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Chapter 1
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The forest is quiet today. Too quiet.

Not peaceful-quiet, just… absent. Like something swallowed all the normal noises — the wind, the insects, the birds — and left the world on mute.

My boots crunch over dry needles as I hike higher up the mountain. I tell myself I’m doing this for exercise, for fresh air, for peace, but really I’m just running away from the kind of loneliness that sticks under your ribs and makes every room feel too big.

I stop to breathe, hands on my hips. The air is thin, sharp. “You’re fine,” I mutter. “You came out here to be alone, remember? Stop being dramatic.”

The silence answers by deepening around me. My heartbeat suddenly sounds too loud.

I swallow, take a step forward—

And the air ahead of me ripples.

A faint shimmer, no wider than a doorway, flickers in the middle of the trail. Like heat distortion, but colder. Cleaner. Wrong.

I blink. It flickers brighter.

Definitely wrong.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Either I’m dehydrated, or this is the part of the movie where the hiker disappears and everyone pretends to be shocked.”

I take another careful step closer. The shimmer widens. A low hum vibrates under my boots — like distant thunder echoing up through the bones of the mountain.

I reach out a hand.

It reaches back.

The shimmer jumps outward, swallowing my fingers, my palm, my arm—in one breathless instant the whole world tilts sideways, and the trail, the forest, and the sky are sucked away.

I don’t fall so much as vanish.

Light. Heat. Cold. Pressure. Noise. Then nothing.

* * *

I hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of me.

The smell hits next — sweet and loamy, thick like the air is full of spores. When I push up onto my elbows, the world that comes into focus isn’t my mountain. Or any mountain I’ve ever hiked.

The forest here is… alive.

Not figuratively. Literally. The trunks pulse faintly with internal light, veins glowing like molten gold under bark. The leaves shimmer in colors I can’t name. Shadows move without wind.

My breath catches. “What the hell…”

I stand on shaky legs, heart pounding. The air tastes different — rich, humid, tinged with copper.

I turn a slow circle, trying not to freak out. No trail. No familiar ridgeline. Nothing human.

Just wrongness.

And then the wrongness gets worse.

Something moves between the trees — heavy enough to rattle the glowing leaves, big enough to make the ground tremble.

I freeze.

The underbrush rustles. Branches snap. A low, hungry growl rolls through the clearing, so deep I feel it in my chest.

Nope. Nope, nope, nope.

I spin to run — immediately catch my foot on a root — and go down again. My palms scrape, my breath hitches—

The creature bursts from the trees.

It’s huge. A boar-like monstrosity with too many teeth and glowing red eyes. Its back is ridged with bone spikes. Its hooves are cracked and bloody. And it charges straight toward me.

I scream. A real one.

The beast’s jaws open—

And something bigger slams into it from the side.

The impact shakes the ground. The monster squeals as it’s thrown across the clearing. I stare, chest heaving, as a massive figure steps between me and it.

Not human.

Not even close.

Tall — over seven feet. Green skin streaked with darker markings. Muscles like carved stone. Tusks curving from his jaw. Long black hair tied back at the nape of his neck. Leather armor. A battle-axe that glows faintly with runes.

He turns slightly, and his golden eyes lock on mine.

My knees go weak.

He growls a single word, voice deep enough to shake leaves loose from branches.

“Mate.”

“What,” I whisper. Not a question — just my brain misfiring.

But he’s not looking at the beast anymore. He’s looking at me, like I’m the thing that just shifted his entire world sideways.

The beast struggles to stand. The orc — because that’s what he is, I’m not an idiot — moves instantly.

One step. Two. Then he’s on it, swinging the glowing axe in a brutal arc. The blade connects with a sharp, sickening crack. The creature collapses, twitching once before going still.

I can’t breathe.

The orc turns back toward me and strides across the clearing.

Strides. Not walks. Like he’s claiming territory with every step.

My heartbeat tries to punch through my chest. “Don’t come any closer,” I say, which sounds pathetic even to me.

He stops three feet away.

Close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off him. Close enough to see the smooth scars running across his chest. Close enough to smell him: warm, smoky, alive.

He tilts his head, studying me with an intensity that feels like hands on my skin.

“You are hurt,” he rumbles.

I glance down, see the tear in my pants, blood staining the denim. It’s not bad, but I’m surprised I didn’t feel it until now.

His breath thickens. The gold in his eyes flares. He steps closer. I step back — or try to — but my heel catches a root and I wobble. His hand shoots out, catching my waist before I can fall.

The heat of his palm sears through my clothes. I gasp.

His eyes drop to my mouth. Then lower. Then back up.

A shiver travels down my spine, pooling low in my stomach.

He murmurs, half-growl, half-confession:

“Your scent… gods, your scent.”

“Okay,” I croak. “We’re not doing that. We’re definitely not—oh god.”

Because he leans in, inhaling at my throat, slow and deliberate. Electricity races through me. His tusks brush my skin — lightly, reverently — and something in my body responds before my brain catches up.

My breath stutters.

His voice is a hot rumble against my neck.

“You are mine.”

“Nope,” I squeak. “I am not. I am… someone else’s. I mean, no one’s. I’m single. But not yours.”

He pulls back enough to look at me — really look.

Not confused. Not angry. More like… stunned.

As if I said something completely unexpected.

“You are human,” he says, voice softening. “Small. Frightened. But strong.” He runs his gaze over me again — slower, more careful. “And beautiful.”

Heat floods my face. “Stop talking like that.”

He doesn’t.

Instead he brushes a thumb over my waist, just above my hipbone. Testing. Asking. I don’t know why I don’t slap his hand away. Maybe because he just saved my life. Maybe because adrenaline is doing weird things to my brain. Maybe because I haven’t been touched like this in…

…too long.

His thumb moves in slow circles.

A tiny, involuntary noise escapes my throat.

His breath deepens. His fingers tighten.

Then he pulls me gently — but insistently — toward him. I collide with a chest like warm granite. My hands land on him reflexively.

He inhales sharply. His hand comes up to cradle the back of my skull, fingers threading through my hair.

“Mate,” he breathes again, softer this time. “Mine.”

“I literally just got here,” I protest weakly.

He releases a shuddering exhale.

Then — slowly, like he’s handling something fragile — he lifts me into his arms. One arm under my knees, the other around my back. Cradling me like I weigh nothing.

I gasp, grabbing onto his shoulders. “Wait—what are you—”

He looks down at me, eyes burning gold.

“You will not walk. Too dangerous. I protect my mate.”

“I’m—okay we’re still using that word, cool, that’s happening—”

The forest shifts again. The air hums. A faint tremor runs through the ground, like something enormous moving far beneath the surface.

He notices too.

He tightens his hold on me, and this time when he moves, it’s fast. Purposeful. Protective.

As he strides deeper into the glowing forest, carrying me against his chest like some kind of mythic bride-offering, I bury my face against his shoulder and try to breathe.

I don’t know where I am. I don’t know who this orc is. I don’t know what “mate” means in this world.

But the heat of him, the strength of him, the way his heart thunders under my cheek—

God help me, part of me doesn’t want him to let go.


Chapter 2
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It takes me a long, trembling moment to realize the pounding in my ears isn’t just my heart. It’s his, too — so loud and steady I feel it in my teeth. He carries me through the forest as if my weight means nothing, as if he could hold me forever and not get tired, every muscle in his arms tense and humming. The world moves around us — trees sliding past, shadows swelling and shrinking as the moon splits itself on the branches overhead — but the only thing that feels real is the living furnace of his body.

When the forest finally breaks, it’s not into a village, or a clearing, or any place a human might expect. It’s a hollow cut into the base of a stone bluff: a half-cave, half-lean-to, built up with fallen branches and woven with strips of leather and fur. The mouth gapes black in the slope, edges jagged with roots and lichen, but a glow flickers inside — the low pulse of a fire, thick with the smell of wood smoke and something darker, musky, animal. My chest tightens as he ducks to enter, cradling me against him like a child, or a thing too precious to risk dropping.

Inside, the world softens and closes in. The fire’s nothing but embers and red crackle, just enough to throw shadows up the rock walls. The floor is a tangle of animal hides, fur so dense it muffles sound. The walls are painted with markings — sigils, claws, arcs of ochre and black — half art, half warning. Some are still wet, shining in the firelight. My eyes water from the heat and the reek, and for a second, I almost forget I’m hurt.

He lays me down on the thickest pile of pelts. The furs swallow me; I sink in, dizzy, lungs aching from the shift from cold to searing warmth. Before I can struggle up, he crouches beside me, knees wide, hands braced on his thighs. He’s so big he blocks out the fire. Only his eyes catch the light — a liquid amber, glowing sharp as a wildcat’s. He just… looks at me. Not with the greedy hunger I expected, but with something deeper, stranger. Like I’m the only living thing in the cave, maybe the only living thing in the world.

My voice shakes as I try to sound casual. “You gonna eat me now, or…?”

He doesn’t smile. The corners of his mouth twitch, but it’s not humor, exactly. He leans closer, elbows on his knees, face only a foot from mine. The heat rolls off him, more animal than human, a scent of earth and sweat and something faintly sweet — like bruised fruit after rain. Up this close, the lines in his skin are rivers, the scars white ridges. He raises one hand, slow enough that I can pull back if I want, and brushes a single finger along the edge of my jaw.

“You are afraid,” he says, low and guttural.

“I’m not,” I lie.

His thumb drags across my cheekbone. “Heart beats fast.”

I swallow, but don’t move. “Maybe because you keep calling me ‘mate’ and carrying me off into caves?”

He tilts his head, as if considering this. His braids shift over his shoulders, little bones tied to their ends clicking like wind chimes. “Danger outside,” he rumbles. “You stay here. Safe with me.”

