Mooncrest.

	They’re studying the path I ran tonight.

	The trail I followed with Kael.

	My wolf looks up sharply.

	Kael’s wolf is already watching me.

	His instincts caught the same realization.

	Mine.

	The word surges through the bond.

	Protective.

	Dangerous.

	Possessive.

	Because if the rogues were watching the ridge tonight…

	They saw us together.

	Saw the Alpha running beside me.

	Saw the bond.

	My chest tightens.

	The rogues didn’t just come to scout Mooncrest territory.

	They came to confirm something.

	Something about me.

	I shift back to human form slowly, the cool night air hitting my skin as the change settles.

	Kael shifts beside me seconds later.

	The moonlight catches his expression.

	Dark.

	Focused.

	Dangerous.

	“You see it too,” he says quietly.

	I nod.

	“They weren’t hunting prey.”

	“No.”

	“They were watching.”

	His gaze sharpens.

	“Watching you.”

	The words land heavily between us.

	My arms wrap around myself instinctively against the chill.

	“Why?”

	Kael’s jaw tightens.

	Because he already knows the answer.

	Or at least suspects it.

	“The bond,” he says.

	My heart skips.

	“They saw us running.”

	“Yes.”

	“They saw how close we stayed.”

	“Yes.”

	The truth settles like a stone in my chest.

	The rogues came looking for proof.

	Proof that the Alpha’s rejected mate is still tied to him.

	Proof that the bond survived.

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	Mate.

	Kael steps closer.

	Not touching.

	But close enough for the bond to hum between us again.

	“Which means,” he says quietly, “whoever sent them now knows exactly where to strike.”

	A cold realization spreads through my chest.

	“They weren’t scouting the pack.”

	“No.”

	His gaze locks onto mine.

	“They were scouting you.”

	The forest falls silent around us.

	And for the first time since I returned to Mooncrest—

	I truly understand the danger.

	Because if someone is hunting the Alpha’s mate…

	The rejection that was supposed to protect me may have just made me the most valuable target in the territory.

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	But this time the word carries something darker.

	A promise.

	And somewhere beyond the border, hidden in the forest shadows—

	someone is already planning how to take me.



	
Chapter 10 War Circling the Pack  His POV

	His POV

	“Double the border patrol.”

	The command leaves my mouth before I’ve fully stepped into the strategy room.

	Lucian looks up from the large territory map spread across the wooden table. Two other warriors straighten immediately when they see me enter.

	My wolf is still restless from the run through the forest.

	From the scent.

	From the shadows watching us beyond the border.

	Mine.

	The word pulses through the bond again.

	Mara.

	Even now I can feel her somewhere inside the Alpha house. The connection between us is quiet but constant, like a low fire under my ribs.

	Alive.

	Unbroken.

	Which means the rogues saw exactly what they came to confirm.

	Lucian folds his arms.

	“That bad?”

	“Yes.”

	I move toward the table and place both hands against the wood.

	The map shows every patrol route across Mooncrest territory—rivers, ridge lines, forest breaks.

	The ridge Mara tracked tonight sits near the outer edge.

	Exactly where the rogues were watching.

	“They’ve been studying the patrol patterns,” I say.

	Lucian’s expression tightens.

	“How long?”

	“Long enough to know which routes are weakest.”

	“And?”

	“They weren’t scouting the pack.”

	Lucian’s eyes narrow.

	“They were scouting her.”

	The room goes silent.

	Because every wolf in this house understands exactly what that means.

	My wolf snarls softly under my skin.

	Mine.

	One of the younger warriors clears his throat.

	“Alpha… if they’re targeting the rejected mate…”

	“Then they’re targeting the Alpha,” Lucian finishes.

	I nod once.

	The rogues weren’t interested in territory tonight.

	They wanted confirmation.

	Confirmation that Mara and I are still connected.

	And now that they have it…

	they’ll move.

	War isn’t coming to Mooncrest.

	It’s already circling.

	Lucian taps the edge of the map.

	“You think it’s Silver Fang.”

	Not a question.

	A statement.

	“Yes.”

	Silver Fang territory sits three mountain ridges east of Mooncrest. Their Alpha has been pushing for control of the valley for years.

	But they’ve never attacked directly.

	Because a full pack war would destroy both sides.

	Kidnapping an Alpha’s mate, though?

	That changes the balance of power instantly.

	My wolf bares his teeth.

	Mine.

	Lucian studies my face carefully.

	“You told her?”

	“No.”

	His eyebrows rise.

	“You should.”

	“No.”

	“If she’s the target—”

	“She’s safer if she doesn’t know.”

	Lucian exhales slowly.

	“She already knows she’s being hunted.”

	“She doesn’t know why.”

	The difference matters.

	Because if Mara learns the full truth about Silver Fang…

	she’ll run.

	And if she runs outside Mooncrest territory again—

	I won’t be able to protect her.

	The bond pulses.

	Mine.

	Lucian leans back against the table.

	“You rejected her to prevent a war.”

	“Yes.”

	“And now the war might happen anyway.”

	“Yes.”

	The irony isn’t lost on either of us.

	Lucian drags a hand across his face.

	“That’s brutal.”

	The door opens behind us.

	Mara steps into the room.

	Every wolf in the room stiffens instantly.

	The bond surges the moment she crosses the threshold.

	Mine.

	My wolf presses forward eagerly.

	She smells like forest air and night wind.

	Like the run we shared through the trees.

	Like my mate.

	Mara glances between the warriors and the map.

	“You’re talking about the rogues.”

	Lucian sighs quietly.

	“We were.”

	She walks closer to the table.

	No hesitation.

	No fear.

	Her confidence still surprises some of the younger wolves.

	Because most wolves avoid standing too close to an Alpha during strategy discussions.

	Mara doesn’t.

	She leans over the map beside me.

	The bond flares again.

	Hot.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	Her eyes scan the patrol routes quickly.

	“Ridge line here,” she says, pointing to the same spot I marked earlier.

	“They’ve been using that elevation to watch the territory.”

	Lucian glances at me.

	“You see what I mean?”

	I ignore him.

	“How many wolves?” I ask her.

	“Three. Maybe four.”

	“Organized?”

	“Yes.”

	Her finger traces a narrow path through the map.

	“They’re entering here.”

	A hidden slope leading through thick pines.

	Even some Mooncrest wolves forget that trail exists.

	But Mara doesn’t.

	Tracking is her instinct.

	Lucian whistles softly.

	“That’s a clean entry point.”

	“Not if we close it,” I say.

	Mara shakes her head slightly.

	“You shouldn’t close it.”

	I look at her.

	“Why?”

	“Because they expect you to.”

	Her eyes meet mine.

	Sharp.

	Focused.

	“They’re testing how you react.”

	The room falls quiet again.

	Because she’s right.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha isn’t reckless.

	He’s strategic.

	If he wanted a direct fight, he would have started one years ago.

	This?

	This is pressure.

	Testing.

	Watching how Mooncrest moves before making the next strike.

	Lucian leans forward again.

	“So what do we do?”

	I study the map.

	Then look at Mara.

	Her presence beside me still feels unreal after two years apart.

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	My wolf is calmer now that she’s close.

	Protective instinct satisfied.

	“We leave the ridge open,” I say finally.

	Lucian blinks.

	“Seriously?”

	“Yes.”

	Mara’s lips twitch slightly.

	“You’re setting a trap.”

	“Yes.”

	Lucian groans.

	“I hate traps.”

	“They’ll come back.”

	Mara nods slowly.

	“They will.”

	Because now the rogues believe they’ve confirmed something important.

	That the rejected mate still matters to the Alpha.

	That the bond still exists.

	Which means they’ll try to use it.

	My wolf growls softly.

	Mine.

	Lucian taps the map again.

	“If they cross the border again—”

	“We catch them.”

	Mara crosses her arms.

	“And if they don’t?”

	“They will.”

	I meet her gaze.

	“They came too far to walk away now.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Heavy.

	Alive.

	Her wolf stirs quietly beneath her skin.

	The connection between us tightens.

	For a moment the room disappears.

	Just the two of us standing across the map.

	Mate.

	Rejected.

	Still bound.

	Lucian clears his throat loudly.

	“Right. So.”

	He gestures toward Mara.

	“Does she know the rest?”

	My eyes snap to him.

	Lucian ignores the warning.

	“Because if this really is Silver Fang—”

	“Lucian.”

	He raises his hands.

	“Fine. I’ll stop talking.”

	Mara’s gaze shifts between us.

	“What aren’t you telling me?”

	The question hangs in the air.

	The bond pulses again.

	Tense.

	Dangerous.

	Mine.

	My wolf wants to tell her everything.

	Warn her.

	Protect her.

	But the Alpha in me knows the truth will only put a bigger target on her back.

	“Nothing relevant,” I say.

	Her eyes narrow immediately.

	“That’s not true.”

	Lucian mutters something under his breath.

	I glare at him.

	He shuts up.

	Mara steps closer.

	Close enough for the bond to burn between us again.

	“You’re hiding something.”

	“I’m protecting you.”

	“From information?”

	“Yes.”

	She studies my face carefully.

	Searching for cracks in my control.

	“Whatever you’re hiding,” she says quietly, “it involves me.”

	The bond pulses sharply.

	Mine.

	And the worst part?

	She’s right.

	But telling her now would only confirm what the rogues are hoping for.

	That she’s the most valuable piece in a war that hasn’t started yet.

	I meet her gaze.

	“You’re safe inside Mooncrest territory.”

	“For now.”

	The words land heavy.

	Because both of us know safety never lasts forever.

	Outside the Alpha house, the forest shifts in the wind.

	And somewhere beyond the border—

	wolves are already preparing their next move.

	The trap is set.

	The war is circling.

	And if Silver Fang makes their move…

	the bond I once rejected may become the reason they come for my mate next.



	
Chapter 11 The Tracker They Tried to Banish  Her POV

	Her POV

	The forest floor crunches softly beneath my boots as I crouch beside the broken branch.

	“Here,” I say quietly.

	Behind me, three warriors stop moving.

	Even their breathing stills.

	I brush my fingers lightly over the bark. The branch snapped downward instead of sideways, which means the wolf that passed here was moving fast—too fast to watch where their weight landed.

	Not Mooncrest.

	Our wolves know better than to make that mistake.

	Kael steps up behind me.

	Close enough that the bond immediately reacts.

	Mine.

	The word rolls through my chest like thunder.

	My wolf stirs.

	I ignore it.

	“Rogue?” Lucian asks.

	I shake my head.

	“No.”

	I stand slowly, scanning the forest around us.

	The patrol group spreads out behind me, giving space while I work.

	Two days ago the council decided to let the rogues return to the ridge.

	To watch them.

	To trap them.

	Which means now I’m doing exactly what I used to do before everything fell apart.

	Tracking.

	Helping the pack.

	The same pack that watched my rejection without saying a word.

	My wolf flicks her ears uneasily.

	Belonging.

	Dangerous thought.

	I kneel again, brushing aside leaves until I see the print beneath them.

	“Four wolves,” I say.

	“Same group from the ridge?”

	“Yes.”

	Kael crouches beside me.

	The warmth of his presence presses against my senses.

	Storm smoke.

	Pine.

	Mate.

	Mine.

	The bond pulses again.

	Stronger.

	I inhale slowly and focus on the tracks instead.

	“They’re heavier today,” I say.

	Lucian frowns.

	“What does that mean?”

	I stand and follow the trail a few steps forward.

	“They’re carrying something.”

	The warriors exchange glances.

	Kael’s gaze sharpens.

	“Weapons?”

	“Maybe.”

	I move deeper into the trees.

	The trail curves slightly east before cutting back toward Mooncrest territory.

	They’re testing the border again.

	But this time something feels different.

	More confident.

	More deliberate.

	The rogues aren’t just watching anymore.

	They’re preparing.

	“Here,” I say again.

	I kneel beside another track.

	The scent is stronger now.

	Rogue wolf.

	Metal.

	Leather.

	My stomach tightens.

	“These aren’t random rogues,” I say quietly.

	Kael doesn’t ask how I know.

	He trusts my tracking.

	That realization hits harder than it should.

	Lucian crouches beside the print.

	“You recognize them?”

	“No.”

	I stand again.

	“But I recognize the pattern.”

	Kael’s voice lowers.

	“Explain.”

	“They’re circling.”

	Lucian looks up.

	“What?”

	I step back and gesture toward the forest around us.

	“Three days ago they approached from the west.”

	I point toward the ridge.

	“Yesterday they came from the north.”

	Then I gesture toward the trees ahead.

	“And today they’re entering from the east.”

	Understanding dawns on Lucian’s face.

	“They’re mapping the territory.”

	“Yes.”

	Kael’s eyes darken.

	“They’re testing every angle of attack.”

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	The forest suddenly feels smaller.

	More dangerous.

	Because if the rogues are studying Mooncrest from every direction…

	this isn’t scouting.

	This is preparation.

	Lucian stands slowly.

	“That means more wolves.”

	“Yes.”

	“How many?”

	I glance at the trail again.

	“Hard to say.”

	“But more than four.”

	The silence that follows is heavy.

	Kael steps closer.

	The bond hums again.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	“You’re certain?”

	“Yes.”

	His gaze studies my face carefully.

	“You didn’t lose your edge.”

	The quiet approval in his voice catches me off guard.

	For a moment I don’t know how to respond.

	Because two years ago my tracking skills were something the pack respected.

	Now?

	I’m the rejected mate who returned.

	But here in the forest…

	I’m still the best tracker they have.

	My wolf straightens slightly.

	Pride flickers through the bond.

	I clear my throat.

	“The trail splits ahead.”

	Lucian looks toward the trees.

	“Which direction?”

	I follow the scent again.

	The rogues tried to cover their tracks this time.

	Breaking branches.

	Walking through shallow water.

	But they made one mistake.

	They didn’t account for wind patterns.

	The scent drifted downhill instead of spreading evenly.

	I turn toward the left path.

	“Here.”

	Kael nods once.

	“Lead.”

	The word settles heavily on my shoulders.

	Lead.

	Not follow.

	Not assist.

	Lead.

	My wolf lifts her head.

	Belonging flickers again.

	Dangerous.

	I move forward.

	The warriors follow.

	The forest grows denser the farther we go.

	The trail becomes harder to read.

	But not impossible.

	The rogues are getting smarter.

	More careful.

	But they still underestimate one thing.

	Me.

	“They stopped here,” I say after another hundred yards.

	Lucian frowns.

	“There’s nothing here.”

	I kneel beside a patch of disturbed dirt.

	“They waited.”

	“For what?”

	“For us.”

	The realization sends a chill through my spine.

	The rogues knew patrols would follow their trail.

	They left just enough evidence to lure us here.

	A trap.

	Kael’s wolf surges through the bond.

	Mine.

	Protective instinct floods the connection.

	The forest suddenly feels very quiet.

	Too quiet.

	My wolf growls softly.

	Kael moves closer.

	“Everyone spread out,” he orders quietly.

	The warriors shift positions immediately.

	Watching the trees.

	Listening.

	My senses sharpen.

	Wind.

	Leaves.

	Distant birds.

	And then—

	A snap.

	Lucian spins toward the sound.

	Movement flashes between the trees.

	Four wolves burst from the brush.

	Rogues.

	They don’t attack.

	They run.

	Fast.

	Deliberate.

	Leading us away from the ridge.

	Lucian curses.

	“They’re drawing us out!”

	Kael’s eyes flash.

	“After them!”

	My wolf surges forward.

	Instinct takes over.

	The chase explodes through the forest.

	Branches whip past as we run.

	The rogues move quickly.

	But not randomly.

	They’re guiding us.

	Deeper into unfamiliar territory.

	My wolf realizes it first.

	Trap.

	I slow suddenly.

	“Kael!”

	He stops instantly beside me.

	The other warriors skid to a halt.

	“What?”

	I gesture toward the ground.

	The trail changes here.

	The rogues stopped hiding their scent.