“I just met you,” I whisper, and I mean to sound angry, but it comes out more like a plea. “I don’t even know your name.”

He sniffs, and for a second I think he’s going to laugh, but instead he says, “Garoth.”

“Garoth,” I echo. “I’m Astrid.” My voice is tiny in this space.

He repeats it, quietly: “Astrid.” His lips struggle with the shape. Then, more softly, “Beautiful name.” He looks down at my leg, where blood’s started to seep again. His nostrils flare, and something in his eyes sharpens, but he only shakes his head and pulls a leather pouch from his belt.

“Show,” he says, nodding at my knee.

I tense, but he waits. After a second, I push up the torn fabric of my jeans, exposing the gash. It’s not huge, but there’s dirt in it, and the sight makes my stomach twist.

Garoth soaks a scrap of linen in water and wrings it with those massive fingers. He catches my ankle in one hand, the whole joint engulfed, and pins my leg flat. The other hand presses the damp cloth to the wound. I flinch. The sting is bright, slicing, but his grip is rock-steady, holding me as if I could bolt at any second.

He cleans the wound in slow, steady circles, never rushing, but never gentler than necessary. I keep expecting him to leer, or get off on it, but he just works. His face is pure focus, lower lip caught on a fang. When he squeezes water over my skin, the rivulets run down his thumb and into the fur below. I watch his hands, the way the sinews jump under his skin, how careful he is with his claws.

The pain fades to a dull throb, replaced by something hotter. My whole body’s gone goosebumps. My breath comes short and quick — not fear, not entirely. When he tears a strip from my jeans and ties it around the wound, his knuckles brush my thigh. The shock of heat there nearly makes me cry out.

He finishes the knot, but doesn’t let go of my ankle. Instead, he lifts my leg, sets it across his lap, and bends forward. His nose hovers a hair’s breadth above my skin, the heat of his breath prickling all the way up to my hip. He closes his eyes and inhales — one slow, cavernous drag — then opens them again. They’re darker now, the gold nearly lost to black.

My voice barely works. “What are you doing?”

He sniffs again, slower this time. “Making sure.” His eyes flick to mine, then away. “No poison. No sickness.”

I want to laugh, or scream, or tell him to back the hell off, but the words stick. His hand on my shin is so big it could crush bone, but his touch is… careful. Maybe even worshipful. My skin buzzes everywhere he touches.

Satisfied, Garoth finally lowers my leg and shifts to kneel beside me. I try to sit up, but the furs drag at my back, and I wind up half-reclined, chest heaving. He takes this in, watching my every move, and then leans in. He puts his mouth next to my ear, the warmth of him melting my resistance.

“Not eat you,” he growls, voice almost playful. “Keep you.”

“Why?” I blurt, and immediately regret it, because his face goes still and raw.

He straightens, just enough to see my face. The fire reflects in his eyes, making them molten. “Lost before,” he says. “Others gone.” The words are simple, but they carry a weight that almost cracks me open. “Not lose you, too.”

The air shifts. He’s closer than before, his body a wall of heat and muscle beside mine. His hand comes up — slow, always slow, always giving me a chance to say no — and cups my jaw. His thumb traces the line of my lower lip, feather-light.

“You smell good,” he murmurs, almost apologetic.

I want to be disgusted, or scared, or angry. But I’m not. I’m not. The only thing I am is on fire, burning up from the inside, desperate for something I can’t name.

I don’t move when he leans closer. I don’t move when his mouth hovers over my throat, breath hot and wild. I don’t even move when he presses the tip of one tusk to the hollow below my ear, then drags it down my neck in a line that leaves my whole body shaking.

He doesn’t kiss me. Not quite. Instead, he breathes me in, over and over, as if memorizing my scent. As if it’s the only thing keeping him alive. The rumble in his chest gets louder, a sound that vibrates through both our bodies. His fingers dig into my hair, and he buries his face in the curve of my neck.

“Mine,” he says again, this time so soft I almost don’t hear it.

He holds me like that for a long time. Long enough for my panic to ebb, long enough for my hands to remember how to move. I touch his shoulder, then his hair — thick, coarse, heavy with the weight of river stones braided into it. My fingers tangle there, and when I pull, gently, he sighs. The sound is more human than I expect. More tender.

I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, so I just lie there, letting him cling to me, letting myself need it as much as he does.

After a while, he shifts. Pulls back enough to see my face. His thumb is still on my lip, stroking small circles. “You stay?” he asks, voice barely more than a breath.

I nod, because I don’t have any other answer.

His whole body relaxes. He leans back, still close enough to touch, and stares into the fire. His hand drops to rest on my knee, the same one he bandaged. The weight of it is a promise: nothing gets past this point. Not monsters, not cold, not even fear.

I let my eyes close. The pain in my leg is already fading. All I can feel is the softness of the pelts, the burn of the fire, and the impossible strength of the creature who claimed me.

Somewhere in the darkness outside, something howls — long and low, hunting for what it lost. But inside the cave, I am warm, and alive, and more wanted than I have ever been.

I let him keep me.


Chapter 3
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I wake with my cheek pressed to bare skin, warm as a sun-baked rock. My hand is splayed across a chest so broad and solid I could mistake it for the cave floor, and a heavy arm — big as my whole torso — is wrapped around my waist, pinning me so close I can feel the heartbeat in his wrist. The cave is warm, his heat wrapped around me.

For a second, I don’t even remember falling asleep. Just being claimed, not with words but with the weight of Garoth’s body, the way he buried his face in my hair and wouldn’t let me go. He smells wild, electric.

I try to shift, just enough to ease the dead weight off my hip, but his arm tightens and drags me flat against his chest. His skin is hot, almost feverish, and it makes my whole body flare in response. I hold my breath, waiting for him to wake and either crush me or let me go, but he just makes a low, guttural sound and nuzzles deeper into my hair.

I don’t get long to enjoy it.

A sharp crack echoes from the mouth of the cave. Garoth’s chest goes rigid under me, every muscle tensed. He doesn’t wake, not exactly, but his breathing changes, turns shallow and alert. My own breath catches as I listen — straining to hear anything beyond the crack and spit of the fire, the drip of water from the ceiling.

Then, from the entrance, a low growl vibrates through the earth. Not Garoth. Something colder, hungrier.

Garoth jerks upright, dislodging me with a force that nearly knocks the air from my lungs. His hand lands heavy on my shoulder, holding me behind him. The fire pops, and for a second I see the cave lit up, the exit nothing but a jagged hole in the black, and there, blocking all light, a silhouette.

It’s a wolf, but not any wolf I’ve ever seen. Huge, with fur so dark it eats the shadows, and eyes like molten ice: blue and silver, glowing with intent. It doesn’t pad in or stalk. It stands, filling the mouth of the cave, and bares its teeth. The growl gets louder, makes my ribcage vibrate. I want to run. My body remembers all the fairy tales and none of the rules, and I’m halfway out of the tangle of pelts before Garoth’s arm bars across my chest and yanks me back, almost as if to say, Mine.

I stifle a scream. The wolf takes one step forward, and in the half-light of the fire, the air shudders around it, and the shape… shifts. The form blurs and reshapes into something half-wolf, half-man, the eyes unchanged and burning straight through me.

For a heartbeat, nobody moves.

Then the wolf-man explodes across the cave.

It hits Garoth like a landslide, slamming him to the stone with a crack that shakes dust loose from the ceiling. For a split second, I see Garoth’s face — not afraid, but furious, tusks bared and eyes wide — before the wolf-man’s claws close around his throat and drive him flat. The force of it knocks embers from the fire; they swirl around the two giants as they snarl and thrash on the floor.

Garoth’s hand snaps up, catches the wolf-man’s wrist, and they strain against each other — two monsters locked together, each trying to crush the other’s windpipe. I scramble backwards, legs tangled in furs, and press my back to the wall, heart hammering so hard it’s all I can hear.

The wolf-man presses closer, its voice more animal than human. “You’re slow, orc. I could have torn out your throat before you woke.”

Garoth’s lips peel back, and he spits, “Try.”

They grind together, faces inches apart, jaws gnashing and snapping. The wolf-man’s claws dig in harder, and I see blood well up around them, black in the firelight. Garoth bucks, trying to throw him off, but the wolf-man’s legs have him pinned.

The scent of sweat and wild earth fills the cave, dizzying and hot.

“Not worthy,” the wolf-man growls. “You lose your mate so easily.”

“I’m not—” I try to say, but my voice breaks. “I mean—! What—?!”

Neither looks at me. Their world is nothing but muscle and teeth and fury. The cave shakes with every movement; I can taste dust in my mouth.

Then, in one brutal motion, Garoth twists and shoves the wolf-man’s hand away. He surges up, tackles the wolf-man sideways, and the two of them roll through the embers, scattering them like fireflies. They come up crouched, facing each other, hands splayed to the ground, panting.

The wolf-man’s head turns, and for the first time, it really sees me.

Its eyes go wide, the color of new frost, and its nostrils flare. It stands up straighter, tilts its head, and sniffs the air, never looking away from me.

The way he looks at me hits harder than the fight, like he sees everything.

Garoth follows its gaze, and his expression changes. Less rage, more calculation. I can’t tell which is scarier.

The wolf-man moves toward me, step by step, until the heat of its body is all I can feel. It’s taller than Garoth, but leaner, every muscle defined and twitching under the skin. It smells like wild grass and rain, something that doesn’t belong in a world with rules.

“Don’t,” I whisper, but I can’t move. My hands have gone numb.

It kneels in front of me, breath heavy and hot on my face. “Human,” it rumbles. The word sounds sacred. It leans closer, so close I can feel the wetness of its nose against my jaw, and sniffs, slow and deep, up the line of my neck to the edge of my ear. It does it again, lower this time, across my collarbone, and my whole body shudders.

My vision tunnels. I’m not even sure I’m breathing.

Then it takes my wrist in one hand, gentle as a lover, and runs its tongue — long, impossibly hot — up the inside of my arm, from wrist to elbow. My skin prickles and burns where it touches, the sensation shooting straight to my core. I jerk back, but its grip is iron.

Garoth roars, and in the space of a heartbeat he’s there, tearing the wolf-man away from me. The two of them collide with the far wall, break apart, chests heaving, each one watching the other with a hatred so pure it’s almost beautiful. Then, as if by silent agreement, they both turn to me.

I feel myself flush, the heat pooling low in my stomach, my thighs shaking. I press back against the rock, desperate to keep my insides from melting.

This is insane. This is terrifying.

And God help me, something about the way they’re looking at me makes my pulse climb higher.

* * *

They’re both staring at me like I’m prey, or maybe like I’m something even better: a prize, a trophy, a magic word made flesh. Their eyes burn twin holes in me, Garoth’s gold and hungry, the wolf-man’s silver and bottomless. I press my back into the wall until I can feel the cold seeping through my shirt, but it does nothing to cool the fire climbing up my body. My breath comes shallow and noisy, and every sound I make seems to feed their attention.

Neither moves. It’s a standoff, and I’m the only thing on the table.

Garoth’s voice is first, a sharp growl that sounds like it hurts to get out. “Tell her.”

The wolf-man — Thorn, the name flashes through my head like a splinter — wipes sweat from his brow, and bares his teeth. “You tell her. You found her first.”

Garoth snarls, but his eyes never leave Thorn’s. “You claim her, too. Speak.”

Thorn turns, slow and deliberate, and fixes me with that ice-hot stare. His lips curl, but it’s not a smile. “She wants to know. She deserves.”

I snap, voice thin and wild, “Someone please just start with what the hell is happening? Why are you both acting like I’m… like I’m not even a person?”

Thorn cocks his head, as if listening to music only he can hear. “Because you’re not, Astrid. Not here.”

I swallow. “That’s not comforting.”

Garoth huffs, the sound thick as thunder. “Human is rare. Very rare. Some say myth.”

Thorn nods, a strange reverence in his movements. “None remember the last. None alive, anyway.” He grins, tongue flashing between his teeth. “Until you.”

“Why does that matter?” I demand.

They both ignore the question.

Garoth glances at Thorn, and something passes between them — truce, or maybe surrender. He speaks, flat and final: “Prophecy.”

The word hits me in the gut. I want to laugh, but the cave is too small for jokes. “Oh god. You’re kidding. This is a chosen one thing?”

“Not chosen,” Garoth says. “Just… meant.”

Thorn leans in, his body so close I can feel the heat radiating from his skin. “Human appears. Realm shifts. Balance changes.” His voice is softer now, as if he’s afraid of breaking something. “A mate… of many.”

I let the words hang, trying to make them fit anywhere inside my head. They don’t. “That makes even less sense. I’m not a — a breeding dog! I’m not property!”

Thorn’s eyes open, sharp and wild. “No. Not property. Queen.”

Garoth snorts, but not unkindly. “Queen who rules monsters.”

I almost laugh, because it’s so stupid, so utterly backwards from anything I could ever have dreamed, that my brain can’t keep up. “So, what? I’m supposed to… mate with everyone?”

Neither answers.

Instead, they both take a step closer, from opposite sides. The cave seems to shrink, the fire’s glow paling under the pressure of their bodies. Garoth’s shoulders block the exit; Thorn’s arms reach either side of me, boxing me in. They’re not touching, not yet, but the heat of them is a force field that draws the air from my lungs.

My heart pounds against my ribs, desperate for a way out, but my body stays put.

Thorn’s nose flares, and he leans in to whisper, “You feel it. I know you do.”

Garoth’s voice rumbles, almost a purr. “Your body knows, even if you do not.”

“Shut up,” I hiss, but it comes out more like a plea than a command.

They both freeze, as if I’ve hit some invisible leash. Their eyes flick to each other, then back to me, a silent argument raging just beneath the surface. I realize, suddenly, that they can both smell me — my fear, my adrenaline, maybe even the heat blooming under my skin.

It’s humiliating, and also… thrilling?

No. No, I refuse. I’m not going to be reduced to an animal by a couple of muscle-brained monsters with pheromone issues.

Except when Thorn leans in, his breath tangling with mine, I don’t pull away. And when Garoth’s hand lands on my shoulder, big and warm and so gentle it almost breaks me, I let him hold me there.

“This is not possible,” I mumble. “I’m nobody. I’m a freaking barista with a useless degree. You don’t even know me.”

“Don’t need to,” Garoth rumbles. “You are what you are.”

Thorn’s tongue flicks over his teeth. “And what you are… is ours.”

My knees threaten to buckle. I stare at the space between them, refusing to meet their eyes, because I know what I’ll see there: hunger, yes, but also hope. Need. A need so deep it could swallow me whole.

I want to tell them to back off, to let me breathe, to let me think, but the words don’t come. Instead, I just stand there, pressed between two impossible creatures, feeling my own biology betray me one shiver at a time.

Garoth’s hand slides up, cupping the back of my head, thumb brushing my cheek. “You will choose,” he rumbles.

“No,” Thorn counters, gaze shifting up to meet Garoth’s. “She chooses none. Prophecy chooses for her.”

They glare, and the heat of it washes over me. My skin prickles, and a shiver ripples from the base of my spine. I realize I’m wet. I realize they know it.

Thorn leans in, mouth at my ear. “You want to run, but you want to stay.”

Garoth’s lips touch the crown of my head, barely there. “Safe here. With us.”

I want to argue. I want to scream. But my body says otherwise.

Then, from outside, a new howl rises — higher, sharper, closer than before. The air shifts, cold wind sneaking through the rocks. Both monsters go rigid, heads snapping toward the entrance.

“Others are coming,” Thorn says, low and fast.

Garoth grunts. “We move. Now.”

He sweeps me off my feet, holding me as if I weigh nothing, and Thorn falls in beside us, teeth bared at the darkness beyond the cave. I barely have time to grab Garoth’s shoulder before he’s running, the air whipping past, every footfall a small earthquake. Thorn keeps pace, always between us and the cave entrance, eyes darting to every shadow.

We break into the open, the night alive with wind and strange, dancing lights beyond the trees. I realize, in the chaos, that both of them have a hand on me: Garoth’s palm at my back, Thorn’s claws curled around my wrist, neither willing to let go first.

And as we tear through the glowing forest, all I can think is:

This world is insane. They’re insane.

And I’m losing my mind, because part of me doesn’t want either one to ever let go.


Chapter 4
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Garoth runs like the ground belongs to him.

The forest whips past in streaks of color and light, trunks so close I can feel bark-rough air against my bare arms. I’m cradled against his chest, one arm hooked under my knees, the other locked around my back, his grip unbreakable. Every jolt, every change in the terrain shows in his body before I feel it; he adjusts, absorbs the impact, keeps me held tight.

Thorn is a blur of silver at our side, all fur and muscle and flashing eyes. In wolf form he moves almost silently, just the thud of his paws and the low, constant rumble in his chest as he checks the trees, the path ahead, the shadows behind.

The woods themselves feel awake. The light is wrong—too thick, too green, like it has a texture. Leaves tremble when we pass. Vines curl away from us and then snake back into place, as if the forest is breathing.

Behind us, something howls.

Not Thorn. Something bigger. Multiple somethings.

Garoth’s arm tightens. “Faster,” he growls, more to himself than to me, and lengthens his stride.

I cling to him because there’s nothing else to do. My fingers dig into the leather strap across his chest. Sweat slicks his skin under the armor; he smells like wild earth and steel and something hot and sharpened that makes the hair at the back of my neck stand up.

“You sure they can’t track us forever?” I manage between breaths.

“No,” he says, blunt as always. “But mountains are safer.” He dodges a low-hanging branch without breaking pace. “Less paths. Fewer packs.”

Thorn barks once, sharp, in agreement. The sound carries, bounces between the trees.

Something answers from far off—another call, coarse and raw. My heart slams harder.

I try not to think about the fact that whatever is following us is hunting by scent. My scent. That if Garoth put me down, if I somehow slipped away, the trail might end with me instead of them.

I’m not sure whether that’s comforting or horrifying.

Probably both.

* * *

The ground starts to pitch upward, gentle at first, then steeper. The trees thin, the glow between them brightening into something like daylight, though the sun looks nothing like the one I grew up under.

Garoth slows just enough that I feel the strain in his breathing. It’s not that he can’t carry me—he can, easily—but he’s pushing himself. Pushing hard.

Thorn darts ahead, then back, back, then ahead again, never leaving us but never satisfied with any one position. His fur brushes my calf as he passes, a quick, hot touch that makes my muscles jump.

“Is he always like this?” I murmur, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Yes,” Garoth says, and I can hear the eye roll in that one word. He shifts me a bit higher in his arms, his palm spreading across my back. “Wolves do not like sharing.”

“Says the orc who keeps calling me ‘mate’ like you already moved me into your cave.”

He huffs. “You were in my cave.”

“Not helping.”

Another howl rises behind us, closer this time. Garoth’s jaw tightens. Thorn’s ears flatten; he bares his teeth and lets out a rolling growl that seems to vibrate through the moss.

We break out of the thicker trees onto a slope studded with rocks and low shrubs, the forest dropping away behind us like an ocean of shadow and color. The air is cooler here, thinner, with a metallic taste I recognize from high places on the other side of the portal.

Garoth stops and sets me down on a flattish stretch of ground.

My knees wobble. He keeps his hands on my waist until I find my balance, fingers warm through the worn fabric of my pants. I’m absurdly aware that he doesn’t take them away immediately—that he lingers, thumbs pressing lightly, as if making sure I’m real.