	They want us to follow.

	“They’re leading us away from the pack,” I say.

	Lucian looks ahead.

	“They’re still running.”

	“Yes.”

	“But that’s not the real attack.”

	The realization crashes over all of us at once.

	If the rogues pulled the Alpha and half the patrol force away from Mooncrest…

	what’s happening back at the territory?

	Kael’s wolf snarls violently.

	Mine.

	Protect.

	His eyes flash gold.

	“They’re hitting the border.”

	Lucian swears.

	Kael turns instantly.

	“Back to the pack.”

	We run.

	Fast.

	The bond between Kael and me pulses violently now.

	Alive.

	Dangerous.

	Because if the rogues were willing to risk this much to lure us away…

	the real attack is already happening.

	And Mooncrest might be walking straight into the war they’ve been circling.

	My wolf pushes harder.

	Run.

	Protect.

	Behind me, Kael’s wolf echoes the same command through the bond.

	Mine.

	And for the first time since I returned to Mooncrest…

	I realize something terrifying.

	The pack that once watched me fall…

	may now be depending on the tracker they tried to banish to save them.



	
Chapter 12 The Bond I Can No Longer Deny  His POV

	His POV

	“Move!”

	The order tears out of my throat as we burst through the treeline.

	Mooncrest territory spreads below us—cabins, patrol paths, the Alpha house rising at the center like the spine of the pack.

	Smoke curls into the sky.

	My wolf snarls instantly.

	Mine.

	The bond slams violently through my chest.

	Not possessive this time.

	Fear.

	Mara is still beside me, sprinting through the forest, but the bond reacts to the danger surrounding our territory.

	Rogues.

	My wolf bares his teeth.

	Fight.

	Behind us Lucian and the warriors push harder through the trees.

	The scent hits me seconds later.

	Blood.

	Fresh.

	My vision sharpens.

	Every instinct in my body screams the same command.

	Protect the pack.

	Protect her.

	Mine.

	We reach the clearing just as two rogue wolves crash through the outer fence line.

	Mooncrest warriors intercept them instantly.

	The fight explodes across the clearing.

	Snarls.

	Claws.

	Blood.

	One rogue leaps toward a young pack member.

	Before I can move—

	Mara does.

	She shifts mid-run, bones snapping as her wolf bursts forward into the fight.

	Fast.

	Precise.

	She slams into the rogue wolf with enough force to knock it sideways before its jaws reach the young warrior.

	My wolf surges forward.

	Pride.

	Mine.

	The battle is quick but brutal.

	Lucian tackles another rogue near the training field.

	Two more try to break through the northern trees before Mooncrest patrols cut them off.

	Within minutes—

	It’s over.

	The remaining rogues retreat beyond the border.

	The clearing falls into heavy silence.

	My wolf paces beneath my skin.

	Still ready.

	Still hunting.

	Mara shifts back to human form first.

	Breathing hard.

	Her hair clings to her face, dust streaking across her skin.

	But her eyes are sharp.

	Focused.

	Alive.

	The bond pulses again.

	Stronger now.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	I force my wolf back under control.

	“Report,” I order.

	Lucian wipes blood from his jaw.

	“Five rogues total.”

	“Casualties?”

	“Two injured.”

	My gaze sweeps the clearing.

	The pack is shaken but intact.

	The attack wasn’t meant to wipe us out.

	It was a test.

	Just like Mara predicted.

	My wolf growls softly.

	They’re probing.

	Learning.

	Preparing.

	Mara steps closer.

	Her gaze meets mine across the clearing.

	The bond tightens instantly.

	Something shifts inside my chest.

	The rejection should have weakened the connection.

	Should have broken it completely.

	Instead—

	Every battle.

	Every run.

	Every moment we spend near each other…

	the bond grows stronger.

	More demanding.

	Mine.

	Lucian gestures toward the northern trees.

	“They retreated fast.”

	“Because they got what they came for.”

	Mara folds her arms.

	“Confirmation.”

	My jaw tightens.

	“Yes.”

	Lucian looks between us.

	“Confirmation of what?”

	Neither of us answers immediately.

	But the bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Unmistakable.

	Lucian groans softly.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

	The younger warriors glance between us nervously.

	Because now they feel it too.

	The Alpha’s bond.

	Still active.

	Still alive.

	Even after the rejection.

	Mara looks away first.

	“I’m checking the border.”

	Before anyone can stop her she walks toward the trees.

	My wolf immediately pushes forward.

	Mine.

	Protect.

	I follow.

	The forest swallows us within seconds.

	The sounds of the pack fade behind us.

	Only the wind and distant birds remain.

	Mara stops near the ridge where we saw the rogues watching earlier.

	She kneels beside the disturbed dirt.

	“They didn’t plan to win tonight.”

	“No.”

	“They just wanted to see how we’d respond.”

	“Yes.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Closer now.

	More intense in the quiet forest.

	Mara stands slowly.

	“You still haven’t told me everything.”

	I don’t pretend to misunderstand.

	“You mean about Silver Fang.”

	Her eyes flash.

	“You said it, not me.”

	The name hangs in the air.

	Silver Fang.

	The pack that threatened war two years ago.

	The pack that forced my hand the night I rejected her.

	Mara studies my face carefully.

	“You think they’re behind the rogues.”

	“Yes.”

	“Why?”

	Because they know about the bond.

	Because they know about you.

	Because they know I would burn the entire valley before letting anyone touch my mate.

	The truth presses against my chest.

	My wolf snarls.

	Mine.

	I step closer.

	The bond flares immediately.

	Heat.

	Instinct.

	Claim.

	“You deserve the truth,” I say quietly.

	Her brow furrows.

	“That sounds ominous.”

	“It should.”

	The wind moves through the trees.

	Leaves rustle softly around us.

	For a moment the forest feels like it’s holding its breath.

	“Two years ago,” I begin, “Silver Fang’s Alpha approached Mooncrest.”

	Mara’s expression tightens.

	“You mean threatened.”

	“Yes.”

	“With what?”

	“War.”

	Her eyes widen slightly.

	“He told me to reject the bond.”

	The words land heavy.

	“If I didn’t… he would destroy Mooncrest.”

	Silence fills the forest.

	The bond pulses.

	Pain flickers through it.

	Mara processes the information slowly.

	“You rejected me to protect the pack.”

	“Yes.”

	Her gaze drops briefly to the ground.

	Then rises again.

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“Because the moment Silver Fang knew you understood your value to me…”

	My wolf growls softly.

	“They would come for you.”

	Understanding dawns slowly in her eyes.

	“They’re still coming.”

	“Yes.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Stronger.

	Alive.

	Mara exhales slowly.

	“So the rogues tonight…”

	“Are Silver Fang scouts.”

	She shakes her head slightly.

	“And the bond surviving the rejection?”

	“That makes you the most valuable leverage in the valley.”

	The truth settles heavily between us.

	Mara studies my face again.

	“You really thought rejecting me would protect me.”

	“Yes.”

	“And now?”

	I step closer.

	Close enough that the bond hums like electricity between our bodies.

	“Now I know it didn’t work.”

	My wolf pushes forward.

	Mine.

	The instinct is overwhelming.

	To pull her closer.

	To mark her.

	To claim what should have been claimed two years ago.

	But I stop myself.

	Consent.

	Choice.

	Always.

	Mara watches me carefully.

	The bond shifts again.

	Not anger.

	Not pain.

	Something warmer.

	Understanding.

	“You’re still protecting me,” she says quietly.

	“Yes.”

	Even if it costs me everything.

	The wind picks up again.

	Somewhere in the forest a branch cracks softly.

	Both our heads turn instantly.

	My wolf rises.

	Danger.

	The scent of rogue wolves lingers faintly on the wind.

	Not close.

	But watching.

	Always watching.

	Mara looks back at me.

	“They won’t stop.”

	“No.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Unbreakable.

	And for the first time since the rejection—

	I stop pretending the connection between us can be ignored.

	Because every instinct inside me knows the truth now.

	The bond didn’t break.

	It waited.

	And the war circling Mooncrest is about to force me to claim the mate I once rejected… before someone else tries to take her from me.



	
Chapter 13 The Night the Bond Burned  Her POV

	Her POV

	The bond wakes me.

	Not gently.

	Violently.

	It burns through my chest like someone poured fire directly into my veins.

	I sit up in the dark guest room, breath catching as the sensation spreads through my ribs and down my spine.

	Mine.

	The word slams through the bond.

	Kael.

	His wolf.

	The connection between us pulses so hard it almost hurts.

	My wolf surges awake instantly.

	Mate.

	The instinct echoes through my body.

	I press my hand against my chest.

	“Stop,” I whisper to myself.

	But the bond doesn’t listen.

	It hasn’t listened since the night I stepped back into Mooncrest territory.

	Every day it grows stronger.

	Every moment near Kael it pulls tighter.

	Alive.

	Demanding.

	Mine.

	My wolf paces restlessly inside me.

	The heat building under my skin isn’t fear.

	It’s something else.

	Something more dangerous.

	Desire.

	I swing my legs off the bed and stand quickly, pacing across the room.

	The moonlight spilling through the window barely illuminates the floor.

	But I don’t need light to feel the bond.

	It’s everywhere.

	A living thread between us.

	And right now it’s pulling me straight toward him.

	My wolf presses forward eagerly.

	Mate.

	I grit my teeth.

	“No.”

	The rejection should have killed this.

	Two years ago Kael severed the bond in front of the entire pack.

	I felt it break.

	Felt the pain.

	Felt the humiliation.

	But now…

	Now the bond burns like it never died.

	And the worst part?

	My wolf wants it.

	The pull tightens again.

	Stronger.

	My breath hitches.

	I know exactly where he is.

	Down the hall.

	In the Alpha suite.

	The bond hums between us like a magnet.

	I pace faster.

	Trying to ignore it.

	Trying to think about anything else.

	Silver Fang.

	The rogues.

	The war circling Mooncrest.

	Anything but the heat building under my skin.

	But the bond doesn’t care about logic.

	Mine.

	The word pulses again.

	Demanding.

	I stop pacing.

	The realization hits me slowly.

	This isn’t just emotional tension.

	The bond is reacting to proximity.

	To time.

	To the two years it spent waiting.

	My wolf shifts under my skin.

	Hungry.

	The heat floods through me again.

	My breath grows uneven.

	If I stay in this room…

	I’m going to lose control.

	I grab my jacket and step into the hallway.

	The Alpha house is silent at night.

	Most of the pack sleeps early when patrol rotations start before dawn.

	My footsteps echo softly against the wooden floor.

	I head toward the back door.

	Cold air.

	That’s what I need.

	The moment I step outside, the night wind hits my skin.

	Cool.

	Sharp.

	Grounding.

	I inhale deeply.

	The forest stretches out before the house, quiet under the moonlight.

	My wolf settles slightly.

	Better.

	But the bond doesn’t weaken.

	If anything…

	It grows stronger.

	Mine.

	My breath catches again.

	I turn slowly.

	The Alpha house door opens behind me.

	Kael steps onto the porch.

	Of course he does.

	The bond probably woke him the same way it woke me.

	His hair is slightly disheveled.

	His shirt half-buttoned.

	Bare feet against the wooden boards.

	The sight of him sends a fresh wave of heat through my body.

	My wolf surges forward.

	Mate.

	Kael freezes the moment he sees me.

	The bond snaps tighter instantly.

	Mine.

	The word vibrates through my chest.

	Neither of us speaks for a moment.

	The tension between us is thick.

	Electric.

	Alive.

	“You feel it too,” I say quietly.

	His jaw tightens.

	“Yes.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Harder.

	The air between us feels charged.

	Every instinct inside me screams the same thing.

	Closer.

	My wolf presses against my ribs eagerly.

	Mate.

	Kael takes a slow step forward.

	The bond reacts immediately.

	Heat rushes through my veins.

	My heart pounds harder.

	“You shouldn’t be outside alone,” he says.

	I almost laugh.

	“That’s not why you came out here.”

	“No.”

	The honesty surprises me.

	He steps closer again.

	Close enough that I can smell him clearly now.

	Storm smoke.

	Pine.

	Wolf.

	Mate.

	The bond explodes.

	Mine.

	My wolf pushes forward violently.

	Claim.

	The instinct slams through my chest so hard it steals my breath.

	Kael feels it too.

	I see the moment his control starts slipping.

	His wolf is closer to the surface now.

	Golden eyes flashing briefly in the moonlight.

	Dangerous.

	Possessive.

	“You should go back inside,” he says quietly.

	“You first.”

	The challenge slips out before I can stop it.

	His gaze darkens.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Demanding.

	Two years ago I would have run from this moment.

	Too afraid of rejection.

	Too afraid of wanting him.

	But now?

	Now I know exactly what it feels like to survive without him.

	And the bond doesn’t scare me anymore.

	My wolf steps forward inside my mind.

	Mate.

	Kael exhales slowly.

	The sound is rough.

	“You don’t understand what you’re doing.”

	“I understand perfectly.”

	Another step forward.

	Now we’re only inches apart.

	The bond roars between us.

	Mine.

	My breath catches.

	The heat in my chest spreads lower.

	Dangerous.

	Tempting.

	Kael’s hand lifts slightly.

	Then stops mid-air.

	Consent.

	The gesture hits me harder than it should.

	Two years ago he never hesitated.

	Now he does.

	Now he waits.

	My wolf softens slightly.

	Trust flickers through the bond.

	I close the distance.

	Not touching him.

	But close enough to feel the warmth radiating from his body.

	“Tell me something honestly,” I say quietly.

	His gaze locks onto mine.

	“What?”

	“Did rejecting me hurt you?”

	The question hangs between us.

	The bond pulses again.

	Heavy.

	Alive.

	Kael doesn’t answer immediately.

	But the bond betrays him.

	Pain flashes through the connection.

	“Yes.”

	The word is quiet.

	Rough.

	My chest tightens.

	“Then why—”

	“You know why.”

	Silver Fang.

	War.

	The pack.

	The truth he told me earlier echoes through my head.

	The rejection wasn’t about pride.

	It was about survival.

	But the bond doesn’t care about logic.

	Mine.

	The word pulses again.

	Kael’s wolf pushes forward.

	Possessive.

	Claim.

	His hand finally moves.

	Slowly.

	Carefully.

	He brushes a strand of hair away from my face.

	The touch is light.

	Barely there.

	But the bond explodes instantly.

	Heat floods through my entire body.

	My wolf surges forward eagerly.

	Mate.

	Kael inhales sharply.

	The scent of my wolf hits him fully now.

	The moment stretches.

	One dangerous step from losing control.

	I should pull away.

	I should walk back inside.

	I should remember exactly how badly this bond broke me once before.

	But the warmth of his hand against my skin makes it impossible to think clearly.

	The bond burns brighter.

	Alive.

	Demanding.

	Mine.

	Kael’s voice drops.

	“If we keep standing this close…”

	“I know.”

	His fingers curl slightly.

	Not holding me.

	Not forcing me.

	Waiting.

	Choice.

	The decision sits squarely in my chest.

	Two years ago he rejected the bond.

	Tonight…

	I decide whether to step back from it.

	My wolf presses forward again.

	Mate.

	But the memory of the rejection burns just as strongly.

	The humiliation.

	The pain.

	The entire pack watching me fall apart.

	I step back.

	The bond snaps painfully between us.

	Kael’s hand drops immediately.

	His control returns.

	But the heat between us doesn’t disappear.

	It lingers in the air.

	Alive.

	Dangerous.

	“We should stop this before it gets worse,” I say quietly.

	His gaze stays locked on mine.

	“It’s already worse.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	And as I walk back into the Alpha house—

	I realize something terrifying.

	The rejection didn’t destroy the bond.

	It only delayed the moment when neither of us could pretend it wasn’t still burning between us.



	
Chapter 14 The Truth Behind My Rejection  His POV

	His POV

	The moment Mara walks back into the Alpha house, the bond tears after her.

	Mine.

	The word echoes violently through my chest.