“You walk here,” he says. “Too steep to carry long way.”

My legs aren’t convinced, but I nod. “Fine. Just—don’t let me fall off anything.”

His eyes flick to the slope, then back to me. “I will not.”

Thorn trots up, still in wolf form, and bumps his shoulder—his huge, furred shoulder—against my thigh hard enough to make me stumble a step.

“Hey.” I grab a handful of his ruff on instinct. It’s softer than it looks, thick and hot under my fingers.

He glances up, silver eyes meeting mine. There’s something fiercely pleased in his gaze, like he wanted me to reach for him.

Garoth makes a low sound that’s almost a snarl.

Thorn bares his teeth back, then swings to my other side so I’m bracketed by both of them: orc on one flank, wolf on the other.

A living escort. Or a very specific kind of problem.

“Stay between us,” Garoth says.

“And don’t fall behind,” Thorn adds, his voice a rough scrape in my head. For a second I think I imagined it, but when I look at him, he’s watching me with that sharp, too-intelligent focus.

“Are you—talking to me?” I ask.

His ears twitch. “Through the bond,” he answers, aloud this time, voice low and rasping. Then his muzzle curls in a wolfish, smug approximation of a grin. “You hear me. Good.”

My stomach flips. “Great. Telepathic wolf commentary. That’s… that’s new.”

Garoth grunts. “Ignore him.”

“Can’t,” I say. “He’s literally attached to my leg.”

Thorn presses closer, clearly on purpose, his fur stroking against my calf as we start to climb. Every step is a careful negotiation between rocks and roots. I’m not used to this terrain; my foot slips more than I’d like.

Garoth is there each time I do, big hand catching my elbow, then my hip, steady and solid. Thorn shoulder-checks my other side whenever the ground drops unexpectedly, keeping me centered.

It would be almost sweet if they weren’t shooting lethal glances over my head every time they both touch me at once.

Thorn shifts shape the next time the path narrows, rising in a blur of light and motion that’s far smoother than I expected. One heartbeat he’s four-legged; the next, he’s a tall man with wild dark hair and those same silver eyes, fur retreating into skin like shadow melting into water.

He doesn’t make a show of it. One moment wolf, one moment man. No snapping bones. No horror movie contortions. Just a dangerous, effortless change.

He rolls his shoulders, muscles under tanned skin flexing with the movement, and steps in close to take my hand.

Garoth’s growl this time is not subtle.

“She walks better if someone holds her,” Thorn says over his shoulder, tone too mild to be innocent. “Do you argue with results, orc?”

“She does not need you,” Garoth counters.

“I didn’t say she did.” Thorn looks down at me, and his voice softens, rough edges smoothing. “Do you want my help, little human?”

The way he says little shouldn’t be hot. It is.

I look at the incline ahead, the loose stones waiting to betray my ankles, the drop to one side that I really don’t want to think about. His hand is right there—calloused, warm, claws shorter but still claws.

“I want not to break my neck,” I say. My voice comes out thinner than I’d like. “So… yeah. I’ll take help.”

Garoth exhales sharply, somewhere between a sigh and a curse.

Thorn’s fingers curl around mine at once, confident and careful. He doesn’t squeeze too hard, but his grip is firm, anchoring. His palm is hot, his skin rough, and when the ground tilts under me again, he’s already there, weight shifting to counter mine.

Garoth moves to my other side, one big hand resting lightly at the small of my back.

Between them, I feel… held. Trapped. Protected. All of the above.

The path gets steeper, the trees sparser, replaced by scrub and rocks that jut like broken teeth from the hillside. The calls behind us fade a little with distance but don’t vanish completely. Sometimes I catch motion down in the trees; Thorn stiffens, Garoth’s thumb presses more urgently into my spine, and we pick up the pace.

“How much farther?” I ask, breath puffing white as the air cools.

Garoth glances up at the ridge. “High ground. Then pass through. There is a hollow there. Old place. Safe enough.”

“Old how?” I’m not sure I want to know.

“Before packs,” he says. “Before my tribe. Before his.” He jerks his chin toward Thorn without looking at him. “Magic made it. Maybe your kind.”

Thorn makes a skeptical noise, but doesn’t argue out loud.

The next slip comes when my boot finds a loose rock hidden under moss. My ankle twists; my balance goes with it. I gasp, the ground lurching sideways.

Both of them move at once.

Thorn yanks me forward, hauling me flush against his chest. Garoth’s arm wraps around my waist from behind. For a heartbeat I am suspended between them, pressed into hard muscle on both sides.

Their heat crashes over me. Thorn’s breath hits my cheek, hot and fast. Garoth’s chest is a solid wall at my back, his heartbeat a heavy drum against my spine.

My own pulse just about jumps out of my throat.

“You all right?” Thorn asks, voice gone low and intent.

I nod, or try to. It’s hard to think with all this body.

“Yes,” I manage. “Just… misjudged. The ground is doing… ground things.”

Smooth, Astrid. Really smooth.

Thorn’s mouth curves. “Ground is treacherous,” he agrees gravely. “Good we are here.”

Garoth’s grip tightens briefly, his breath a hot gust at my neck. “She will not fall,” he says. It sounds like a promise he’d kill to keep.

They realize at about the same time how close they’re holding me. I feel both of them tense, feel Thorn’s hand flex against mine, feel Garoth’s thumb stroke once against my hip before he deliberately lets go.

Thorn loosens his hold as well, but doesn’t drop my hand. His thumb is now tracing the back of my fingers in a slow, restless pattern that sends quick pulses of sensation up my arm.

I am going to combust.

We start moving again, slower now, the three of us bound together by an invisible web of touch and scent and glances.

* * *

By the time we crest the first ridge, my legs are shaking. I’m not in terrible shape; I hike back home. But this is steeper, harsher, and the constant drag of fear—of the things behind us, of the strange life in this forest, of the two beasts flanking me—burns energy as fast as the climb does.

From the ridge, the world drops away in a series of rolling hills and jagged peaks. The sky looks wrong here too, colors a little off, as if someone turned the saturation up just past normal. Swirls of light hang in the distance, like storms that never quite form.

Thorn shifts back to wolf without asking; one heartbeat he’s man, the next he’s fur and teeth and fluid movement. He takes point along the ridge, head up, scenting the shifting air.

Garoth stays at my side. He no longer touches me constantly, but his presence is a weight, a certainty. I look at him and don’t see exhaustion, though he must be feeling it. I see focus. Purpose. A protectiveness so complete it’s almost a physical thing.

“Why is it safer up here?” I ask, wiping sweat from my forehead. The wind scrapes cold fingers over my damp skin.

“Forest hunts,” he says simply. “Hills watch. Mountains… endure.”

“Poetic,” I say. “Did not have you pegged for the philosopher type.”

He snorts. “No philosophy. Just… old stories.”

My foot hits a patch of gravel. Thorn whips around at the sound, hackles lifting, before relaxing slightly when he sees I’m not tumbling to my death.

“Stories about what?” I ask, once my balance returns. “About humans?”

Garoth nods, slow. “Sometimes spirits. Sometimes monsters. Sometimes… both.” His gaze moves over my face, searching. “The first human came from the sky. Like light. Like you.” A pause. “She broke the world and healed it in same breath.”

I swallow. “That’s a lot of pressure to put on one person.”

His jaw flexes, the muscle ticking. “Yes.”

Thorn’s voice brushes my mind again, a rough whisper: *They killed each other then, too. For the human.*

I glance down at him. He’s not looking at me, but his attention is all over me anyway.

Out loud, he says, “We will not make that mistake again.”

Garoth makes a doubtful noise. “You say this now.”

“And mean it,” Thorn shoots back.

They fall into a low growling argument in their own language after that, words too rough and blended for me to catch fully, but the tone is obvious. Thorn angry. Garoth stubborn. Both determined to have me near and alive.

Somewhere under the fear and the exhaustion, something in me warms at that. At being… wanted. Fought for.

Claimed.

It should scare me more than it does.

* * *

We reach the mouth of a narrow pass as the strange daylight thins toward whatever counts as evening here. The temperature drops; a shiver runs through me that has nothing to do with the monsters behind us.

The pass itself looks like a crack in the mountain, two walls of stone rising sheer on either side. Runic markings lick the rock face in faint, fading light—nothing as dramatic as the sigils in Garoth’s cave, just soft, pale lines like chalk that never washed away.

Thorn stops abruptly, sniffing the air. Garoth steps up beside him, eyes narrowed.

“This is it?” I ask, hugging my arms around myself.

Garoth nods. “Old place. No tribe claims. No pack marks. Magic… confuses scent.” He glances down at me. “They will find this trail harder to follow.”

“Harder, not impossible,” Thorn mutters.

“Enough,” Garoth says. “We rest soon. She needs it.”

Thorn’s gaze flicks to me, assessing, and something like concern softens his face.

“Fine,” he says. “But I take first watch.”

Of course he does.

The pass opens into a small stone shelf a short way in, a natural ledge half-sheltered by an overhang. Garoth sets to work quickly, gathering what dry brush and twisted mountain shrubs he can find, coaxing a fire to life with practiced ease. Thorn ranges back and forth along the pass in wolf form, nose low, tail stiff.

I sink down onto the rock near the wall, legs grateful for the break. Garoth’s fur cloak lands around my shoulders a moment later, heavy and warm, smelling faintly of woodsmoke and him.

“You’ll be cold,” I say, looking up at him.

He shakes his head. “I am not so soft.” His mouth curves, just a little. “You are.”

The word soft somehow hits harder than all the times he’s called me mate.

Thorn pads back in and drops down near the entrance, positioning himself between us and the pass, front paws crossed, head up. Even at rest he’s coil-tight, ready.