	My wolf slams against the inside of my ribs like a storm trying to break free.

	I grip the porch railing until the wood creaks under my hands.

	Control.

	I need control.

	But the bond doesn’t care about control.

	It burns hotter than it ever did two years ago.

	Stronger.

	Demanding.

	Alive.

	Inside the house, Mara’s footsteps fade down the hallway.

	The distance between us stretches the bond painfully.

	My wolf snarls.

	Go to her.

	Claim.

	The instinct floods my mind.

	But I force it back.

	Because the last time I followed that instinct…

	I destroyed her.

	The memory hits like a blade.

	Two years ago.

	Mooncrest clearing.

	The entire pack gathered for the autumn ceremony.

	The moment our wolves recognized each other.

	Mate.

	Mara standing across the clearing with shock in her eyes.

	Hope.

	Happiness.

	And then—

	The threat.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha had been waiting.

	Watching.

	He knew the moment our bond formed.

	And he came to my territory the same night.

	The memory burns.

	His voice echoing in the Alpha house.

	Reject her.

	Or I burn Mooncrest to the ground.

	My wolf snarls violently at the thought.

	Mine.

	Even now the word carries fury.

	Silver Fang didn’t want territory.

	He wanted leverage.

	And the Alpha’s mate is the most powerful leverage in the valley.

	I close my eyes briefly.

	That night I had two choices.

	Choose Mara…

	and risk the entire pack dying in a war we weren’t prepared to fight.

	Or reject her…

	and break both our hearts to protect Mooncrest.

	The decision still haunts me.

	Inside the house, the bond pulses again.

	Mara.

	Alive.

	Close.

	My wolf calms slightly knowing she’s still within reach.

	But the heat of the connection hasn’t faded.

	If anything…

	it’s stronger.

	Which shouldn’t be possible.

	A rejected bond is supposed to die.

	Instead ours is waking up again.

	Stronger than before.

	The front door opens behind me.

	Lucian steps onto the porch.

	“You look like hell.”

	I don’t turn.

	“I feel worse.”

	He leans against the railing beside me.

	“The whole pack felt that bond flare tonight.”

	My jaw tightens.

	“I know.”

	“You planning to explain that to the council?”

	“No.”

	Lucian exhales slowly.

	“They’re already whispering.”

	Of course they are.

	The Alpha rejecting his mate is rare.

	But a rejected bond returning?

	That’s unheard of.

	Lucian studies my expression.

	“You’re going to tell her the full truth, right?”

	“I already told her about Silver Fang.”

	“That’s not the full truth.”

	My wolf stirs uneasily.

	Lucian isn’t wrong.

	There’s still something Mara doesn’t know.

	Something I’ve kept hidden even longer than the threat of war.

	Because if she learns it…

	she may hate me more than she already does.

	Lucian folds his arms.

	“She deserves to know.”

	“I know.”

	“So?”

	I exhale slowly.

	The night air smells like pine and distant rain.

	Mooncrest territory.

	My home.

	The pack I sacrificed everything to protect.

	“I’ll tell her tonight.”

	Lucian nods once.

	“Good.”

	He pauses.

	Then adds quietly—

	“For what it’s worth… the pack doesn’t blame you anymore.”

	I almost laugh.

	“That’s convenient.”

	“They understand now.”

	“They didn’t two years ago.”

	Lucian doesn’t argue.

	Because he remembers exactly how the pack reacted.

	Shock.

	Confusion.

	Judgment.

	Watching Mara collapse in front of them while I forced the words out.

	I reject you.

	The memory still makes my wolf snarl.

	Mine.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	Lucian pushes off the railing.

	“Don’t wait too long.”

	He heads back inside.

	The door closes behind him.

	Leaving me alone with the night.

	And the bond.

	Mine.

	I step inside the house.

	The connection pulls me down the hallway like gravity.

	Straight toward her room.

	My wolf doesn’t hesitate.

	Mate.

	I stop outside her door.

	For a moment I just stand there.

	Listening.

	Her heartbeat echoes faintly through the bond.

	Fast.

	Restless.

	She’s not sleeping.

	Of course she isn’t.

	I raise my hand.

	Knock once.

	The door opens almost immediately.

	Mara stands there in the dim light.

	Her eyes search my face instantly.

	“You’re not done telling the truth.”

	Not a question.

	A statement.

	The bond pulses between us.

	Alive.

	I step inside.

	Close the door.

	“Yes.”

	She crosses her arms.

	“Then start talking.”

	Her defiance makes something warm flicker through the bond.

	Pride.

	My wolf approves.

	Strong.

	Mine.

	I lean against the wall.

	“There’s another reason I rejected you.”

	Her expression hardens slightly.

	“I assumed.”

	“But it wasn’t just Silver Fang.”

	Silence stretches.

	“What else could possibly make rejecting your mate seem reasonable?”

	I meet her gaze.

	“Your bloodline.”

	Confusion flickers across her face.

	“My what?”

	“Your family.”

	“My family are trackers.”

	“Yes.”

	“But they’re also something else.”

	Mara’s brow furrows.

	“What are you talking about?”

	I take a slow breath.

	Two years of secrets pressing against my chest.

	“Your mother wasn’t just a tracker.”

	“She was the last Luna heir of the northern packs.”

	The words land heavily.

	Mara stares at me.

	“That’s impossible.”

	“No.”

	“Why would my family hide something like that?”

	“Because Luna bloodlines carry power.”

	My wolf shifts uneasily.

	Even saying it aloud feels dangerous.

	“Silver Fang’s Alpha knew about your lineage.”

	Her voice drops.

	“And?”

	“And if the Alpha of Mooncrest claimed a Luna heir as his mate…”

	Understanding begins to dawn in her eyes.

	“The valley would unite under our bloodline.”

	“Yes.”

	“And Silver Fang would lose any chance of taking control.”

	“Yes.”

	Silence crashes down between us.

	The bond pulses again.

	Heavy.

	Alive.

	Mara runs a hand through her hair.

	“You rejected me to stop a war.”

	“Yes.”

	“And to hide what I am.”

	“Yes.”

	Her eyes flash.

	“You let the pack believe I was weak.”

	My chest tightens.

	“Yes.”

	“You let them believe I wasn’t worthy of being Luna.”

	“Yes.”

	Pain flashes through the bond.

	Not anger.

	Something deeper.

	Betrayal.

	“You humiliated me to protect your secret.”

	“Yes.”

	The word feels like swallowing glass.

	Mara looks away.

	Her shoulders tense.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	But this time the connection carries something darker.

	Rupture.

	“I thought you rejected me because you didn’t want me,” she says quietly.

	“I wanted you more than anything.”

	“Then you should have trusted me.”

	The words hit harder than any claw.

	Because she’s right.

	Two years ago I didn’t trust her strength.

	I only saw the danger.

	The war.

	The pack.

	I didn’t believe she could carry the burden with me.

	And that mistake cost both of us everything.

	Mara turns back toward me.

	Her eyes burn with emotion.

	“You should have given me the choice.”

	My wolf lowers his head.

	Submission.

	Regret.

	“You’re right.”

	The admission leaves me raw.

	Because nothing I say can undo the damage.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	But fragile now.

	Hanging between us like a thread pulled too tight.

	Mara exhales slowly.

	“So now Silver Fang knows my bloodline.”

	“Yes.”

	“And the bond between us is waking up again.”

	“Yes.”

	“Which means…”

	Her voice trails off.

	“They’re coming for me.”

	The truth settles heavily between us.

	“Yes.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	But this time the word carries something different.

	Not just possession.

	Promise.

	Because if Silver Fang tries to take her—

	I will burn the entire valley before letting them touch my mate.

	Mara studies my face.

	Searching.

	“You won’t reject me again.”

	The question sits between us.

	I meet her gaze.

	“No.”

	Because this time the choice belongs to her.

	And if she decides the bond is worth the risk—

	then I will stand beside her.

	Even if it means the war I tried to prevent finally arrives at Mooncrest’s door.



	
Chapter 15 The Enemy Behind the Rogues  Her POV

	Her POV

	The moment the sun rises, the bond wakes again.

	Not gently.

	It pulses through my chest like a second heartbeat.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the window as pale morning light creeps across the Alpha house.

	Sleep didn’t come easily.

	Not after what Kael told me.

	Luna bloodline.

	War.

	The truth behind the rejection.

	My wolf shifts beneath my skin, restless.

	Mate.

	The word echoes softly through the bond.

	And somewhere down the hall—

	Kael is already awake.

	I can feel him.

	Not through sound.

	Through instinct.

	Through the living thread tying our wolves together.

	The bond pulls slightly.

	Not demanding.

	Just… present.

	I inhale slowly and stand.

	Today the pack will expect answers.

	The rogues.

	The attack.

	The trap.

	And now the truth behind why they’re really here.

	Because if Silver Fang truly knows about my bloodline—

	this war isn’t about territory anymore.

	It’s about control.

	And the person standing in the middle of it…

	is me.

	I step into the hallway.

	The Alpha house smells like coffee and wood smoke.

	Someone is already in the kitchen.

	Lucian, probably.

	But the bond pulls in the opposite direction.

	Toward the strategy room.

	Toward Kael.

	My wolf nudges forward.

	Mate.

	I hesitate.

	After everything he revealed last night, the distance between us feels different.

	Not just painful.

	Complicated.

	Because part of me understands why he rejected me now.

	But another part still remembers the humiliation.

	The rejection ceremony.

	The entire pack watching.

	I push the memory aside and walk down the hallway.

	The door to the strategy room is open.

	Kael stands over the large territory map.

	Lucian leans against the table.

	Three warriors stand nearby.

	The moment I step inside—

	the bond flares.

	Mine.

	Kael’s head lifts instantly.

	His gaze locks onto mine.

	And for a second the entire room disappears.

	Just the two of us.

	Mate.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	Lucian clears his throat.

	“Morning.”

	I walk toward the table.

	“Tell me what you found.”

	Lucian gestures to the map.

	“Your theory about the rogue patrol patterns was right.”

	He taps three points along the border.

	“Three separate entry routes.”

	Kael’s voice is calm.

	“Which means they’re coordinating.”

	“Silver Fang,” I say.

	Lucian nods grimly.

	“Yes.”

	My stomach tightens.

	The rogues weren’t just testing our defenses.

	They were mapping Mooncrest.

	Preparing the ground for something bigger.

	“What’s their next move?” I ask.

	Kael studies the map.

	“They’ll try to isolate you.”

	The room falls silent.

	One of the younger warriors shifts uneasily.

	“Alpha—”

	Kael’s gaze sharpens.

	“They already tried to lure us away from the pack once.”

	Lucian nods.

	“Next time they’ll be more direct.”

	My wolf stirs beneath my skin.

	Danger.

	The bond pulses again.

	Protect.

	Kael’s instinct pushes through the connection.

	Mine.

	I ignore it.

	“What about the rogues we fought yesterday?” I ask.

	Lucian slides a small pouch across the table.

	“We searched the bodies.”

	Inside the pouch is a strip of black leather.

	Stamped with a silver fang symbol.

	My chest tightens.

	Silver Fang pack.

	Confirmed.

	Kael’s jaw hardens.

	“They’re not even trying to hide it anymore.”

	Lucian gestures toward the map again.

	“This wasn’t just a scouting mission.”

	“No,” Kael says quietly.

	“It was a message.”

	I cross my arms.

	“What kind of message?”

	Lucian answers first.

	“That they know exactly who you are.”

	My wolf goes still.

	Luna heir.

	Mate to the Alpha of Mooncrest.

	The most valuable piece in a war neither pack can afford to lose.

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	Kael’s wolf is restless now.

	Protective.

	Possessive.

	And the worst part?

	The instinct runs both ways.

	My wolf recognizes the threat just as clearly.

	Mate.

	Kael meets my gaze across the table.

	“They’ll escalate soon.”

	“How soon?”

	Lucian exhales slowly.

	“Probably tonight.”

	The words settle heavily in the room.

	Another attack.

	Bigger.

	More dangerous.

	Kael straightens.

	“Which means we move first.”

	The warriors look at him immediately.

	Lucian frowns.

	“You’re planning something.”

	“Yes.”

	“What?”

	Kael points to the map again.

	Silver Fang territory lies beyond the eastern ridge.

	Three days from Mooncrest by wolf.

	“They think we’re reacting to their attacks,” Kael says.

	Lucian nods.

	“We are.”

	“Not anymore.”

	The realization dawns slowly across the room.

	“You’re going after them,” Lucian says.

	“Not their territory.”

	Kael taps a narrow valley between the packs.

	“Their supply routes.”

	The warriors exchange looks.

	Smart.

	Strategic.

	Cut the flow of resources and Silver Fang can’t sustain a long conflict.

	Lucian rubs his chin.

	“That would force their Alpha to respond directly.”

	“Yes.”

	“And that’s what you want?”

	“Yes.”

	The tension in the room sharpens.

	Because a direct confrontation between Alphas is one step away from full war.

	I study the map carefully.

	“If we cut their supply routes…”

	Lucian nods.

	“They’ll retaliate.”

	Kael’s gaze shifts toward me.

	“They already are.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Dangerous.

	I meet his eyes.

	“You’re using me as bait.”

	The words hang in the air.

	Lucian winces slightly.

	Kael doesn’t look away.

	“They’re already hunting you.”

	“So you’re turning that into a trap.”

	“Yes.”

	My wolf bristles.

	Not fear.

	Challenge.

	Because if Silver Fang wants to come for me—

	they’ll have to get through the Alpha of Mooncrest first.

	And that Alpha happens to be my mate.

	The bond surges.

	Mine.

	Lucian glances between us.

	“This plan only works if Mara stays inside the territory.”

	I raise an eyebrow.

	“Excuse me?”

	Kael’s voice is calm.

	“It’s the safest option.”

	“No.”

	The word leaves my mouth instantly.

	Lucian sighs.

	“Here we go.”

	I step closer to the map.

	“You need a tracker for this mission.”

	Kael doesn’t answer.

	But his silence is enough.

	“You’re not sending me,” I say.

	“No.”

	“Because I’m the target.”

	“Yes.”

	I shake my head.

	“That’s exactly why you should.”

	The room goes quiet.

	Lucian stares at me.

	“You want to walk straight into the middle of a trap?”

	“I want to help end this war before it gets worse.”

	Kael’s jaw tightens.

	“You’re not going into Silver Fang territory.”

	“I don’t have to.”

	I tap the valley route on the map.

	“But I can track the supply line.”

	Lucian looks impressed.

	“That might actually work.”

	Kael’s gaze sharpens.

	“No.”

	I meet his eyes.

	“You don’t get to make that choice alone.”

	The bond pulses violently.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	His wolf pushes forward.

	Protect.

	My wolf answers just as fiercely.

	Equal.

	The room fills with tension.

	Two wolves.

	One bond.

	Neither willing to back down.

	Finally Lucian mutters—

	“This is exactly why rejected mates are a nightmare.”

	I almost laugh.

	Kael’s eyes burn into mine.

	“You’re not leaving Mooncrest.”

	“I’m not asking permission.”

	The challenge hangs between us.

	The bond crackles like lightning.

	Alive.

	Dangerous.

	Mate.

	Kael exhales slowly.

	And for a moment I think he’s going to argue again.

	But instead—

	he studies me.

	Really studies me.

	Like he’s finally seeing something he missed two years ago.

	Strength.

	Choice.

	Agency.

	The things he didn’t trust me with before.

	The bond softens slightly.

	Not surrender.

	Understanding.

	“You’ll stay with the patrol unit,” he says finally.

	Lucian blinks.

	“Wait—you’re agreeing?”

	Kael doesn’t look away from me.

	“You don’t go anywhere alone.”

	“I wasn’t planning to.”

	“And if Silver Fang appears—”

	“I run.”

	His wolf snarls softly.

	Mine.

	I meet his gaze steadily.

	“Or I fight.”

	The tension between us lingers.

	But the decision is made.

	The war circling Mooncrest is no longer something happening around me.

	I’m part of it now.

	And somewhere beyond the eastern ridge—

	Silver Fang’s Alpha is preparing his next move.

	Because the enemy behind the rogues finally knows exactly who I am.

	And he’s coming to claim the Luna bloodline he believes will give him control of the valley.

	But he’s about to discover something important.

	I’m not prey.

	And if he wants me—

	he’ll have to survive the Alpha who rejected me…

	and the bond that still refuses to let us go.



	
Chapter 16 The Claim I Refuse to Force  His POV

	His POV

	The bond doesn’t let me sleep.

	Not anymore.

	Every time I close my eyes, the connection between Mara and me pulses stronger.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	My wolf paces beneath my skin like a storm trapped inside my chest.

	She’s awake somewhere in the Alpha house.

	Moving.

	Preparing.

	The patrol leaves within the hour.

	I can feel her restlessness through the bond like heat spreading through my ribs.

	Mate.

	The instinct pushes forward.

	Claim.

	I force it down.

	Because claiming Mara without her choosing it would be no better than the rejection that broke her.

	My wolf growls softly in frustration.

	Mine.

	But even my wolf understands one thing.

	The bond is hers to accept.

	Or refuse.

	And until she chooses…

	I will not force it.

	The door to the strategy room opens behind me.

	Lucian walks in carrying two mugs of coffee.

	“You look like you’ve been fighting ghosts all night.”

	I take the mug without answering.

	He leans against the table.

	“The patrol unit is ready.”

	“I know.”

	“You’re still letting her go.”

	Not a question.

	A statement.

	“Yes.”

	Lucian studies my face carefully.

	“You trust her.”

	“I should have trusted her two years ago.”

	He doesn’t argue.

	Because we both know that mistake nearly destroyed everything between us.

	Lucian takes a slow sip of coffee.

	“You realize what happens if Silver Fang intercepts that patrol.”

	“Yes.”

	“They’ll target her first.”

	My wolf snarls.

	Mine.

	“I know.”

	Lucian sighs.

	“And you’re still letting her go.”

	“Yes.”

	Because the moment I try to cage her inside Mooncrest territory…

	I lose the right to call her my mate.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	Footsteps approach in the hallway.

	Mara.

	My wolf reacts instantly.

	Mine.

	She steps into the room seconds later.

	Dressed in dark patrol gear.

	Hair tied back.

	Two knives strapped to her thighs.

	Her scent floods the room immediately.

	Forest.

	Rain.

	Wolf.

	Mate.

	The bond ignites.

	Lucian glances between us.

	“Right. I’m leaving before the air catches fire.”

	He grabs his mug and walks out.

	Smart man.

	The moment the door closes—

	the bond tightens painfully.

	Mara stops across the room.

	Her eyes meet mine.

	For a moment neither of us speaks.

	The tension between us is thick.

	Alive.

	Dangerous.

	“You’re still against this mission,” she says.

	“Yes.”

	“But you’re letting me go.”

	“Yes.”

	Her brow furrows slightly.

	“That doesn’t make sense.”

	“It makes perfect sense.”

	I step closer.

	The bond surges instantly.

	Mine.

	Her wolf stirs beneath the surface.

	Mate.

	“You’re not a prisoner in Mooncrest,” I say quietly.

	“Good.”

	“But if anything happens to you out there—”

	“I know.”

	“You don’t know.”

	My voice drops.

	“If Silver Fang gets close to you…”

	My wolf pushes forward violently.

	Mine.

	Protect.

	Claim.

	The instinct claws through my chest.

	Mara studies my face carefully.

	“You want to mark me.”

	The blunt honesty hits harder than any accusation.

	“Yes.”

	Silence stretches between us.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	“But you won’t,” she says quietly.

	“No.”

	Her eyes narrow slightly.

	“Why?”

	Because I already forced a decision on her once.

	Because the rejection stole her choice.

	Because the bond belongs to both of us.

	My wolf growls softly.

	Mine.

	“The claim only means something if you choose it,” I say.

	“And if I don’t?”

	The question hangs in the air.

	Heavy.

	Dangerous.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	“I’ll still protect you.”

	The answer is simple.

	Honest.

	Mara exhales slowly.

	Something shifts in the bond.

	Not resistance.

	Not anger.

	Trust.

	Small.

	Fragile.

	But real.

	Her wolf steps closer beneath the surface.

	Mate.

	I feel the change instantly.

	The bond warms slightly.

	Mara crosses the room slowly.

	Stopping only a few feet away.

	“You’re different now,” she says quietly.

	“I had two years to think about my mistakes.”

	“And you think this fixes them?”

	“No.”

	Honesty again.

	Because nothing fixes what I did.

	The rejection.

	The humiliation.

	The broken trust.

	But maybe—

	just maybe—

	we can build something new from what survived.

	The bond pulses.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	Mara tilts her head slightly.

	“You’re really going to let me walk into Silver Fang’s trap.”

	“You’re not walking into it alone.”

	Her gaze softens slightly.

	“And if they attack?”

	“Then they face the Alpha of Mooncrest.”

	The words carry quiet promise.

	My wolf pushes forward.

	Claim.

	Mara steps even closer.

	Now the bond hums between our bodies like electricity.

	The heat of her skin.

	The scent of her wolf.

	Mate.

	My control tightens.

	Because the instinct to pull her closer is overwhelming.

	“You’re holding back,” she says softly.

	“Yes.”

	“Why?”

	Because if I touch her now…

	I might not stop.

	And if I mark her without her choosing it…

	the bond becomes a cage instead of a promise.

	“You deserve the choice I took from you,” I say.

	The words settle between us.

	Heavy.

	Real.

	Mara studies my face.

	Searching.

	Her wolf presses forward slightly.

	The bond warms again.

	Alive.

	“Kael.”

	My name on her lips tightens something in my chest.

	“Yes.”

	“If this war gets worse…”

	“It will.”

	“And if Silver Fang forces the bond into the open…”

	My wolf growls.

	Mine.

	“You’ll have to claim me,” she says.

	The statement hits like thunder.

	The bond flares violently.

	Heat floods my veins.

	“I won’t force that choice.”

	“I know.”

	Her voice is calm.

	Steady.

	“That’s why I’m still here.”

	The admission steals my breath.

	Because two years ago Mara left Mooncrest broken.

	Now she’s standing in front of me again.

	Still here.

	Still fighting.

	Still connected to the bond we both tried to bury.

	My wolf lowers his head.

	Respect.

	Mate.

	Mara steps back toward the door.

	“The patrol leaves in five minutes.”

	I nod.

	She reaches the doorway.

	Stops.

	Then glances back at me.

	“If I come back from this mission alive…”

	The bond pulses.

	Alive.

	“What?” I ask quietly.

	Her eyes meet mine.

	“Then we finish this conversation.”

	The promise hangs in the air between us.

	Choice.

	Claim.

	Future.

	My wolf watches her carefully.

	Mine.

	But the claim waits.

	Because this time…

	the bond will only be sealed if she chooses it.

	And as Mara disappears down the hallway—

	one truth settles heavily in my chest.

	Silver Fang isn’t just threatening my pack.

	They’re threatening the one choice that matters most.

	Whether my mate will ever accept the claim I refuse to force.



	
Chapter 17 Leaving Before He Can Break Me Again  Her POV

	Her POV

	The forest smells wrong.

	Not faintly wrong.

	Dangerously wrong.

	I slow my pace as the patrol unit moves through the eastern ridge, the tall pines swallowing the morning light above us. The valley below should smell like river water and wet earth.

	Instead—

	Rogue wolves.

	Metal.

	Blood.

	My wolf stiffens beneath my skin.

	Trap.

	Lucian, running beside me in wolf form, slows too.

	He notices the change immediately.

	I shift back to human first.

	The patrol behind us halts.

	“What is it?” Lucian asks as he shifts beside me.

	I crouch and press my hand against the ground.

	The dirt is disturbed.

	Fresh.

	Too fresh.

	“They were here less than an hour ago.”

	Lucian swears under his breath.

	“Silver Fang?”

	“Yes.”

	My wolf snarls quietly.

	Mate.

	The bond pulses again.

	Kael.

	Even miles away, I feel the connection snap tighter.

	Mine.

	His wolf senses the danger.

	The bond reacts instantly.

	Protect.

	I push the instinct aside and focus on the trail.

	“They came through the valley exactly like we predicted.”

	Lucian scans the tree line.

	“How many?”

	“Six.”

	He grimaces.

	“That’s more than scouts.”

	“Yes.”

	I stand slowly.

	The wind shifts through the trees.

	And suddenly—

	My stomach drops.

	“They’re not ahead of us.”

	Lucian frowns.

	“What?”

	“They circled.”

	The realization crashes over me like cold water.

	The rogues didn’t come through the valley.

	They used the valley to draw us deeper into the ridge.

	Another trap.

	My wolf bares her teeth.

	Run.

	Lucian’s gaze sharpens.

	“You’re sure?”

	“Yes.”

	The bond pulses violently.

	Mine.

	Kael feels it.

	Even from miles away.

	The connection carries urgency now.

	Danger.

	Lucian turns toward the patrol.

	“Fall back!”

	But the order comes too late.

	Movement explodes from the trees.

	Six wolves burst from the brush.

	Not rogues.

	Silver Fang warriors.

	The silver scar across one wolf’s muzzle marks him instantly.

	Pack elite.

	My wolf shifts before my mind catches up.

	Bones snap.

	Fur ripples.

	The forest fills with snarls and claws.

	The fight hits fast.

	Two Mooncrest warriors slam into the first attacker.

	Lucian tackles another wolf near the rocks.

	I dodge a lunging wolf and counter with a bite to the shoulder.

	Blood floods the air.

	But even as we fight—

	something feels wrong.

	These wolves aren’t trying to kill us.

	They’re separating us.

	One warrior breaks off from the fight and bolts toward the northern ridge.

	Another blocks Lucian’s path.

	My wolf realizes the pattern first.

	Not attack.

	Isolation.

	They want one target.

	Me.

	My wolf growls.

	Mate.

	The bond surges violently.

	Kael.

	He feels it.

	The danger.

	The ambush.

	Mine.

	I shift back to human long enough to shout.

	“Lucian!”

	He glances toward me just as two Silver Fang wolves cut between us.

	Blocking his path.

	“Run!” he roars.

	My wolf surges forward.

	Not away from the fight.

	Toward the ridge.

	Because if Silver Fang wants me isolated—

	I’ll choose where the battlefield is.

	The forest blurs as I run.

	Behind me I hear the fight continuing.

	Claws.

	Snarls.

	Lucian’s furious roar.

	The bond pulses again.

	Kael.

	Closer.

	The connection between us burns like fire.

	Mine.

	His wolf is moving.

	Fast.

	Coming.

	But he’s still miles away.

	And Silver Fang knows it.

	A shadow drops from the ridge above me.

	A massive gray wolf lands directly in my path.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha.

	Even before he shifts, the power rolling off him is unmistakable.

	He stands slowly.

	Tall.

	Cold-eyed.

	“You run well for someone who was rejected by her mate.”

	My wolf snarls inside me.

	The words slice deep.

	“You’re trespassing on Mooncrest territory,” I say.

	He smiles slightly.

	“You mean the territory you were forced to leave?”

	The taunt burns.

	Because two years ago…

	it was true.

	But not anymore.

	“I came back.”

	“And yet you still haven’t been claimed.”

	His gaze flicks briefly to my throat.

	Where the mate mark should be.

	The bond pulses violently.

	Mine.

	Kael.

	Closer now.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha notices the shift instantly.

	“You can feel him coming.”

	“Yes.”

	His smile widens.

	“That’s the point.”

	My stomach tightens.

	“You didn’t attack the patrol.”

	“No.”

	“You baited us.”

	“Yes.”

	My wolf paces beneath my skin.

	Danger.

	“What do you want?” I ask.

	His gaze sharpens.

	“You.”

	Of course.

	The Luna bloodline.

	The Alpha’s mate.

	The leverage he’s been chasing for two years.

	“You think I’ll just walk into Silver Fang territory with you?”

	“No.”

	His voice drops slightly.

	“I think Kael will follow you anywhere.”

	The realization chills my spine.

	This trap was never about killing the patrol.

	It was about drawing Kael out.

	Separating him from Mooncrest.

	Separating him from his pack.

	A direct Alpha confrontation.

	War.

	My wolf snarls.

	Mate.

	The bond surges violently again.

	Kael is close now.

	Very close.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha watches my reaction carefully.

	“You still feel the bond.”

	“Yes.”

	“And yet he hasn’t claimed you.”

	His voice softens mockingly.

	“Tell me… does that rejection still hurt?”

	My chest tightens.

	Memories crash back.

	The clearing.

	The words.

	I reject you.

	The humiliation.

	The pack watching.

	My wolf whimpers softly beneath my ribs.

	Mate.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha tilts his head slightly.

	“You could avoid that pain.”

	“How?”

	“Join my pack.”

	The offer is quiet.

	Deadly.

	“You carry Luna blood.”

	“You deserve a throne.”

	My wolf snarls violently.

	“No.”

	His smile fades.

	“You’d rather stay with the Alpha who humiliated you?”

	“Yes.”

	Because Kael didn’t reject me out of weakness.

	He rejected me to protect his pack.

	And even after everything—

	the bond never died.

	Mine.

	The forest explodes with movement.

	A massive black wolf crashes through the trees.

	Kael.

	His wolf is enormous.

	Terrifying.

	Fury radiates off him like a storm.

	Mine.

	The bond ignites violently.

	Relief.

	Danger.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha sighs slightly.

	“Perfect timing.”

	Kael shifts instantly.

	His eyes burn gold.

	“Step away from her.”

	Silver Fang’s Alpha laughs softly.

	“You’re the one who rejected her.”

	“Yes.”

	“And yet you still chase her.”

	My heart pounds.

	The bond surges violently between us.

	Alive.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha studies Kael carefully.

	“You could have avoided this war.”

	“I tried.”

	“And now?”

	Kael’s voice turns deadly calm.

	“Now I finish it.”

	The two Alphas stare at each other across the clearing.

	Power crackles through the air.

	War.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha finally steps back.

	Not retreating.

	Just… leaving.

	“This isn’t over.”

	He disappears into the trees seconds later.

	The forest falls silent again.

	Kael turns toward me.

	The bond pulses violently.

	Mine.

	His wolf is still close to the surface.

	Fury.

	Protect.

	But something else burns beneath it.

	Fear.

	“What were you thinking?” he growls.

	“Surviving.”

	“You ran straight into their trap.”

	“I ran where I could see them.”

	“You could have been killed.”

	“I wasn’t.”

	The argument hangs between us.

	Sharp.

	Dangerous.

	But the bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	Kael steps closer.

	His hand lifts slightly.

	Then stops.

	The same restraint.

	The same refusal to claim what hasn’t been given freely.

	And suddenly—

	I understand something terrifying.

	If I stay here…

	If the bond keeps pulling us together…

	If Silver Fang keeps escalating this war…

	Kael will eventually have to choose between his pack and me again.

	And I won’t survive that rejection twice.

	My wolf whimpers softly.

	Mate.

	I step back.

	Kael’s expression shifts instantly.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I’m ending this.”

	“How?”

	“I’m leaving Mooncrest.”

	The words fall into the clearing like a blade.

	The bond snaps painfully between us.

	Kael goes still.

	“No.”

	“Yes.”

	“If you leave the territory, Silver Fang will hunt you.”

	“They already are.”

	His wolf snarls violently.

	Mine.

	But this time the bond carries something different.

	Fear.

	Because if I stay…

	the war will keep circling us.

	And one day Kael might be forced to reject me again to save his pack.

	I won’t survive that twice.

	“I’m leaving before you can break me again,” I say quietly.

	Then I turn—

	and run.

	The bond screams behind me.

	Mine.

	But this time…

	I don’t stop.