Firelight paints Garoth in golds and reds. It catches on the scars over his chest, on the curve of his tusks, on the lines of his hands as he prods the fire and then settles on the stone beside me.

Not touching. Not quite.

But his thigh is only an inch from mine, and Thorn is close enough that his tail touches my boot when he shifts.

I pull the cloak tighter around myself and stare into the flames.

I’m not safe. I’m half a world away from anything I understand, hunted by creatures I can’t name, surrounded by two others who keep calling me mate and looking at me like I hung the moon.

I’m not sane. No sane person would sit here wrapped in an orc’s cloak and feel oddly… calm. Held. Wanted.

I’m not sure I want either of them to stop touching me.

That’s the part I can’t say out loud. Not yet.

Garoth’s arm brushes mine. Thorn’s tail flicks against my ankle.

And I sit between them, listening to their breathing and the low crackle of the fire, wondering how the hell I’m supposed to survive a world where being wanted feels this good and this terrifying at the same time.


Chapter 5
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The cave shrinks with every minute I spend inside it. Not because it’s small (it is) or crowded (even with three, it is), but because every breath I take fills the air with something volatile—something that thickens and heats and presses against my skin. The storm outside is only the first excuse.

It’s the kind of mountain weather that turns solid rain to sleet in seconds, a lashing, freezing roar that drowns out every other noise. The fire crackles against it, small but stubborn, throwing shadows that twitch like the branches of the trees we ran through. I’m wrapped in Garoth’s cloak, wedged between a rough stone wall and his mass on the ledge, and yet I shiver.

Across from us, Thorn is still in wolf form, stretched along the entrance, eyes fixed on the night beyond. There’s a rigid line of tension from the tip of his nose to the end of his tail, as if he’s waiting for the storm to stop so he can run again.

Garoth doesn’t seem to notice the cold or the crowd. He sits with one knee up, elbow braced, gaze flicking from the fire to Thorn to me and back again. I don’t think he’s blinked in five minutes.

My body is a bad translator. It keeps telling me I should be scared, or anxious, or at least uncomfortable—but my nerves are scrambled. Every shift of muscle in either of the monsters next to me makes something low in my gut pulse with need. I’m not used to being the object of obsession, but I’m even less used to being protected. The memory of Garoth carrying me through the forest is a physical ache in my thighs; the thought of Thorn’s rough tongue on my wrist won’t leave my head. Even now, even with a goddamn snowstorm outside, I can smell them—smoke and sweat and the dark, dangerous hint of something that has never been human.

I try to sleep, but the firelight dances on the inside of my eyelids, and the two of them breathe in stereo.

After a while, Garoth grunts and shifts, then says—without looking at Thorn—“Go. Hunt.”

Thorn flicks his ears, but doesn’t move.

Garoth’s gold eyes narrow. “You are hungry. She is not going anywhere.”

A growl ripples through the cave, vibrating the stone under my ass. Thorn stands, stretches, then stalks forward and shakes, sending a rain of melted snow and ice across the fire. He pauses at my feet, head low, and looks up at me with those silver eyes. There’s something in his gaze that’s almost apology, but more hunger than anything else.

He nudges my ankle, slow, deliberate. The heat of his breath travels up my calf. My toes curl inside the cloak.

Garoth shifts beside me, the energy in the cave tripling in density. Thorn lingers a second more, then flicks his tongue out—one quick, hot stripe across the top of my foot—before turning and bounding out into the storm.

The cave seems to exhale as soon as he’s gone. Garoth rumbles deep in his chest, like he’s reclaiming territory. He leans in, nudges the firewood with a branch-thick finger, then lets his eyes drift down to me.

“You are not sleeping,” he says. Not a question.

“I’m trying,” I whisper. My voice sounds raw, maybe a little desperate.

“Why?”

I stare into the flames. “Because I don’t know what else to do. I don’t know where we’re going. I don’t know what’s going to happen when Thorn gets back. I don’t even know what you want from me.”

Garoth grins, teeth sharp as broken bone, but not cruel. “I want you to rest. Safe.” His voice is low enough that I feel it more than hear it.

He watches me for a long time, eyes unreadable. Then, gently, he reaches over and slides a hand under the edge of the cloak, fingers spanning my waist. The weight of his touch is heavier than gravity.

I let myself lean into him, just a little. Maybe it’s the exhaustion. Maybe it’s the way my body has been humming since he picked me up in the woods. I don’t know. I don’t care.

He pulls me into his lap, so easy and casual I don’t even realize it’s happened until I’m there, knees bent over his thighs, chest to chest. His skin is hot even through his leathers. I bury my face in his shoulder, the pulse in his neck hammering against my cheek.

“Better?” he asks.

I nod. His arms band around me, and for the first time since I got here, I feel actually held. Not captured. Not claimed. Just… held.

We sit like that for a long minute. The only sound is the wind and his breathing, slow and patient.

My mind is racing, but my body is slowing down, matching his rhythm. The heat from the fire, the wet wool of the cloak, the animal warmth of him—it all blurs together into a soft, heavy haze.

But I’m still not sleeping.

Because now I’m aware of every point of contact. His hand on my thigh, the rise and fall of his chest, the press of my body against his. I feel small and soft and breakable, but not in a bad way. More like being surrounded, insulated.

Garoth shifts under me, and I realize I’m not the only one feeling it.

He tries to hide it, but there’s no hiding how the bulge in his lap thickens against my hip.

My breath catches.

He looks down at me, eyes molten. “You want?” It’s not the kind of question a human would ever ask. It’s not even really a question.

My throat works, but my voice is gone.

He moves slow, always slow, giving me time to say no. His hand comes up, rough and careful, and cups my face. His thumb strokes my cheek, the scarred pad of it sending sparks up my spine.

When he kisses me, it’s not soft or tentative—it’s possessive. All heat and pressure, the taste of smoke and something metallic. His tusks frame my mouth, but he’s so good, so impossibly good, at keeping them from hurting. Instead, they make me feel… safe. Like nothing else can get close enough to touch me.

I melt into him, the resistance in my body burning away.

His other hand slides down to my ass, big enough to span both cheeks, and pulls me tight against the hard line of his cock. I gasp, hips jerking on instinct, and his mouth takes the sound and eats it, tongue pushing past my lips with a hunger that’s nothing like any kiss I’ve ever had.

He groans when I bite down on his lower lip, a sound that turns the space between my legs to liquid. He grinds up against me, slow but insistent, and I feel the full size of him, thick and straining against the leather. My hips move on their own, chasing the friction, grinding back until every movement is a shock of pleasure.

The cloak falls away, and his hands are everywhere—my ribs, my thighs, my hair. When he breaks the kiss, he presses his forehead to mine, breath ragged.

“Too much?” he asks.

I shake my head, dizzy. “Not enough.”

He growls, softer this time, and lifts me just enough to slide me off his lap and onto the furs. His hands find the hem of my shirt. He waits, eyes locked on mine, until I nod.

He peels it up and over my head, tossing it aside. The air is cold on my skin, but his hands follow, hot enough to sear. He palms my breasts, thumbs flicking over my nipples, and I arch into him, gasping. The way he touches me is reverent, but also greedy, like he wants to memorize everything at once.

He lowers his head and kisses the swell of one breast, then the other, then takes a nipple in his mouth and sucks, gentle at first, then harder. The sensation spikes through my whole body, straight to my core. I’m already soaked, already aching, and he hasn’t even gotten my pants off.

He kisses down my stomach, teeth grazing just enough to tease, then stops at the waistband of my jeans.

“May I?” he asks, voice gone rough.

I nod again, so hard I’m surprised my head doesn’t fall off.

He undoes the button with a single finger, then slides the zipper down, slow and torturous. He peels the fabric away, tugging until I lift my hips to help. The pants come off in one smooth motion, taking my underwear with them. He tosses them aside, then kneels over me, eyes roaming my body.

I feel naked, in every sense of the word.

He runs his hands up my thighs, thumbs tracing the inside, spreading me open. He bends down, breath hot on my skin, and drags his tongue up the crease from knee to hip.

He does the same on the other side, pausing to suck a mark just above the bone.

By the time his mouth reaches the center of me, I’m shaking.

He hesitates, just for a second, then looks up at me. “I have never done this for a human.”

“Do it,” I gasp, barely more than a whisper.

He smiles—really smiles—then dips his head and licks a long, slow stripe up my pussy.

I come off the ground, back arching, hands flying to his hair. It’s rough and thick in my grip. He moans against me, the vibration rolling through every nerve ending.

He keeps going, steady and relentless, tonguing me with the same drive he used to run through the forest. When he finds my clit, he circles it, then sucks gently. The pleasure is sharp and raw, building too fast.

He pushes a finger inside me—so big I gasp, so careful it doesn’t hurt, but the stretch is real, and I clench around him. He fucks me with his mouth and hand, slow at first, then faster as my hips buck up against his face.

“Garoth,” I choke, “I’m—oh god—”

He doesn’t stop. He groans, eating me like it’s his last meal, and when I come, I swear he drinks it down, tongue pressing hard against my clit until I’m shaking, legs clamped around his head.

The orgasm rips through me, more intense than any I’ve had. It doesn’t fade—it keeps going, wave after wave, until I’m sobbing, “Please, please, please—”

He lets me down gently, pulls back just enough to look at me.

His mouth is wet with me. He looks wrecked, but so, so happy.

I reach for him, hand trembling. “Want you inside,” I manage, barely a voice at all.

He hesitates. “Are you sure?”

I nod, tugging him down by the hair. “Please.”

He kisses me again, and I taste myself on his lips. He ruts against me, and this time there’s no mistaking it—he’s huge, and the thought of taking him is both terrifying and… god, I want it.

He pushes down his leathers, freeing himself. The sight makes me dizzy—a cock that size shouldn’t be possible, but I want it anyway, want to be filled until I can’t think.