	
Chapter 18 The Mate Who Vanished  His POV

	His POV

	“Mara!”

	My voice tears through the forest.

	No answer.

	Only wind moving through the pines.

	My wolf explodes forward inside my chest.

	Mine.

	The bond burns like a blade through my ribs.

	Not the steady pull I’ve grown used to over the past weeks.

	This is different.

	Fractured.

	Distant.

	She’s running.

	Running away from me.

	I shift mid-stride, bones snapping as my wolf surges into control. The forest sharpens instantly—every scent, every sound, every movement becoming painfully clear.

	Mara’s scent cuts through everything.

	Rain.

	Pine.

	Wolf.

	Mate.

	Mine.

	I follow it without hesitation.

	Branches whip past as I push deeper through the eastern ridge, paws pounding the ground hard enough to shake loose pine needles overhead.

	Behind me Lucian shouts something.

	I ignore him.

	Nothing matters except the fading thread of Mara’s scent.

	She’s fast.

	Faster than most wolves in Mooncrest.

	But she’s not faster than the Alpha who’s spent the last two years memorizing the ghost of her scent just to survive the bond he destroyed.

	Mine.

	The word pulses violently.

	Anger.

	Fear.

	Possession.

	Regret.

	My wolf doesn’t care about any of that.

	He cares about one thing.

	Find her.

	Protect her.

	Claim her.

	The thought slams into me hard enough to steal my breath.

	Claim.

	I shove the instinct down.

	Not like this.

	Not forced.

	Not because she’s scared.

	But the bond is screaming.

	Alive.

	Broken.

	Mine.

	I leap over a fallen log and land hard on the other side, nose low to the ground.

	Her trail cuts sharply toward the northern ridge.

	Away from Mooncrest.

	Away from safety.

	My wolf snarls.

	Danger.

	Silver Fang territory begins less than a mile beyond that ridge.

	If she crosses the border—

	My heart slams violently against my ribs.

	I run harder.

	The bond flares again.

	Sudden.

	Painful.

	Mine.

	For a moment I feel her hesitation through the connection.

	She slows.

	Just for a second.

	Hope flares in my chest.

	“Mara!” I roar.

	The sound echoes across the forest.

	The bond pulses.

	Alive.

	But then—

	The connection pulls sharply away.

	She’s running again.

	My wolf howls with fury.

	Mine.

	Why are you running?

	Because she thinks I’ll break her again.

	The realization hits like a punch.

	Two years ago I shattered her in front of the entire pack.

	Rejected her.

	Humiliated her.

	Told her the bond meant nothing.

	And now she believes the war will force me to do it again.

	My wolf slows suddenly.

	Not because the trail ends.

	Because the truth finally settles inside my chest.

	She’s not running from Silver Fang.

	She’s running from me.

	The bond pulses again.

	Distant.

	Painful.

	Lucian crashes through the trees behind me a moment later.

	“Kael!”

	I shift back to human form, chest heaving.

	Lucian scans the forest around us.

	“Where is she?”

	I point toward the ridge.

	“She’s heading north.”

	His expression darkens immediately.

	“That’s almost Silver Fang territory.”

	“I know.”

	Lucian exhales sharply.

	“You can’t chase her across the border.”

	I turn toward him slowly.

	“You think I’m letting her face them alone?”

	“No,” he says bluntly.

	“I think Silver Fang wants you to follow her.”

	The truth lands heavily between us.

	Because it’s exactly what their Alpha planned.

	Separate us.

	Force a confrontation.

	Trigger the war.

	My wolf growls.

	Mine.

	Lucian folds his arms.

	“If you cross that border, Kael, this becomes an Alpha war.”

	“I know.”

	“And Mooncrest won’t have its leader.”

	The weight of the pack settles heavily on my shoulders.

	Alpha.

	Protector.

	Leader.

	Every wolf in Mooncrest depends on the choices I make.

	But the bond burns again.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	Mara is still running.

	Still alone.

	Still hunted.

	My wolf paces inside my chest.

	Mate.

	Lucian studies my face carefully.

	“You can still call her back.”

	“How?”

	“The bond.”

	I freeze.

	The bond.

	Of course.

	The connection between us hasn’t died.

	Even after the rejection.

	Even after everything.

	It’s still there.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	I close my eyes.

	Focus on the thread connecting us.

	Mine.

	The word pulses gently through the bond.

	Not a command.

	A call.

	For a moment—

	nothing happens.

	Then the connection flickers.

	A faint response.

	Fear.

	Pain.

	My chest tightens.

	She feels it.

	But she doesn’t stop.

	Lucian sighs quietly.

	“She’s stubborn.”

	“Yes.”

	“Which means you’re about to do something stupid.”

	Probably.

	My wolf pushes forward again.

	Mine.

	Protect.

	Claim.

	Lucian steps closer.

	“If you go after her, the council will call it an act of war.”

	“I know.”

	“And Silver Fang will use that.”

	“Yes.”

	“And the pack might lose its Alpha.”

	The words settle like stone.

	Because he’s right.

	Chasing Mara across the border would ignite the war I tried to prevent two years ago.

	My wolf snarls.

	The same war that forced me to reject her in the first place.

	Mine.

	The bond pulses again.

	This time—

	weaker.

	The distance between us grows.

	Every second she runs farther from Mooncrest.

	Farther from safety.

	Farther from me.

	My wolf bares his teeth.

	Mate.

	Lucian watches me carefully.

	“You’re thinking about doing it anyway.”

	“Yes.”

	“Kael—”

	“But if I cross that border now,” I say quietly, “Silver Fang wins.”

	Lucian nods slowly.

	“Exactly.”

	The truth cuts deep.

	Because protecting Mara two years ago meant rejecting her.

	Protecting her now means letting her run.

	My wolf howls in fury.

	Mine.

	I drop to one knee and press my hand against the ground where her scent lingers strongest.

	Rain.

	Pine.

	Mate.

	Alive.

	The bond flickers again.

	Distant.

	But still there.

	She hasn’t crossed the border yet.

	Not yet.

	Lucian crouches beside me.

	“You still feel her?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then she’s alive.”

	“For now.”

	Silence stretches between us.

	The forest feels too quiet.

	Too tense.

	Like the valley itself is holding its breath.

	Lucian stands.

	“So what’s the plan, Alpha?”

	I rise slowly.

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	But this time the word carries something new.

	A promise.

	“I’m not chasing her.”

	Lucian raises an eyebrow.

	“No?”

	“No.”

	“Then what are you doing?”

	I look toward the northern ridge.

	Where Mara disappeared.

	Where Silver Fang is waiting.

	“Preparing for war.”

	Lucian sighs.

	“I was afraid you’d say that.”

	Because Mara thinks leaving will stop the conflict.

	But Silver Fang won’t stop hunting her.

	And I won’t stop protecting her.

	The bond pulses one more time.

	Faint.

	Distant.

	But alive.

	Mine.

	And somewhere beyond the ridge—

	my mate is running alone into the territory of the enemy.

	But Silver Fang made one mistake.

	They think the rejected Alpha will let his mate vanish without consequence.

	They’re about to discover how wrong they are.



	
Chapter 19 Facing the Alpha Who Stole My Fate  Her POV

	Her POV

	The moment I cross the ridge, the bond nearly drags me to my knees.

	Mine.

	The word slams through my chest like a thunderclap.

	Kael.

	Even miles away, his wolf is reaching for me.

	The connection burns hot and furious—rage, fear, possession tangled together in a storm of instinct.

	My wolf whimpers softly.

	Mate.

	I press my palm against my ribs and force myself to keep running.

	The forest beyond Mooncrest territory is darker.

	Thicker.

	Silver Fang land.

	Every instinct I have screams that I shouldn’t be here.

	But staying behind would have been worse.

	Because if I remained in Mooncrest…

	Kael would have followed me into every trap Silver Fang set.

	And eventually the war would destroy the pack he sacrificed everything to protect.

	My wolf slows as the scent hits the wind.

	Silver Fang.

	Dozens of wolves.

	Watching.

	Waiting.

	I stop running.

	If I go any farther, they’ll surround me before I even realize it.

	The forest grows unnaturally quiet.

	No birds.

	No insects.

	Just the whisper of wind through tall pine branches.

	Then—

	A voice behind me.

	“You finally crossed the border.”

	My spine stiffens.

	I turn slowly.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha steps from the shadows.

	Tall.

	Cold.

	His gray eyes gleam with quiet satisfaction.

	“You’ve been waiting,” I say.

	“Of course.”

	My wolf bares her teeth beneath my skin.

	Danger.

	The bond pulses again.

	Mine.

	Kael.

	Closer now.

	He’s still coming.

	Of course he is.

	The thought sends a flash of panic through my chest.

	“No,” I whisper under my breath.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha tilts his head slightly.

	“You can feel him.”

	“Yes.”

	“That bond really is impressive.”

	The casual tone of his voice makes my stomach twist.

	“You manipulated it.”

	“No,” he says calmly.

	“I simply understood it.”

	My wolf snarls.

	“You set that trap on the ridge.”

	“Yes.”

	“You attacked the patrol.”

	“To isolate you.”

	“And Kael.”

	His smile widens slightly.

	“Mostly Kael.”

	My hands curl into fists.

	“You’re starting a war.”

	“No,” he says quietly.

	“I’m ending one.”

	The answer hits like a blade.

	“What does that mean?”

	He steps closer.

	Not threatening.

	Just… confident.

	Because he knows exactly where I am.

	Alone.

	In his territory.

	“The valley has been divided between packs for generations,” he says.

	“Small borders. Small conflicts.”

	“You’re trying to take control.”

	“Yes.”

	“And you think kidnapping me will give you that.”

	His eyes flick to my throat again.

	Where the mate mark should be.

	“You’re more valuable than that.”

	My wolf goes still.

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Your bloodline.”

	I swallow.

	“You know about the Luna line.”

	“Of course.”

	“And you think that gives you the right to claim it.”

	“Not claim,” he corrects.

	“Use.”

	My stomach turns.

	“You’re insane.”

	“Am I?”

	His gaze sharpens slightly.

	“You carry the bloodline that could unite the valley under one Luna.”

	“And that Luna would rule beside her Alpha.”

	My heart pounds harder.

	“You think that Alpha is you.”

	“Yes.”

	The arrogance in his voice makes my wolf want to rip his throat out.

	But he’s not wrong about one thing.

	The Luna bloodline does carry power.

	Power that could reshape the valley.

	Power that makes me dangerous leverage in the wrong hands.

	“You rejected Kael’s claim,” he continues.

	“You’re unmarked.”

	“I’m still his mate.”

	“Technically.”

	The word stings.

	Because the rejection made everything complicated.

	The bond still exists.

	But the claim was never sealed.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha studies my face carefully.

	“You ran from him.”

	“I left to stop this war.”

	“And yet he’s still coming.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Stronger.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	My breath catches.

	He’s closer now.

	Much closer.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha notices instantly.

	“You can feel the distance closing.”

	“Yes.”

	“And you still came here alone.”

	“I came to end this.”

	His eyebrows rise slightly.

	“How?”

	“By refusing to be your leverage.”

	The forest grows even quieter.

	The wolves hiding in the trees shift slightly.

	Watching.

	Waiting.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha sighs softly.

	“You misunderstand the situation.”

	“No,” I say quietly.

	“I understand it perfectly.”

	My wolf steps forward inside me.

	Strong.

	Steady.

	“You believe the bond between you and Kael is your greatest strength.”

	“Yes.”

	“But it’s actually your greatest weakness.”

	The words echo across the clearing.

	Because part of me fears he might be right.

	The bond pulls harder every second.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	Kael.

	Closer.

	If he crosses into Silver Fang territory—

	the war begins.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha watches the tension flicker across my face.

	“You ran here to protect him.”

	“Yes.”

	“And yet you’ve only drawn him closer.”

	My chest tightens.

	Because the bond doesn’t care about borders.

	Or strategy.

	Or fear.

	It simply calls.

	Mate.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha spreads his hands slightly.

	“There’s still time to change the outcome.”

	“How?”

	“Join Silver Fang.”

	My wolf snarls violently.

	“No.”

	“You would rule beside me.”

	“No.”

	“You would end the valley war.”

	“No.”

	My voice grows sharper with every word.

	“I already have a mate.”

	His smile fades slightly.

	“A mate who rejected you.”

	The words slice deep.

	Because they’re not entirely wrong.

	My wolf whimpers softly.

	Mate.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha steps closer again.

	“You deserve better than that.”

	“I didn’t ask what I deserve.”

	“I’m offering you power.”

	“I’m refusing it.”

	The silence between us sharpens.

	Danger builds in the air.

	The wolves in the trees shift again.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha studies me for a long moment.

	Then he sighs.

	“You really would choose him.”

	“Yes.”

	“Even after the rejection.”

	“Yes.”

	The answer surprises even me.

	Because two years ago I would have said no.

	Two years ago I believed the rejection destroyed everything between us.

	But the bond never died.

	It waited.

	It burned.

	And now—

	even standing in the territory of the enemy—

	I can still feel Kael coming for me.

	Mine.

	The word echoes through the bond again.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha shakes his head slowly.

	“Then we’ll settle this the old way.”

	My wolf stiffens.

	“What old way?”

	He gestures toward the clearing.

	“Alpha challenge.”

	My heart slams violently.

	“You want Kael to fight you.”

	“Yes.”

	“You’ll kill him.”

	“If he loses.”

	The calm certainty in his voice chills my spine.

	Because this was his plan all along.

	Not kidnapping.

	Not manipulation.

	A direct Alpha challenge.

	And the prize…

	is me.

	My wolf growls low in my chest.

	Mate.

	The bond pulses again.

	Closer now.

	Kael is almost here.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha glances toward the ridge.

	“Perfect timing.”

	The forest explodes with movement.

	A massive black wolf crashes through the trees.

	Kael.

	His wolf lands in the clearing with a roar of fury.

	Mine.

	The bond ignites like fire.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha smiles slightly.

	“Welcome to Silver Fang territory, Alpha of Mooncrest.”

	The two Alphas stare at each other across the clearing.

	Power radiates off them in waves.

	War.

	Challenge.

	Fate.

	And suddenly I understand something terrifying.

	I didn’t escape the trap by running here.

	I walked straight into the final battle Silver Fang wanted from the beginning.

	Because now the two most powerful wolves in the valley are standing face to face.

	And the outcome of their fight will decide more than territory.

	It will decide who claims the mate bond I once believed was already broken.



	
Chapter 20 The Alpha Who Chose His Mate His POV

	His POV

	The moment I see her standing in Silver Fang territory, something inside me snaps.

	Mine.

	The bond erupts through my chest like a wildfire.

	Relief.

	Fury.

	Fear.

	All of it crashes together as my wolf lands hard in the clearing, claws digging into the dirt while the scent of enemy wolves floods the air.

	Dozens of them.

	Hidden in the trees.

	Watching.

	Waiting.

	But I don’t care about any of them.

	My eyes lock onto Mara.

	Alive.

	Standing across the clearing with her shoulders straight and her chin lifted like she belongs exactly where she is.

	My mate.

	Mine.

	The bond surges violently between us.

	She feels it too.

	I see the moment it hits her—her breath catching, her body going still as the connection snaps tight again.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha stands only a few feet away from her.

	Too close.

	My wolf snarls, the sound ripping through the clearing like thunder.

	Every instinct I have screams the same thing.

	Kill him.

	Protect her.

	Claim her.

	The other Alpha doesn’t even flinch.

	He watches me like he expected this moment.

	Of course he did.

	“This is as far as Mooncrest territory reaches,” he says calmly.

	“You’re trespassing.”

	I shift into human form without taking my eyes off him.

	“You set the trap.”

	“Yes.”

	His honesty doesn’t surprise me.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha has never hidden what he wants.

	Power.

	Control.

	My mate.

	My wolf growls.

	Mine.

	I step forward.

	The wolves hidden in the trees tense immediately.