He lines up at my entrance, then pauses, eyes searching my face. “Say when.”

I hook my ankles around his hips, pulling him forward.

He enters me, slow, so slow, inch by inch. The stretch is almost painful, but I want it, want all of it. My body yields, and when he’s finally all the way in, I feel so full I could burst.

He moves, careful at first, watching every flinch, every breath. When I adjust, when I start to rock back against him, he growls approval and goes deeper, faster.

He fucks me with the same relentless drive as before, but always with control, always attuned to me. Every thrust slams pleasure through me, every brush of his pelvis against my clit making me climb again.

I come a second time, then a third, each one shattering me a little more. He holds out, refusing to let go, until I’m boneless beneath him, begging.

When he finally lets himself go, he roars, the sound echoing off the cave walls. He buries himself deep, and I feel the heat of him inside me, thick and endless.

He collapses over me, bracing his weight on his arms so he doesn’t crush me. His breath is hot against my ear.

“Mine,” he whispers, voice gone ragged.

I can’t answer. I can’t even move.

He pulls out slow, gentler than I expected, then gathers me up in his arms, tucking me into the curve of his body. He wraps the cloak around both of us, and we lie there, tangled and sweaty and utterly spent.

The fire burns low. The storm rages on outside.

I drift toward sleep, wrapped in his arms, claimed and sated and, for the first time in my life, not alone.

The last thing I hear is the soft sound of paws on stone, Thorn returning, the triangle of us closed once again. I hear him sniff the air and growl, once, low.

But I don’t open my eyes.

I let myself float, and for once, I let myself be wanted.


Chapter 6
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Garoth sets a brutal pace once we leave the ledge.

The forest leans close around us—branches low, moss thick underfoot, light drifting in hazy green stripes—but he moves through it without slowing, without hesitation. Thorn keeps to my other side, shifting between wolf and man whenever the terrain demands. The two of them bracket me like I’m something fragile and priceless, and the worst part is how part of me responds to that—heat curling low, breath unsteady.

Neither speaks. The silence is thick with the things they aren’t saying.

Something screams in the distance. Not human. Not comforting.

Garoth growls softly and tightens his grip on the strap of his pack. “We head north. Higher ground.”

Thorn flicks an ear, agreeing.

I try to keep my footing, but the ground keeps lying to me—one moment solid, the next shifting under loose leaves. Each time I slip, one of them catches me. Garoth’s hand steady on my hip, Thorn’s large palm closing around my elbow with quick, sure strength.

Every touch burns.

“You are tired,” Garoth says, not accusing, just noticing.

“I’m fine.”

He snorts softly. “You smell of exhaustion.”

Thorn grins—sharp, smug. “She smells like other things too.”

Garoth turns his head just enough to glare at him. “Do not push.”

Thorn’s grin widens. “Not yet.”

Heat prickles down my spine.

We don’t get far before the forest shifts again. The air trembles in front of us—leaves shuddering, twigs snapping in a ripple—and Thorn stiffens, fur lifting as he drops into a low crouch.

“Something follows,” he growls.

Garoth steps in front of me, hand already going to the hilt of his blade. “It caught her scent last night.”

A shape bursts from the undergrowth—a blur of too many limbs and gleaming eyes. Not a nightmare thing, not grotesque, just fast and hungry and far too interested in me.

Thorn leaps first, slamming into it with enough force to crack branches beneath them. Garoth is there a moment later, blade flashing once. The creature shrieks, then darts backward into the shadows, leaving only crushed leaves and a fading smear of its scent.

Thorn shifts back to human form in a blink, chest rising fast. “It runs. It will come back.”

Garoth wipes his blade and sheathes it. “I will track it. Drive it off or kill it.”

Everything inside me clenches. “You’re leaving?”

“Not far.” He steps close, cupping the side of my face with a rough, warm palm. “It wants your scent. I do not allow that.”

Thorn’s jaw ticks. “She is not unguarded.”

Garoth’s gaze flicks to him. “See that she stays safe. I will return before dark.”

The way he says it—trusting Thorn and warning him at the same time—makes my stomach twist.

He turns and disappears between the trees with long, unhesitating strides.

The forest exhales. Thorn and I are alone.

* * *

We climb a rocky slope, Thorn pacing close as if he expects me to fall apart without Garoth anchoring me. He shifts into wolf form to scout ahead, then back to humanoid when the path narrows. When I slip, he takes my hand without asking, his fingers long and warm and too sure about all of this.

“You don’t have to hover,” I mutter.

“I do,” he says simply. “Garoth asked it of me.”

“And you always listen to him?”

He gives me a look full of teeth. “No.”

Something in the closeness of the air changes as we reach the top of the rise. The temperature lifts—not hot, just… warmer, gentler, like stepping into a breath of light.

Below us, tucked between stone walls softened by moss and strange, pale flowers, lies a small hollow.

It looks quiet. Safe. Almost beautiful.

Thorn inhales deeply. “Here.”

He guides me down the slope with one hand on my waist. His touch is careful but undeniably possessive, and I hate how my body answers that—how my breath slips, how my pulse quickens.

The hollow opens around us like a cupped palm. Moss glows faintly under our feet. Light drips down through cracks overhead, falling in warm, soft beams. The air hums. Not loudly—just enough to feel alive.

“What is this place?” I whisper.

Thorn shifts closer, lowering his voice. “Old magic. It reacts to bond, to instinct. It… eases things.”

“What things?”

His eyes slide to my mouth.

Right.

Those things.

I should step back. I don’t.

Instead, I sit on a flat stone near the center of the hollow, pulling Garoth’s cloak tighter around my shoulders. It still smells like him—earth and steel and smoke—and Thorn’s eyes darken at that.

“You smell like him,” he murmurs.

“I can’t help that.”

“You could.” The words are quiet, but there’s heat under them. “A wash in the river. A new cloak. A choice.”

“You have a lot of opinions for someone who wasn’t here last night,” I say, trying to ignore the heat climbing up my neck.

Thorn’s jaw tightens. “I know. I did not like it.”

Honesty, raw and unvarnished.

I swallow. “Why?”

He sinks into a crouch in front of me, close enough that I can feel the warmth radiating from his skin. “Because I wanted to be first.”

The words hit like a pulse of heat low in my stomach.

“Thorn…”

He lifts a hand, slow, careful, giving me a chance to refuse. I don’t. His fingers brush my cheek, sweep a stray strand of hair back.

“This place responds to truth,” he murmurs. “To need.” His thumb strokes my jaw. “And I need you.”

A distant roar echoes through the mountains—something big, something searching—but Thorn doesn’t move. He just leans in, scenting the curve of my neck, his breath warm against my skin. I shiver.

“You feel it too,” he whispers.

I hate how true that is.

The hollow hums around us again—magic shifting, deepening, wrapping close like warm water. My breath goes thin.

“Thorn… we should wait for Garoth…”

His lips brush my throat. “Garoth is strong. He will return.” His voice drops lower, rougher. “But you are mine too.”

The ground beneath us seems to tilt, inviting and warm. Thorn’s hands slide to my hips, steadying me as he lifts his face to mine, eyes burning like moonlight caught in a predator’s focus.

“Astrid,” he says softly, “let me show you.”

And I do. I shouldn’t. But I do.

I lean in.

The hollow closes around us.

And the rest comes like breath, like heat, like inevitability.


Chapter 7
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The hollow breathes around us.

Warm air drifts across my skin in soft currents, almost like hands urging me closer. The moss glows faintly underfoot, gold-green, pulsing with the same rhythm as my heartbeat. Thorn watches me from only a foot away, crouched low, his eyes reflecting the pale light like quicksilver. Not human. Not tame. Not safe.

And yet I step toward him.

He inhales sharply, head tilting, pupils widening in a sudden, hungry dilation.

“You smell like want,” he murmurs.

My breath stutters. “You can smell that?”

“That,” he says, rising slowly, “and more.”

His hand comes up—not grabbing, not demanding, just brushing the side of my neck, fingertips grazing the skin as if reading a language written there. The touch leaves tingles in its wake, like sparks settling into my bloodstream.

“Astrid,” he breathes, “you’re shaking.”

“I—no. I’m fine.”

“Lie again.” His thumb strokes my jaw. “I am listening to your pulse.”

That pulse gives itself away by kicking hard against my throat. He leans in, breath brushing my skin, and the hollow reacts—softening the air, warming it, steeping it in something heady and sweet.

“Do you feel that?” I whisper.

Thorn nods, slow, reverent. “Magic welcomes us. It knows what’s coming.”

My knees nearly buckle.

He sees. He smells it. He savors it.

Thorn steps closer until my back meets the smooth stone behind me. Not trapped—just held in a space too intimate, too charged to escape from. His legs bracket mine, not touching but close enough that heat radiates between us.

He lowers his head and presses his nose to my neck.

Not a kiss.

A scenting.

A long, deep inhalation that ends on a shiver.

“Oh,” I breathe, my fingers curling against his chest.

He hisses softly, like I’ve touched something sensitive.

“You smell like him,” he murmurs into my skin. “But under it… under everything…” His tongue flicks out, tasting the place between neck and shoulder, and the shock of it goes straight through me. “This is mine.”

My hand tightens in his hair. “Thorn—”

He lifts his head, eyes blown wide.

“Say it again.”

“What?”

“My name.” His voice is a dark, frantic rasp. “Say it.”

His need is raw, almost painful to witness.

“Thorn,” I whisper.

He groans—an honest, guttural sound—and pushes his forehead to mine.

“You have no idea what you do to me.”

Then his mouth finds mine.

Not gentle. Not careful. Devouring.

But there’s a trembling in it—an ache, a desperation—that makes my stomach drop and my body heat all at once. His hands rise to cradle my face, thumbs stroking slow circles on my cheeks as his mouth moves against mine with a kind of reverence wrapped in hunger.

When he breaks the kiss, his breath shakes.

“I wanted this the moment I saw you. I wanted to taste you first. Wanted to put my scent on you so no one else could.”

My breath stutters. “Thorn—”

He kisses the corner of my mouth, down my jaw, then lower, tracing a slow path across my throat. His hands slide to my waist, gripping gently, steadying me as if he already knows I’m losing the ability to stand.

He nuzzles the hollow of my neck, then sinks to his knees in front of me with a fluid, obedient motion that steals every coherent thought from my mind.

“Please,” he whispers, voice breaking on the word. His hands wrap around my thighs, thumbs stroking the line of bone. “Let me taste you.”

I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I just nod.

He exhales in relief so intense it borders on pain.

Thorn lifts one of my legs over his shoulder, guiding me back until the stone behind me supports my weight. His hands slide up the backs of my thighs, spreading warmth along my skin. He looks up at me from kneeling—eyes bright, lips parted, breath trembling.

Then he leans forward and presses his mouth between my legs.

I gasp, fingers tangling in his hair as heat snaps through me like someone lit a fuse. Thorn groans against me, gripping my thighs harder, pulling me closer as his tongue works with frantic, worshipful hunger.

It’s different from Garoth—sharper, more immediate, like Thorn can’t stand a second of distance between us. Every sound I make affects him; he reacts like it’s happening to him too.

“Thorn—god—”

He growls against me, the vibration shooting up through my spine. His hands drag up my hips, holding me steady as he buries his face deeper, lapping, stroking, tasting like he’s starved for this.

He pulls back for one breath, gasping. “You smell—” He breaks off, eyes rolling back in bliss. “—perfect.”

Then his mouth is on me again, tongue circling, teasing, then plunging deeper, finding a rhythm that sends pressure building hard and fast.

I cry out, thighs tightening around his shoulders.

He moans—actually moans—between my legs.

The sound breaks something open in me. My whole body tightens around the overload of sensation, and I come with a sharp, helpless cry, fingers locked in his hair.

Thorn nearly collapses with relief. He holds my hips in place, letting me ride the crest of the orgasm, licking me through every tremor until I’m shaking and breathless and barely upright.

He finally pulls back, chest heaving, mouth slick, pupils huge.

“I could stay like this,” he whispers, voice wrecked. “I could stay on my knees for you forever.”

My legs almost give. He rises in one quick motion, catching me before I fall, cradling me against him with careful, trembling hands.

“You taste like prophecy,” he murmurs into my shoulder. “Like fate. Like the thing I’ve been hunting without knowing the name.”

His hands slide beneath my clothes with slow deliberation, stripping me as if worshiping each inch of revealed skin.

When I reach for the clasp of his belt, he grabs my wrist gently.

“Let me,” he whispers.

His hands tremble as he undoes his clothing, not from uncertainty but from sheer need coiled too tight. When he presses me back against the moss-covered stone, his body fits against mine like he’s been imagining exactly this for days.

“Astrid,” he breathes against my mouth, “tell me you want me.”

“I want you.”

He shudders—full-body, uncontrollable.

Then he pushes into me.

Slow, deep, reverent.

A broken sound escapes him—half-snarl, half-plea—and he braces one hand above my head, the other holding my hip like he’s afraid I’ll vanish. His body is hot everywhere, skin burning against mine, breath ragged in my ear.

“You feel—” he gasps, cutting himself off with a groan. “You feel… gods.”

His hips roll, thrusting deeper with each movement, but it’s not rough. It’s intense, focused, guided by instinct honed toward pleasure rather than dominance.

Every time I tighten around him, his breath catches like he’s being undone from the inside.

“Say my name,” he begs, voice breaking.

“Thorn.”

He almost loses control, thrusts faltering, a moan spilling from him as his forehead drops to my shoulder.

“Again.”

I grip his back, pulling him closer. “Thorn.”

He growls—not in anger, but something primal and overwhelmed—and thrusts deeper, the rhythm breaking apart under the force of his need.

Pressure builds fast, intense. The hollow seems to breathe with us, heat rising, air thickening.

“I’m—” I gasp.

“I know,” he whispers, kissing my throat, my jaw, my mouth. “Let go. I’ll catch you.”

I come hard, back arching, nails digging into his shoulders. Thorn follows immediately, voice muffled against my skin as he thrusts once, twice, and shudders, spilling inside me with a feral, helpless sound.

His body collapses against mine, shaking.

Not from exhaustion.

From relief.

He stays pressed to me, breathing hard, mouth brushing soft kisses over my collarbone. His hands cradle my waist like I’m something fragile.

“Astrid,” he whispers, voice raw, “if Garoth had come back first, I would have fought him. I shouldn’t say it. But it’s true.”

I run my fingers through his hair, still panting, still trembling.

His eyes lift to mine—silver, soft, undone.

“Thank you,” he murmurs. “For letting me have this.”

I kiss him—softly, briefly.

“You didn’t take anything,” I whisper. “I gave it.”

He groans and buries his face against my chest like he can’t bear the weight of that.

The hollow around us glows softly, warming the air.

Outside, the forest shifts.

Inside, Thorn holds me like he’s afraid the world will disappear if he lets go.


Chapter 8
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I sense Garoth before I see him. The air sharpens, goes metallic, and the world inside the hollow draws tight as a drumhead. Thorn must feel it too—a ripple passes across his skin, a sudden tension in the hands still cradling my waist—but he doesn’t let go of me. Not even when footsteps crunch on the moss just outside the ring of light.

Garoth enters with a presence that fills every inch of the space. He moves like a boulder set rolling: inevitable, unswerving, gathering momentum. His eyes land on Thorn, on the way Thorn’s body cages mine against the stone, on the flush in my face and throat, on the exposed triangle of skin above my shirt.

He doesn’t look away.

His gaze drops lower, finds the bite of Thorn’s handprint on my hip, the marks Thorn’s mouth left at my neck, the way my legs are tangled with Thorn’s. He stops there, just inside the circle, arms braced loose at his sides, an animal stillness in the set of his jaw.

Thorn tenses, not in fear but in challenge—a silent, wordless dare—but he softens his grip on me, thumbs stroking apology into my skin. He doesn’t stand, doesn’t shield himself, just waits. The only sound is my own heartbeat, loud and frantic.

Garoth’s eyes flick up, meet mine. There’s no anger there. No violence, not yet. There’s just a long, burning question: Was it good?

“Follow,” he says, finally. “We are hunted still.”

The air grows colder as we climb.

Not the normal chill of altitude—this feels sharper, thinner, like something is drawing the warmth out of the world. Garoth moves ahead of us, pushing through the winding path of stone and scrub with the quiet certainty of someone who grew up in terrain like this. Thorn keeps to my other side, every muscle under his skin tense, his attention flicking between me and the shadows in the rocks above us.

The silence unnerves me more than anything. Even the wind seems to be holding its breath.

When we reach the crest of a jagged ridge, the world changes.

The sky—if that’s even what to call it here—warps. Light bends inward, pulling into a long, shivering seam like someone is dragging a knife through the air. The tear pulses, ripples of violet-white rushing outward in rings that make my teeth ache.

“What is that?” I whisper.

Garoth stops dead.

Thorn snarls, low and dangerous.

Neither answers me.

The tear widens.

And a silhouette appears behind it.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Horned.

Not minotaur horns—longer, backward-curving, elegant and terrifying at once. The figure stands utterly still in the rift, watching us from the far side of the broken sky. Its eyes glow faintly, catching the strange light.

My breath stumbles.

Garoth steps in front of me immediately. Thorn shifts into wolf form without a sound, fur bristling, teeth bared at the sky itself.

The horned figure doesn’t move. Doesn’t approach. Doesn’t vanish.

Just watches me.

My heart beats too fast. I can’t look away.

Something inside my chest—low, deep, foreign—responds. A pull. A thrum. A recognition I don’t understand and don’t want.

When I take a half-step backward, Thorn presses against my leg protectively. Garoth’s hand closes around my wrist, pulling me behind him.

“Do not look at it,” Garoth rumbles.

“It—It’s looking at me.”

“Yes,” he says. His voice is steady, but I can hear the fear he’s refusing to show. “And it must not.”

The tear snaps shut.

The mountain exhales, as if relieved.

But something in me feels the opposite.

Something else wants me.

Something beyond these men, beyond this world—something primal and old and wrong.

And it’s coming.

* * *

The sky tear hasn’t even fully healed before the forest below erupts with noise.

Snapping branches. Snarls. The slap of too-many feet on stone.

Garoth’s head jerks toward the sound. Thorn darts ahead, sniffing the air with frantic urgency.

“Corrupted things,” Garoth mutters. “Once beasts. No longer.”

“Corrupted how?” I ask.

He grips his axe. “Magic twisted. Mind gone. Only hunger left.”

That’s when the first one lunges out of the tree line.

It was a deer once. Maybe. The body is still shaped that way, but its limbs bend wrong, joints too loose, too flexible, eyes glowing with a faint, sickly green. Its antlers drip with something like sap—dark, viscous, wrong.

It screams.

Garoth moves faster than my eyes can follow. His axe comes down in a brutal, clean arc, knocking the creature off its feet and sending it crashing into the rocks.

Another beast follows—a goat-shaped thing with two mouths and a spine that shifts under its skin. Thorn hits that one, shifting mid-leap, wolf one moment, man the next, slamming it into the ground with claws and fists.

They attack from all sides.

“Behind!” Thorn’s voice hits my mind like a sharp snap.

I spin just in time to see a smaller creature—a fox-sized thing with too many legs—darting toward me. My heart spikes. I stumble back.

Garoth turns, but he’s too far—

Thorn is faster.