	One wrong move and the entire clearing will explode into violence.

	But I don’t stop.

	Because the bond is pulling me toward Mara like gravity.

	Alive.

	Demanding.

	When I reach her side, I don’t touch her.

	Not yet.

	The restraint nearly tears my wolf apart.

	But I feel the tension in her through the bond.

	Fear.

	Determination.

	Choice.

	And I will not take that choice from her again.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha watches the distance between us with amusement.

	“Still unclaimed.”

	My jaw tightens.

	“Yes.”

	“You rejected her.”

	“Yes.”

	“And yet you followed her across the border.”

	My wolf bares his teeth beneath my skin.

	Mine.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha gestures casually around the clearing.

	“You understand the situation, don’t you?”

	“Yes.”

	“You crossed into my territory.”

	“Yes.”

	“That makes this an Alpha challenge.”

	My chest goes still.

	Of course.

	This is what he wanted from the beginning.

	Not a kidnapping.

	Not a negotiation.

	A challenge.

	Because under pack law, an Alpha challenge settles territory disputes permanently.

	Winner takes control.

	Loser dies.

	My wolf snarls.

	Mara stiffens beside me.

	“Kael,” she says quietly.

	But I already know.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha tilts his head slightly.

	“You know the rules.”

	“Yes.”

	“You fight me.”

	“Yes.”

	“If you lose…”

	His gaze slides briefly toward Mara.

	“She becomes mine.”

	The words slam into my chest like a blade.

	My wolf explodes with fury.

	Mine.

	The clearing trembles with the force of it.

	But I keep my voice calm.

	“If I win…”

	Silver Fang’s Alpha smiles thinly.

	“You take my territory.”

	“And you never touch Mooncrest again.”

	“Yes.”

	Silence crashes across the clearing.

	The wolves watching from the trees shift uneasily.

	Because they know exactly how dangerous this fight will be.

	Two Alphas.

	Two dominant wolves.

	Only one walks away.

	Mara grabs my arm suddenly.

	“No.”

	The contact sends lightning through the bond.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	Her voice shakes slightly.

	“You can’t do this.”

	I glance down at her.

	“This was always the plan.”

	“No,” she says sharply.

	“This was his plan.”

	“Yes.”

	Her grip tightens.

	“You don’t have to accept.”

	But we both know that’s not true.

	If I refuse the challenge, Silver Fang will continue hunting her.

	Continue attacking Mooncrest.

	Continue escalating the war.

	This fight ends everything.

	My wolf pushes forward.

	Mine.

	Mara’s eyes search mine desperately.

	“You said you wouldn’t force the bond.”

	“I won’t.”

	“Then don’t do this for me.”

	I study her face carefully.

	Every emotion inside her burns through the bond.

	Fear.

	Anger.

	Something softer.

	Something deeper.

	Trust.

	“I’m not doing it for the bond,” I say quietly.

	Her brow furrows.

	“I’m doing it because he threatened my pack.”

	The truth settles between us.

	Heavy.

	Real.

	But the bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Because we both know that’s not the whole truth.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha clears his throat impatiently.

	“Are we fighting or not?”

	My wolf growls.

	“Yes.”

	Mara’s breath catches.

	“No!”

	Her voice echoes across the clearing.

	But I’ve already stepped forward.

	The Alpha challenge circle forms naturally as the wolves watching retreat to the edges of the clearing.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha removes his jacket slowly.

	“You know,” he says casually, “I almost admire your loyalty.”

	I ignore him.

	My focus sharpens.

	The forest fades.

	Only the fight remains.

	“You rejected her once,” he continues.

	“What makes you think she’ll choose you now?”

	My wolf surges violently.

	Mine.

	“Because I’m not rejecting her again.”

	The words come out rough.

	Honest.

	For a moment something flickers in his expression.

	Then he laughs softly.

	“We’ll see.”

	Bones snap as he shifts.

	The massive gray wolf explodes from his body.

	Huge.

	Powerful.

	Deadly.

	My wolf answers instantly.

	The transformation rips through me like lightning.

	Claws.

	Fur.

	Teeth.

	The world sharpens into scent and instinct.

	Enemy.

	Threat.

	Mate.

	Mine.

	The bond burns hotter now.

	Alive.

	Watching.

	The gray wolf lunges first.

	Fast.

	Faster than most Alphas.

	But my wolf has been waiting for this fight since the moment he threatened Mara two years ago.

	I meet him head-on.

	The impact shakes the clearing.

	Claws slash.

	Teeth snap.

	We crash into the dirt in a whirlwind of fur and violence.

	Pain explodes across my shoulder as his teeth graze skin.

	My wolf retaliates instantly, slamming him sideways into a fallen log.

	The wolves watching grow silent.

	Every movement matters.

	Every mistake kills.

	The gray wolf lunges again.

	This time he aims for my throat.

	I twist at the last second.

	My teeth sink into his flank.

	Blood floods the air.

	He howls in rage.

	Mine.

	The bond pulses violently.

	Mara.

	Watching.

	Alive.

	The thought fuels my wolf like fire.

	The fight explodes again.

	Claws tear through fur.

	Blood stains the clearing.

	The gray wolf slams into me hard enough to crack bone.

	Pain explodes across my ribs.

	But I refuse to fall.

	Because falling means losing.

	And losing means Mara belongs to him.

	My wolf roars with fury.

	Mine.

	The bond flares like a beacon.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	I surge forward one final time.

	The gray wolf misjudges the angle.

	Just enough.

	My teeth close around his throat.

	The clearing goes silent.

	The gray wolf freezes.

	The fight ends in a single heartbeat.

	One bite.

	One decision.

	Kill.

	Or spare.

	The wolf beneath my jaws trembles.

	The Alpha of Silver Fang.

	Defeated.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Choice.

	I release him.

	The gray wolf collapses to the ground, breathing hard.

	Submission.

	The challenge is over.

	The clearing erupts with murmurs as the watching wolves lower their heads.

	Victory.

	My wolf turns slowly.

	Toward Mara.

	Mine.

	I shift back to human form, chest heaving.

	Blood drips down my arm.

	But I barely feel it.

	Because she’s standing there.

	Watching me.

	Alive.

	The bond pulses softly between us.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	I step toward her.

	Slowly.

	Carefully.

	And for the first time since the rejection two years ago—

	I make the choice I should have made from the beginning.

	Not as an Alpha.

	Not as a leader.

	But as a man.

	“I choose my mate,” I say quietly.

	The words echo across the clearing.

	The bond flares violently.

	Mine.

	But the final choice…

	is still hers.



	
Chapter 21 The Choice That Is Finally Mine Her POV

	Her POV

	The entire clearing goes silent.

	Not the quiet of peace.

	The quiet of something enormous shifting beneath the surface of the valley.

	Kael stands in the center of Silver Fang territory, blood streaking down his arm and chest, breath still rough from the fight.

	But his eyes are only on me.

	“I choose my mate.”

	The words echo through the clearing like a vow.

	The bond ignites instantly.

	Mine.

	The force of it nearly knocks the breath out of me.

	Two years ago I dreamed of hearing those words.

	Two years ago I believed the bond meant everything.

	Then he rejected me in front of the entire pack.

	The memory flickers through my chest like an old scar.

	Pain.

	Humiliation.

	Loss.

	My wolf whimpers softly beneath my ribs.

	Mate.

	But the bond doesn’t care about the past.

	It burns between us now—alive, powerful, undeniable.

	The entire valley seems to hold its breath.

	Kael takes one slow step toward me.

	Not reaching.

	Not forcing.

	Just waiting.

	The wolves watching from the edge of the clearing shift uneasily.

	Silver Fang warriors.

	Mooncrest scouts who followed Kael across the border.

	All of them watching the same moment.

	Because under pack law, the Alpha’s words mean nothing without the mate’s answer.

	Choice.

	For the first time since the night of the rejection…

	the decision belongs to me.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	I step forward slowly.

	My legs feel strangely unsteady, as if the ground itself has shifted beneath me.

	Kael doesn’t move.

	His wolf is still close to the surface—I can see it in the faint gold glow in his eyes.

	But he doesn’t close the distance.

	He waits.

	My wolf presses forward gently.

	Mate.

	I stop only a few feet away from him.

	Close enough to smell the blood on his skin.

	Close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body.

	Close enough for the bond to roar between us like wildfire.

	Mine.

	For a moment neither of us speaks.

	Then I ask the question that has lived inside my chest for two years.

	“Why now?”

	The words come out quieter than I expected.

	Kael’s gaze doesn’t waver.

	“Because I was wrong.”

	The honesty hits harder than any apology.

	“You rejected me.”

	“Yes.”

	“You humiliated me.”

	“Yes.”

	“You broke the bond.”

	His jaw tightens.

	“I thought I did.”

	Silence stretches between us.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Unbroken.

	“You said you did it to protect Mooncrest,” I say.

	“I did.”

	“And if Silver Fang threatened the pack again?”

	“I would still protect them.”

	The answer is immediate.

	Unapologetic.

	Alpha.

	Leader.

	The wolf who carries the weight of an entire territory.

	My chest tightens.

	“Then what’s changed?”

	Kael steps closer.

	Just one step.

	The bond flares violently.

	Mine.

	His voice lowers slightly.

	“I trust you now.”

	The words land softly.

	But they shake something deep inside me.

	“You didn’t before.”

	“No.”

	The honesty again.

	No excuses.

	No softening.

	Just truth.

	“I thought protecting you meant pushing you away,” he continues.

	“I thought if you stayed away from Mooncrest, Silver Fang wouldn’t come for you.”

	“They came anyway.”

	“Yes.”

	“And now you’re choosing me.”

	“Yes.”

	My wolf stirs beneath my skin.

	Mate.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	But the choice still sits in my chest like a weight.

	Because accepting the bond means more than forgiveness.

	It means war.

	It means becoming Luna of Mooncrest.

	It means standing beside Kael while the entire valley watches.

	Silver Fang’s defeated Alpha lies behind him, bleeding but alive.

	His warriors watch silently.

	The entire conflict between the packs hangs on this moment.

	I look at Kael again.

	At the blood on his skin.

	At the quiet determination in his eyes.

	“You could have killed him,” I say softly.

	“Yes.”

	“Why didn’t you?”

	His gaze sharpens slightly.

	“Because killing him would start a war.”

	My breath catches.

	“And choosing me won’t?”

	“It might.”

	The calm certainty in his voice sends a shiver through me.

	“But if war comes,” he continues quietly, “I want you beside me by choice.”

	Not duty.

	Not fate.

	Choice.

	My wolf presses forward.

	Mate.

	I close my eyes for a moment.

	Two years of memories flash through my mind.

	The rejection.

	The loneliness.

	The way the bond refused to die no matter how far I ran.

	The way Kael followed me into Silver Fang territory knowing it might start a war.

	The way he refused to force the claim even when the instinct burned between us.

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	I open my eyes.

	Kael hasn’t moved.

	Still waiting.

	Still giving me space.

	Still respecting the choice he once took away.

	My wolf lifts her head inside me.

	Strong.

	Steady.

	Mate.

	I step closer.

	Close enough that our breaths mingle.

	Close enough that the bond roars like thunder between our hearts.

	Mine.

	Kael’s control tightens visibly.

	His wolf wants to claim me.

	I feel it in every pulse of the bond.

	But he holds back.

	Waiting.

	Always waiting.

	“You rejected me to protect your pack,” I say quietly.

	“Yes.”

	“And today you fought an Alpha to protect me.”

	“Yes.”

	I study his face carefully.

	“You didn’t force the claim.”

	“No.”

	“Even though the bond is driving you insane.”

	A faint shadow of a smile touches his mouth.

	“Yes.”

	The bond pulses again.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	I inhale slowly.

	And for the first time since the night of the rejection…

	the fear inside my chest loosens its grip.

	Because Kael didn’t just choose his mate today.

	He chose to trust her.

	I reach for his hand.

	The contact sends a shock through the bond.

	Electric.

	Alive.

	Kael’s breath catches.

	But he doesn’t pull me closer.

	Still waiting.

	Still giving me the final choice.

	My wolf presses forward.

	Mate.

	I lift my chin slightly.

	“You chose your mate.”

	“Yes.”

	I squeeze his hand gently.

	“Now I choose mine.”

	The words leave my mouth before doubt can stop them.

	The bond explodes.

	Mine.

	Kael’s wolf surges forward with a roar of triumph.

	But he still doesn’t move.

	Not yet.

	Because this moment—

	this choice—

	belongs to me.

	And as the bond burns brighter between us, I realize something powerful.

	Two years ago my fate was taken from me.

	Tonight…

	I take it back.



	
Chapter 22 The Battle for the Pack His POV

	His POV

	The moment Mara says the words, the bond explodes.

	Now I choose mine.

	Mine.

	The force of it nearly drops me to my knees.

	For two years the bond between us has burned like a wound that never healed. Half-alive. Half-broken.

	Now it surges back to life like a storm ripping through my veins.

	My wolf howls in triumph.

	Mate.

	Alive.

	Chosen.

	I grip Mara’s hand instinctively, the contact sending another shock through the bond. Her scent floods my senses—wild pine, smoke, and the unmistakable warmth of my mate.

	But the moment lasts only seconds.

	Because the clearing erupts.

	A roar of anger tears through the forest.

	Silver Fang wolves burst from the tree line.

	Dozens of them.

	Their Alpha may have lost the challenge, but that doesn’t mean every wolf in his pack accepts the outcome.

	My wolf snaps to attention.

	Threat.

	Enemy.

	Protect the mate.

	Mara feels it instantly.

	The bond tightens between us.

	Danger.

	“Kael,” she says sharply.

	I’m already moving.

	“Behind me.”

	She doesn’t argue, but she doesn’t retreat far either. Instead she shifts slightly to my side, positioning herself where she can see the wolves rushing toward the clearing.

	Good.

	She understands battle.

	The defeated Alpha of Silver Fang tries to stand, blood still dripping from his throat wound.

	“Stand down!” he roars hoarsely.

	But the wolves charging from the forest ignore him.

	Their eyes are wild.

	Their loyalty fractured.

	One of the larger wolves lunges forward, shifting into human form as he steps into the clearing.

	Beta.

	Tall. Scarred. Furious.

	“You lost the challenge,” he snarls at his Alpha.

	“You don’t speak for Silver Fang anymore.”

	My wolf growls low in my chest.

	The Beta’s gaze slides to Mara.

	“And Mooncrest doesn’t get our territory because of a female.”

	The word is meant as an insult.

	My wolf explodes forward.

	But Mara moves first.

	She steps in front of me.

	The motion shocks the clearing into silence.

	Every wolf freezes.

	Because Mara doesn’t look afraid.

	She looks furious.

	“Careful,” she says quietly.

	Her voice carries across the clearing with strange authority.

	“You’re speaking about the Luna of Mooncrest.”

	The word Luna ripples through the watching wolves.

	Silver Fang.

	Mooncrest.

	Even the defeated Alpha goes still.

	Because Luna bloodlines aren’t just titles.

	They’re power.

	Real power.

	The Beta sneers.

	“You’re not Luna until the bond is sealed.”

	The bond pulses sharply between Mara and me.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	My wolf surges forward.

	Claim her.

	But Mara’s hand tightens on my arm.

	Not yet.

	Her gaze never leaves the Beta.

	“You’re right,” she says calmly.

	“I’m not Luna yet.”

	Her scent shifts.

	Something deeper awakens beneath the surface.

	Old.

	Wild.

	The Luna bloodline.

	The wolves watching the clearing feel it instantly.

	Even I feel it through the bond.

	The Beta hesitates.

	Only for a second.

	Then he shifts.

	Fur erupts across his skin as his massive dark wolf lunges straight toward Mara.

	My wolf moves without thought.

	Protect.

	I slam into the attacking wolf mid-air.

	The impact shakes the ground.

	Teeth snap inches from my throat.

	Claws rake across my shoulder.

	Pain explodes through my chest.

	But my wolf barely feels it.

	Enemy.

	The fight erupts instantly.

	Mooncrest scouts charge from the tree line behind us.

	Silver Fang warriors answer.

	The clearing dissolves into chaos.

	Claws.

	Teeth.

	Blood.

	War.

	The Beta wolf tries to break past me.

	Toward Mara.

	My wolf slams into him again.

	Mine.

	The bond flares violently.

	Because Mara hasn’t retreated.

	She’s still standing in the clearing.

	Still watching the fight.

	Still refusing to hide.

	“Kael!” she shouts.

	I glance back for half a second.

	And see three Silver Fang wolves circling her.

	My wolf roars.

	I abandon the Beta instantly.

	Territory doesn’t matter.

	War doesn’t matter.

	Only one thing matters.

	Protect the mate.

	I launch across the clearing, crashing into the closest wolf before he can reach her.

	Bones crack beneath my weight.

	The second wolf lunges.

	Mara moves faster.

	Her knee slams into his ribs, sending him crashing sideways.

	My wolf freezes for half a second.

	Impressed.

	The third wolf hesitates.

	Bad decision.

	I tear him off his feet before he can even shift fully.

	The clearing erupts around us.

	Mooncrest wolves push forward.

	Silver Fang wolves fall back.

	The Beta staggers to his feet again.

	He looks around the clearing.

	At the blood.

	At the chaos.

	At his defeated Alpha.

	And finally…

	at Mara.

	Something changes in his expression.

	Fear.

	Because the Luna bloodline is stronger than he expected.

	He lifts his head slowly.

	And lowers it.

	Submission.

	The motion sends a ripple through the wolves still fighting.

	Silver Fang warriors begin stepping back.

	Backing away from the clearing.

	Their Alpha may have lost.

	But now their Beta has bowed.

	The war dies in a slow, uneasy silence.

	My wolf stands in the center of the clearing, chest heaving.

	Blood covers my fur.

	But the only scent I care about is Mara’s.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	I shift back to human form slowly.

	Pain explodes through my ribs the moment the wolf fades.

	But I ignore it.

	Because Mara is walking toward me.

	The bond hums softly between us.

	Alive.

	Chosen.

	“You’re bleeding,” she says quietly.

	“So are you.”

	She glances down at the small cut on her arm where one of the wolves grazed her.

	“It’s nothing.”

	My jaw tightens.

	It’s not nothing.

	But she’s still standing.

	Still strong.

	Still mine.

	Behind us, the defeated Alpha of Silver Fang finally manages to stand again.

	His voice carries across the clearing.

	“The challenge stands.”

	Every wolf goes still.

	“I lost,” he says roughly.

	“Mooncrest wins.”

	He looks at me.

	Then at Mara.

	“Silver Fang will honor the outcome.”

	The words echo through the valley like a verdict.

	The war is over.

	But the bond between Mara and me pulses again.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	Because there’s still one final step left.

	And every wolf in the clearing knows it.

	The claim.

	The true sealing of the mate bond.

	My wolf stirs beneath my skin.

	Mine.

	But this time—

	the claim will only happen one way.

	If Mara chooses it.



	
Chapter 23 The Truth That Ends the War  Her POV

	Her POV

	The war ends with silence.

	Not peace.

	Not relief.

	Just a strange, heavy quiet that settles over the clearing as wolves from both packs slowly step back from the bloodstained ground.

	The Beta of Silver Fang has bowed.

	Their Alpha has spoken the final words of the challenge.

	Mooncrest wins.

	But the bond between Kael and me is still burning like wildfire beneath my skin.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	The scent of him surrounds me—iron from the blood on his skin, smoke from the forest, and the deeper wild scent that belongs only to my mate.

	My wolf presses forward restlessly.

	Mate.

	The urge to close the distance between us is almost overwhelming.

	But something else stirs beneath the surface of the clearing.

	Something unfinished.

	The defeated Alpha of Silver Fang stands unsteadily near the edge of the challenge circle. His throat wound has stopped bleeding, but his wolf remains dangerously close to the surface.

	His gaze shifts slowly across the wolves watching from the tree line.

	Silver Fang.

	Mooncrest.

	All waiting.

	Watching.

	Waiting for what comes next.

	Because the war between our packs didn’t start tonight.

	And ending it will take more than one Alpha challenge.

	I feel the tension ripple through the clearing.

	Kael steps closer to me.

	Not touching.

	But close enough that the heat from his body brushes against my arm.

	The bond pulses harder.

	Mine.

	His voice is low when he speaks.

	“This isn’t finished.”

	“No.”

	The Silver Fang Alpha exhales slowly, wiping blood from his mouth with the back of his hand.

	“You’re right.”

	Every wolf in the clearing turns toward him.

	The tension sharpens instantly.

	Because defeated Alphas don’t usually speak again after a challenge.

	They either surrender fully.

	Or they die.

	But this Alpha isn’t doing either.

	Instead, he looks directly at me.

	“You deserve the truth.”

	My wolf stiffens.

	“What truth?”

	Kael shifts slightly beside me.

	Protective.

	Ready.

	The Silver Fang Alpha notices immediately.

	“You think I started this war,” he says.

	“Yes.”

	“You think I attacked Mooncrest because of territory.”

	“Yes.”

	“That wasn’t the real reason.”

	The words settle over the clearing like frost.

	My chest tightens slightly.

	“What was it, then?”

	His eyes flick briefly toward Kael.

	Then back to me.

	“You.”

	The bond between Kael and me spikes.

	Mine.

	But the Alpha shakes his head.

	“Not because you’re Kael’s mate.”

	My stomach twists.

	“Then why?”

	“Because of what you are.”

	My wolf stirs uneasily.

	“What I am?”

	“The last Luna bloodline in the valley.”

	The words ripple through the wolves watching the clearing.

	I glance at Kael.

	He already knew.

	But this is the first time Silver Fang has admitted it openly.

	“You attacked Mooncrest because of my bloodline,” I say slowly.

	“Yes.”

	“That makes no sense.”

	“It makes perfect sense.”

	The Alpha steps forward carefully.

	Not threatening.

	Just tired.

	“For generations the valley has been ruled by fractured packs. Small territories. Endless border fights.”

	“Yes,” Kael says sharply.

	“And?”

	“And the Luna bloodline was created to stop that.”

	The words hit harder than I expect.

	“What?”

	“Long before Mooncrest or Silver Fang existed, the valley was ruled by a single bonded Alpha and Luna.”

	The clearing grows still.

	Because every wolf knows the legends.

	But legends are not the same as truth.

	“The Luna bloodline wasn’t just ceremonial,” the Alpha continues.

	“It carried the power to unite packs under one bond.”

	My wolf stirs again.

	Something old and deep flickers beneath my skin.

	“Unite them how?”

	“Through the mate bond.”

	Kael’s hand brushes mine instinctively.

	The contact sends a pulse of heat through the bond.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	The Alpha watches the motion.

	“That bond between you two?”

	He gestures toward us.

	“That’s what the valley has been missing for a hundred years.”

	I stare at him.

	“You started a war to recreate an ancient legend?”

	“No.”

	His voice is quieter now.

	“I started it because the valley is already falling apart.”

	He gestures toward the forest.

	“Rogue wolves. Smaller packs breaking away. Hunters pushing closer to the mountains every year.”

	He meets my eyes again.

	“The valley needed a united leadership again.”

	“And you thought kidnapping me would achieve that.”

	His jaw tightens slightly.

	“I thought controlling the Luna bloodline would.”

	The honesty is brutal.

	“You would have forced the bond.”

	“Yes.”

	My wolf snarls beneath my skin.

	Kael’s body goes rigid beside me.

	But the Alpha doesn’t back down.

	“I believed the valley needed it.”

	“And now?” I ask.

	He looks around the clearing slowly.

	At the wolves from both packs standing side by side.

	At the blood on the ground.

	At Kael.

	Then finally back to me.

	“Now I see something else.”

	“What?”

	“You chose him.”

	The bond pulses softly.

	Mine.

	“And he chose you.”

	The Alpha exhales slowly.

	“That’s what the Luna bond was always meant to be.”

	Choice.

	Not control.

	Not force.

	My chest tightens slightly.

	“You’re saying the valley needs us.”

	“Yes.”

	Kael speaks before I can answer.

	“Mooncrest doesn’t rule Silver Fang.”

	“No,” the Alpha agrees.

	“But Mooncrest and Silver Fang standing together?”

	He gestures toward the watching wolves.

	“That ends every border war in the valley.”

	The realization spreads slowly through the clearing.

	Silver Fang wolves exchange glances.

	Mooncrest warriors shift uneasily.

	Because the truth is simple.

	If the two strongest packs in the valley unite—

	no other pack could challenge them.

	No rogue wolves could threaten them.

	No hunters could push them out of the mountains.

	Peace.

	Real peace.

	My wolf lifts her head slowly.

	Luna.

	The word echoes deep inside me.

	Not as a title.

	As something older.

	Something stronger.

	I look at Kael.

	The bond between us hums softly.

	Alive.

	Waiting.

	But this moment isn’t just about us anymore.

	The valley is watching.

	The future of every pack in these mountains hangs on what happens next.

	The Silver Fang Alpha lowers his head slightly.

	“I lost the challenge.”

	“Yes.”

	“I will honor that.”

	He pauses.

	“But the valley deserves more than another border war.”

	His eyes meet mine again.

	“Tell them the truth.”

	“What truth?”

	“The Luna bloodline isn’t meant to belong to one pack.”

	Silence falls over the clearing again.

	My heart beats slowly.

	Steady.

	Because suddenly I understand.

	The Luna bond isn’t about control.

	It’s about unity.

	I step forward.

	My voice carries across the clearing before doubt can stop me.

	“The war between Mooncrest and Silver Fang ends tonight.”

	The wolves shift.

	Watching.

	Waiting.

	“The challenge is over,” I continue.

	“Mooncrest won.”

	Silver Fang warriors tense.

	But I lift my hand before anyone can speak.

	“But Silver Fang keeps its territory.”

	The words explode through the clearing.

	Kael looks at me sharply.

	But he doesn’t interrupt.

	Trust.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	“From now on,” I continue, “the two packs stand as allies.”

	The defeated Alpha of Silver Fang lowers his head again.

	Submission.

	Not defeat.

	Acceptance.

	The wolves around us slowly follow.

	Mooncrest.

	Silver Fang.

	One by one, heads bow across the clearing.

	The war ends not with blood—

	but with a choice.

	And as the bond between Kael and me pulses softly beneath my skin, I realize something powerful.

	The valley didn’t need a forced Luna.

	It needed one who chose her mate.

	And the mate who chose her back.



	
Chapter 24 The Mate I Choose His POV

	His POV

	The valley has never been this quiet.

	Hundreds of wolves stand across the clearing—Mooncrest on one side, Silver Fang on the other—yet no one speaks.

	No one moves.

	Because Mara just ended a war with a single decision.

	Mooncrest won.

	Silver Fang keeps its territory.

	The packs stand as allies.

	The words still echo through the forest like something ancient waking beneath the mountains.

	My wolf is restless beneath my skin.

	Not from anger.

	Not from battle.

	From the bond.

	Mine.

	The connection between Mara and me pulses harder now than it ever has before.

	Alive.

	Chosen.

	The wolves feel it.

	Every Alpha in the valley would feel it if they stood here.

	Because the bond between an Alpha and Luna isn't just a private thing.

	It's power.

	Real power.

	And right now that power is standing ten feet away from me with her chin lifted and her shoulders straight as if she was born to command two rival packs.

	Maybe she was.

	The Luna bloodline in her is stronger than I realized.

	Stronger than anyone realized.

	And it chose me.

	My chest tightens at the thought.

	Two years ago I rejected her in front of my entire pack.

	Two years ago I told myself I was protecting Mooncrest.

	Protecting her.

	But the truth was uglier than that.

	I was afraid.

	Afraid that loving her would make me weak.

	Afraid that enemies like Silver Fang would use her against me.

	Afraid the bond would take control away from me.

	My wolf growls softly.

	Idiot.

	Yes.

	I was.

	But Mara didn't break under that rejection.

	She became stronger.

	And tonight she just did something I never could have done.

	She united two packs without bloodshed.

	The Silver Fang Alpha lowers his head again in acknowledgment of her decision.

	Mooncrest wolves exchange uneasy glances.

	But no one challenges her.

	Because deep down every wolf here knows the truth.

	The valley has been tearing itself apart for decades.

	And she just ended it.

	Mara turns slowly.

	Her eyes find mine.

	The bond surges.

	Mine.

	The look in her gaze isn't the wounded girl I rejected two years ago.

	This is the woman who walked into enemy territory alone to stop a war.

	The woman who stood between two Alphas and chose peace instead of power.

	The woman who still chose me after everything I did.

	My wolf presses forward hard.

	Claim her.

	The instinct roars through my chest.

	Seal the bond.

	Make it permanent.

	But I don't move.

	Because I remember the promise I made to her.

	I will never force the bond again.

	Mara starts walking toward me.

	Slow.

	Confident.

	The wolves around us part without thinking.

	Mooncrest.

	Silver Fang.

	Both sides making space as if something sacred is about to happen.

	The bond between us hums louder with every step she takes.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	When she stops in front of me the clearing seems to shrink.

	The forest fades.

	The watching wolves disappear.

	All that remains is the heat between us.

	And the choice waiting in the air.

	“You gave Silver Fang their territory back,” I say quietly.

	“Yes.”

	“You just gave away land Mooncrest won in an Alpha challenge.”

	“Yes.”

	There's no hesitation in her voice.

	No doubt.

	Just certainty.

	“Do you regret it?”

	“No.”

	The answer is immediate.

	I study her face.

	“Why?”

	Her gaze softens slightly.

	“Because ruling the valley through fear would destroy everything we just built.”

	We.

	The word lands heavy between us.

	The bond pulses warmly.

	Mine.

	“You didn't ask me first,” I say.

	She lifts one eyebrow.

	“You would have said no.”

	I almost smile.

	“Yes.”

	“Exactly.”

	My wolf snorts.

	Mate.

	I exhale slowly.

	“You're right.”

	The confession surprises both of us.

	Because two years ago I would have fought that decision.

	But watching the two packs stand down tonight…

	Watching the war die without another drop of blood…

	She did the right thing.

	Even if it cost Mooncrest territory.

	Mara studies my face carefully.

	“You're not angry.”

	“No.”

	“You're sure?”

	“Yes.”

	Her shoulders relax slightly.

	The bond hums again.

	Alive.

	I take one step closer.

	The distance between us disappears.

	Now I can see the small cut on her arm from the fight earlier.

	The faint bruise along her jaw.

	My chest tightens.

	“You should have stayed behind me during the battle,” I say.

	She snorts softly.

	“You've met me.”

	My wolf rumbles with reluctant amusement.

	Yes.

	I have.

	“You fought three Silver Fang wolves.”

	“You fought their Alpha.”

	Fair point.

	The silence between us shifts.

	Heavier.

	Warmer.

	More dangerous.

	Because the moment we both feel approaching is finally here.

	The claim.

	The bond between us has waited two years for this.

	My wolf presses forward again.

	Mine.

	But I keep my hands at my sides.

	I will not touch her until she says the words.

	Until she gives permission.

	Mara watches me carefully.

	“You're holding back,” she says.

	“Yes.”

	“Why?”

	“You deserve the final choice.”

	Her expression changes slightly.

	Not surprise.

	Something softer.

	Trust.

	“You already chose me,” she says.

	“Yes.”

	“And I chose you.”

	“Yes.”

	The bond flares brightly between us.

	Alive.

	Chosen.

	“But the bond isn't sealed yet,” she continues.

	“No.”

	Her gaze drifts briefly across the clearing.

	Mooncrest wolves.

	Silver Fang wolves.

	Both packs watching the moment unfold.

	“This won't just affect us,” she says quietly.

	“No.”

	“If we complete the bond tonight…”

	“The valley changes.”

	“Yes.”

	Silence stretches between us again.

	Then Mara steps closer.

	Close enough that her breath brushes my throat.

	The scent of her wraps around me like fire.

	My wolf surges forward.

	Mine.

	She tilts her head slightly.

	“Do you regret rejecting me?”

	The question lands like a blade.

	“Yes.”

	The answer is immediate.

	Raw.

	Unfiltered.

	“I regret every day of the last two years.”

	Her eyes search mine.

	“Even knowing everything that happened tonight?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why?”

	“Because none of it should have cost you that pain.”

	The truth settles between us.

	Heavy.

	Honest.

	My voice lowers.

	“I should have trusted you.”

	The bond pulses warmly.

	Mara studies me for a long moment.

	Then she lifts her hand.

	Slowly.

	Gently.

	Her fingers brush the side of my face.

	The contact explodes through the bond like lightning.

	Mine.

	My wolf growls softly in approval.

	“You're learning,” she says quietly.

	“Late.”

	“But learning.”

	“Yes.”

	Her thumb traces the line of my jaw.

	The clearing disappears entirely now.

	No wolves.

	No packs.

	Just the two of us and the bond burning between our hearts.

	“You rejected me once,” she says.

	“Yes.”

	“Tonight you fought an Alpha to protect me.”

	“Yes.”

	“And now you're standing here giving me the power to decide everything.”

	“Yes.”

	Her lips curve slightly.

	“Good.”

	The word sends a ripple through the bond.

	Alive.

	Then she leans closer.

	Her voice drops to a whisper only I can hear.

	“You're not the only one choosing tonight.”

	My wolf freezes.

	Mate.

	Her lips brush my ear as she says the words that seal my fate.

	“I choose my Alpha.”

	The bond ignites.

	And this time—

	nothing in the valley can break it again.



	
Chapter 25 Bound by Choice, Not Fate Her POV

	Her POV

	The bond ignites the moment I say the words.

	I choose my Alpha.

	For two years the connection between Kael and me lived like a scar—tight, painful, unfinished.

	Now it explodes into something alive.

	Something whole.

	Mine.

	The force of it floods through my chest, my veins, my bones. My wolf surges forward with a wild, triumphant cry that echoes deep inside me.

	Mate.

	Chosen.

	Kael goes perfectly still in front of me.

	Not because he’s shocked.

	Because he’s holding back.

	The instinct in him is a living thing now—powerful, primal, demanding.

	Claim her.

	The bond pulses between us like a heartbeat.

	Alive.

	But Kael doesn’t move.

	Not until I nod.

	That restraint matters more than anything.

	Two years ago the bond was taken from me.

	Tonight I give it back.

	My choice.

	His eyes search my face, making sure I’m certain.

	“Are you sure?” he asks quietly.

	The question would have annoyed me once.

	Now it only warms something deep inside my chest.

	“Yes.”

	The answer is steady.

	Certain.

	Kael exhales slowly.

	Then his hand finally rises.

	His fingers brush my jaw first, careful and warm, as if he’s afraid I might disappear if he moves too fast.

	The contact sends another surge through the bond.

	Mine.

	Every wolf in the clearing feels it.

	Mooncrest.

	Silver Fang.

	Dozens of warriors stand around us in complete silence.

	They’re watching history unfold.

	But for the moment, I forget they’re there.

	Because Kael’s hand slides gently to the back of my neck.

	His voice drops to a low murmur meant only for me.

	“You deserve the truth before this bond is sealed.”

	My heartbeat slows slightly.

	“What truth?”

	“That the bond doesn’t control me.”

	His thumb brushes the edge of my jaw.

	“I choose you too.”

	The words settle deep.

	Not fate.

	Not instinct.

	Choice.

	My wolf presses forward with quiet pride.

	Mate.

	I lift my chin slightly.

	“Then stop waiting.”

	That’s all the permission he needs.

	Kael pulls me closer.

	The world narrows to the space between us.

	The scent of him wraps around me—forest, smoke, iron, and something deeper that belongs only to the wolf who has been part of my soul since the moment we first met.

	Mine.

	His head lowers slowly toward my throat.

	Every nerve in my body ignites with anticipation.

	But he pauses again.

	Still giving me space to stop him.

	Still honoring the choice.

	“Last chance,” he murmurs.

	“You’re not forcing anything.”

	“No.”

	“You’re sure?”

	“Yes.”

	I slide my hands up his chest, gripping the torn fabric of his shirt.

	“Kael.”

	“Yes?”

	“Claim your mate.”

	The words send a shock through the bond.

	Alive.

	His wolf surges forward with a deep, satisfied growl.

	Mine.

	Then his teeth press gently against the side of my throat.

	For a split second the entire world holds its breath.

	Then the bite comes.

	Sharp.

	Hot.

	Powerful.

	Pain flashes across my skin—but it’s brief, swallowed almost instantly by a flood of warmth that pours through the bond.

	The mark burns like fire.

	The bond roars to life between us.

	Not half-alive.

	Not broken.

	Complete.

	My wolf throws back her head and howls inside me.

	Mate.

	The connection slams fully into place.

	I feel Kael’s emotions through it instantly.

	Relief.

	Devotion.

	Fierce protectiveness.

	Mine.

	And beneath all of it, something steady and unshakable.

	Trust.

	Kael pulls back slowly.

	His eyes glow with golden wolf-light as he studies the mark on my throat.

	Then his forehead rests briefly against mine.

	“It’s done,” he whispers.

	But the bond keeps pulsing.

	Alive.

	Stronger than ever.

	Across the clearing the wolves react almost immediately.

	Mooncrest warriors drop to one knee.

	Silver Fang wolves lower their heads.

	Not in submission to Kael.

	To the bond.

	To the Luna.

	The recognition spreads through the clearing like a ripple through water.

	Kael lifts his head slowly, looking around at the two packs now standing together in the forest.

	His voice carries easily across the clearing.

	“The war is over.”

	No one argues.

	Because they all felt the bond seal.

	Silver Fang’s Alpha steps forward slowly.

	His throat wound has already begun to heal.

	He lowers his head toward me.

	“Luna.”

	The title lands differently now.

	Not heavy.

	Not forced.

	Earned.

	Mooncrest wolves echo the motion.

	“Luna.”

	My chest tightens slightly.

	Two years ago I stood in front of this valley rejected and humiliated.

	Now I stand here claimed—not because the bond forced it.

	Because I chose it.

	Kael’s hand slides into mine.

	The warmth of the bond flows easily between us now.

	Alive.

	Balanced.

	Strong.

	“What happens now?” I ask quietly.

	He glances toward the valley beyond the trees.

	The mountains stretch endlessly beneath the moonlight.

	The territory of dozens of packs.

	Rogue lands.

	Hunters pushing closer every year.

	“Now,” he says softly, “we build something better.”

	The bond hums gently.

	Mine.

	I look around the clearing.

	Mooncrest wolves.

	Silver Fang wolves.

	Two packs that nearly destroyed each other now standing side by side.

	“You really think they’ll follow us?” I ask.

	Kael smiles faintly.

	“They already are.”

	He’s right.

	Because the wolves aren’t watching him.

	They’re watching us.

	The Alpha.

	And the Luna.

	But more importantly—

	the mates who chose each other.

	I squeeze Kael’s hand gently.

	“Good.”

	He raises one eyebrow.

	“Good?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why?”

	I glance at the valley again.

	Because for the first time in my life, the future doesn’t feel like something written by fate.

	It feels like something I can shape.

	Something we can build together.

	“Because if we’re going to unite this valley,” I say calmly, “we’re going to do it our way.”

	Kael’s wolf rumbles with approval.

	Mine.

	He leans closer, his voice low against my ear.

	“I was hoping you’d say that.”

	The bond pulses warmly between us.

	Not destiny.

	Not obligation.

	Choice.

	And this time—

	no one will ever take it from us again.



	
Epilogue A Bond Chosen Forever Her POV

	Her POV
 Six months later

	The valley feels different now.

	Not quieter.

	Just… steadier.

	The kind of calm that only exists after something broken has finally been set right.

	Morning sunlight spills across the training field as wolves from Mooncrest and Silver Fang move through their patrol drills together. The sound of claws against packed dirt, low laughter, and the occasional barked command fills the air.

	Six months ago this clearing nearly became a battlefield.

	Now it’s where the two packs train side by side.

	I lean against the wooden rail of the overlook and watch them for a moment.

	My wolf stretches lazily beneath my skin, warm and content.

	Mate.

	The bond answers instantly.

	Alive.

	Strong.

	Mine.

	I don’t have to turn to know exactly where Kael is.

	The connection between us has settled into something steady over the past months—not the overwhelming fire of those first days after the claim, but something deeper.

	Something stable.

	The kind of bond that feels less like fate and more like home.

	Still, I turn anyway.

	Kael stands across the field speaking with the former Beta of Silver Fang. His dark hair falls across his forehead as he listens, arms folded across his chest.

	Alpha.

	But not the Alpha he was before.

	The old Kael ruled through control.

	This Kael leads through trust.

	I watch as the Beta gestures toward a group of younger wolves struggling through formation drills.

	Kael says something I can’t hear.

	The Beta nods.

	Then both of them laugh.

	Six months ago that would have been impossible.

	My wolf hums softly.

	Pack.

	The bond pulses again.

	Kael’s head turns suddenly.

	His eyes lock on mine across the field.

	Even from this distance, the connection snaps tight between us.

	Mine.

	The look he gives me is the same one he’s given me every day since the bond sealed.

	Devotion.

	Unshakable.

	I try to ignore the warmth that creeps up my neck.

	He notices anyway.

	Of course he does.

	The bond works both ways.

	Kael excuses himself from the conversation and starts walking toward me.

	The wolves on the field part instinctively as he passes.

	Not in fear.

	Respect.

	The same respect they give me now.

	That still takes getting used to.

	Six months ago I was the rejected mate.

	Now I’m Luna of the valley’s strongest alliance.

	And somehow…

	that still feels less important than the simple fact that I chose the man walking toward me.

	Kael reaches the overlook and rests his forearms on the railing beside me.

	“You’ve been watching them all morning.”

	“Yes.”

	“They’re getting better.”

	“They should be,” I say dryly. “They’ve been training together for half a year.”

	His mouth twitches.

	True.

	Mooncrest and Silver Fang didn’t merge after the challenge.

	They stayed separate packs.

	But the border between our territories disappeared.

	Patrols run together.

	Trade flows freely between camps.

	Disputes between smaller packs now come to us instead of escalating into fights.

	The valley isn’t ruled by one pack.

	It’s protected by an alliance.

	Exactly what the Luna bloodline was meant to create.

	Kael studies the field thoughtfully.

	“The northern scouts reported fewer rogue sightings this week.”

	“Good.”

	“Hunters haven’t crossed the outer ridge in two months.”

	“Better.”

	His gaze slides to me.

	“You did that.”

	I snort softly.

	“We did that.”

	The correction matters.

	The bond pulses warmly between us.

	Mine.

	Six months ago Kael might have argued.

	Today he simply nods.

	“Yes.”

	We stand in comfortable silence for a moment.

	Below us the younger wolves finish their drills and scatter across the field.

	Some head toward the forest.

	Others collapse into the grass laughing.

	It looks… normal.

	Peaceful.

	For a valley that spent decades tearing itself apart, that’s almost miraculous.

	Kael’s hand slides into mine.

	The touch is casual.

	Natural.

	But the bond sparks instantly.

	Alive.

	Mine.

	“You’re thinking again,” he says quietly.

	“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

	“It usually means you’re planning something.”

	I smile faintly.

	“Maybe.”

	His eyebrow lifts.

	“Should I be worried?”

	“No.”

	“Should the rest of the valley be worried?”

	“Probably.”

	His laugh is low and warm.

	That sound still does ridiculous things to my chest.

	“You know,” he says, “six months ago you walked into enemy territory alone.”

	“Yes.”

	“Ended a war.”

	“Yes.”

	“Claimed the Luna bond.”

	“Yes.”

	“And now you’re plotting something else.”

	“Always.”

	His thumb brushes absently over the back of my hand.

	The contact sends a small ripple through the bond.

	Comfort.

	Security.

	Mine.

	He glances toward the distant mountains.

	“What are you planning?”

	“Council.”

	He frowns slightly.

	“There hasn’t been a valley council in over fifty years.”

	“I know.”

	“And you want to bring it back.”

	“Yes.”

	He studies my face.

	The bond hums between us as he searches my thoughts and emotions without words.

	Trust.

	Curiosity.

	Pride.

	“You want every pack represented,” he guesses.

	“Yes.”

	“Even the smaller ones.”

	“Yes.”

	“Even the ones that used to fight us.”

	“Especially them.”

	Silence stretches between us.

	Kael exhales slowly.

	“You’re rebuilding the valley.”

	I shrug lightly.

	“Someone has to.”

	His grip tightens slightly around my hand.

	“You’re going to change everything.”

	The words aren’t worried.

	They’re certain.

	My wolf stirs.

	Luna.

	Maybe.

	But the truth is simpler.

	“I’m just giving the valley a chance to stop repeating the same mistakes.”

	Kael studies me quietly.

	Then he leans closer.

	His voice drops to a low murmur.

	“You know what the best part of all this is?”

	“What?”

	“That you didn’t become Luna because of fate.”

	The bond pulses warmly.

	Mine.

	“You became Luna because you chose it.”

	I glance at him.

	“And because you chose me.”

	His expression softens.

	“That part was easy.”

	My wolf huffs.

	Liar.

	It wasn’t easy.

	Two years ago he rejected the bond in front of his entire pack.

	Six months ago he fought an Alpha to win it back.

	The journey between those two moments nearly destroyed both of us.

	But it changed us too.

	Kael isn’t the same Alpha he used to be.

	And I’m not the same woman he rejected.

	We grew.

	Together.

	The bond between us hums softly.

	Alive.

	Balanced.

	Chosen.

	Movement on the field below catches my attention.

	A group of younger wolves are gathering near the edge of the clearing.

	They’re whispering excitedly.

	One of them finally calls up toward us.

	“Alpha!”

	Kael sighs quietly.

	“Duty.”

	“Always.”

	He turns toward the stairs that lead down from the overlook.

	But before he goes, he pauses.

	His hand rises slowly to the mark on my throat.

	The one he left six months ago.

	The one that sealed our bond.

	The moment his fingers brush it, the connection between us flares warmly.

	Mine.

	His gaze meets mine.

	“You regret it?” he asks softly.

	The question surprises me.

	“Regret what?”

	“Choosing me.”

	The bond reacts instantly.

	A sharp pulse of affection and disbelief.

	I step closer until the space between us disappears.

	“You fought an Alpha for me.”

	“Yes.”

	“You respected my choice when the bond was burning your sanity away.”

	“Yes.”

	“You’ve spent six months letting me reshape the politics of the valley without trying to control any of it.”

	“Yes.”

	I lift one eyebrow.

	“What exactly do you think I’d regret?”

	A slow smile spreads across his face.

	“Fair point.”

	My wolf nudges forward contentedly.

	Mate.

	The bond glows softly between us.

	Alive.

	Not fate.

	Not obligation.

	Choice.

	I brush my fingers against his jaw.

	“You know what I regret?”

	“What?”

	“That it took us two years to get here.”

	Kael exhales slowly.

	“Me too.”

	For a moment neither of us moves.

	The valley stretches around us—green forests, distant mountains, and the lands of packs that no longer look at each other like enemies.

	The future is still uncertain.

	There will be challenges.

	Disagreements.

	Probably a few fights.

	But the foundation beneath it all is stronger now.

	Because it’s built on something the valley forgot for generations.

	Choice.

	Kael squeezes my hand gently.

	“Ready, Luna?”

	I smile.

	“Always.”

	Together we turn toward the stairs leading down to the field.

	Toward the pack.

	Toward the valley.

	Toward the future we chose.

	And this time—

	nothing will break the bond between us again.
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