He barrels into the creature, jaws closing around its neck with a sickening crunch. He flings it aside, then plants himself in front of me, growling so viciously the stone beneath us seems to vibrate.

More creatures spill from the trees.

Garoth roars and wades into them with savage precision—swing, block, crush. He fights like a force of nature, each movement purposeful, each blow final.

Thorn doesn’t leave my side.

Every time something comes near me, Thorn is there first—slashing, leaping, shielding. His body brushes mine over and over, not accidentally, but because he refuses to leave an inch of space unguarded. His attention never leaves me for more than a heartbeat.

Another creature leaps toward him—something with wings and too-sharp limbs—and Thorn twists to intercept it, pulling its attention away from me.

I see the opening before he does.

“Thorn!” I shout.

He turns just enough to see the creature behind him.

I move without thinking.

There’s a broken branch at my feet—long, pointed. I grab it, whirl, and swing with everything I have. It hits the creature’s flank with a crack. Not enough to kill it, but enough to stagger it.

Thorn is there instantly. He tears it apart in two swift movements, then spins back to me with a sound halfway between a growl and something else—something sharper. Something shaken.

“Astrid.” His voice is too rough. “You could have been—”

“I’m fine.” My chest heaves. “You had two on you. I—reacted.”

He stares at me like he’s seeing me for the first time.

Garoth crushes the last creature under his boot and turns toward us. “You acted with courage,” he says simply.

Thorn is still staring. “You put yourself in danger.”

“You did too,” I shoot back.

His jaw clenches. “For you. Always for you.”

Something flares between us—heat sharp as lightning, hot as the hollow’s magic. My skin prickles. My breath stumbles. My body feels hyper-aware of everything—Garoth’s warm presence behind me, Thorn’s intensity in front of me, the charged air between us still trembling from the battle.

Something in my chest responds to all that heat and tension—something that feels like it’s trying to push upward, to break open.

A spark pops against my palm.

I freeze.

Thorn sees it first. His eyes widen, nostrils flaring. “Astrid.”

I look down.

Light flickers between my fingers—soft, white-gold, fluttering like a firefly trapped under my skin. It fades quickly, but the after-tingle stays.

Garoth steps closer, gaze lowering to my hand. “It begins.”

My knees go weak. Thorn catches my elbow, fingers tightening.

“What begins?” I whisper.

“Your magic,” Garoth says. “Human magic is rare. volatile. Born under stress.” He glances toward the sky where the tear opened. “Born of being hunted. Wanted.”

I swallow. “Wanted by what?”

Thorn’s voice drops low and dark. “Something old. Something powerful.” His hand slides from my elbow to my waist, grounding, possessive. “And it will not have you.”

Garoth moves to my other side, hand brushing my shoulder with quiet certainty. “We protect you. Until the Oracle. Until you learn your strength.”

Their bodies form a wall around me—orc on one side, wolf on the other—heat and muscle and the intensity of their attention wrapping me in a feeling I’m terrified to name.

Not safe.

But held.

Chosen.

Not by one.

By both.

The magic sparks again—just a flicker in my chest this time—and Thorn inhales sharply as if he can feel it through the air.

Garoth’s hand tightens on my shoulder.

“Your power wakes,” he murmurs. “And so do the ones who seek it.”

The torn sky above us glimmers faintly.

Somewhere behind the mountain, something horns-and-shadow shifts in response.


Chapter 9
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Garoth gets the fire going quickly, coaxing sparks from flint and dried moss until warm light fills the shallow shelter. The flames don’t jump or twist into strange shapes now—just a steady glow, golden and comforting. It warms the cool mountain air, easing some of the tension that’s been wound around my ribs since the sky tore itself open earlier.

Thorn shifts between human and wolf restlessly at the entrance, pacing, scenting every breeze that brushes past us. His movements stay sharp, but the fear I’d glimpsed before has receded, replaced with something more focused—protective, territorial, attuned to me in a way that makes my pulse skip.

Garoth kneels beside me. “Let me look at your leg.”

I start to protest, but the ache makes me wince when he brushes the tender skin. He glances at me with that steady, unreadable expression that always feels half-concern, half-command. His hands are warm, careful as he traces the line of the bruise.

“It is not deep,” he murmurs. “But swollen. You walked too far on it.”

“I didn’t want to slow you down.”

Thorn huffs from the entrance—a sound that’s almost a scoff.

“You did not,” Garoth says. “But you must let us care for you.”

There’s no teasing in it. No condescension. Just certainty. I don’t have the strength to argue anyway. My muscles soften under his touch.

He tears a strip from his own shirt, soaking it in warm water from the pot, then wraps my leg with gentle pressure. Not clinical. Not detached. His fingertips linger a little too long on the inside of my knee, sliding up just enough that heat curls through me. He smells like smoke and earth and something deeper—something grounding.

Thorn goes still behind him.

He’s watching.

He’s listening.

He’s feeling it.

Garoth stands and tucks the remaining cloth aside. “Rest.”

“I’m fine.”

His eyes drop to my leg. “You are not.”

The way he says it—low, quiet, protective—sends another wave of heat through me.

Thorn shifts into human form, steps closer, and crouches beside me. His hand comes to my ankle, thumb brushing over the bone there lightly, possessively.

“You let him touch you,” he says, but it isn’t accusation. It’s hunger.

“Thorn,” I murmur.

He inhales slowly at the sound of his name, pupils dilating. “You smell like him again.”

Garoth’s jaw flexes, but he says nothing.

The air thickens around us—warm, charged, humming with a pressure I feel in my chest.

I swallow. “Both of you start acting like this every time someone touches me.”

“It is the bond,” Garoth says simply.

Thorn nods. “The Oracle will see it.”

I blink. “What does the Oracle have to do with… touching me?”

Garoth and Thorn exchange a look—one part agreement, one part tension.

Garoth sits beside me, close enough that his warmth bleeds into my skin. “The Oracle reads power through connection. Through magic that is lived, not spoken.”

Thorn’s fingers trail up my calf, stopping just below my knee. “Through the marks you choose.”

I stiffen. “Marks?”

Garoth turns my chin gently so I face him. “It is not ownership,” he says softly. “It is protection. Recognition. It tells the Oracle who stands with you.”

“And who stands against the thing that watched us through the sky,” Thorn adds quietly.

My breath catches.

So they saw it too—the horned silhouette. The presence that tugged at something deep inside me.

Garoth brushes my cheek with the back of his hand. “The Oracle must know your bonds. They shape her visions.”

“And you already have ours,” Thorn murmurs.

I swallow. “What do you mean?”

Garoth kneels fully, placing one hand above my heart. “Your magic wakes. It responds to touch… to trust… to desire.”

The warmth there is almost too much.

Thorn leans in from the other side, his nose brushing the curve of my neck, breathing me in with slow intensity. “And it responds to us.”

Heat pools low in my stomach.

Garoth’s voice drops. “If you allow it, the Oracle will see that we are bound to you. That you are protected.”

“And wanted,” Thorn adds, voice roughened.

Garoth shoots him a reprimanding look, but Thorn doesn’t back down.

He scoots closer, knees brushing mine. “You should smell like us. Our marks will meet your power. It will flare. The Oracle will understand.”

“You’re saying I need to… what? Let you both put your hands on me?”

Thorn’s breath stutters. “More than hands.”

Then quickly, “But not what Garoth did. Just… enough.”

Garoth clears his throat softly. “Only touch that carries true intent. Magic listens to intention, not action.”

I feel suddenly warm. Too warm.

Thorn cups my jaw with a hand that shakes. “Let us show you.”

I close my eyes, exhaling slowly. “Okay.”

Thorn makes a sound—almost a whimper—but muffles it by kissing the bend of my shoulder. Garoth’s hand moves to my thigh, steady and warm. Between them, the air shifts—magic responding, crackling faintly, like static in my skin.

Thorn’s nose drags along my neck as he inhales deeply. “This,” he whispers, “is a mark.”

Garoth’s palm presses lightly above my hip. “And this.”

The warmth spreads through me—soft, glowing, nothing sharp or frightening. The hollow breathes with me. The fire flickers brighter. Heat pools low in my belly, rising until my fingertips tingle.

A spark jumps across my knuckles—golden-white, faint but real.

Garoth murmurs, “There. The magic sees it.”

Thorn’s hand slides to my waist, his thumb circling gently. “She shines.”

I open my eyes.

Both of them are watching me.

Not like prey. Not like property.

Like something sacred.

Garoth bows his head slightly. “The Oracle will know you are not alone.”

“And she will see the thing that hunts you will not touch you,” Thorn growls.

I shiver at the memory of horns silhouetted against a torn sky.

Garoth senses it. His hand covers mine. “You are safe tonight.”

Thorn moves to sit at my other side, close enough that his arm brushes mine. “Between us, no shadow touches you.”

The fire glows softly, the mountain air warm around us now, no longer scraping or cold. The magic in my chest hums gently, almost peacefully.

For the first time since the tear opened, I breathe without feeling like something is watching from behind my eyes.

Garoth leans back slightly, still close. “Rest. We will keep watch.”

Thorn curls one hand around my ankle, grounding me. “Sleep. I will hear anything that comes.”

Their warmth on both sides steadies me, a strange new calm settling into my bones.

The last thing I feel before sleep drags me under is the gentle pulse of magic beneath my skin—

and the faint echo of something far away stirring in answer.
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We make the last mile to the Oracle’s temple in silence. Not because we want to, but because the forest around us is dead to sound, every branch and root stilled by something larger, older, and watching.

Moss-draped pillars arch up out of the earth, broken by time and split by roots thicker than my thigh. Somewhere beyond, the temple sits, hunched and waiting.

Thorn is the first to sense it. He stops dead, hackles rising even in his human skin, and tilts his head to listen to the air. Garoth’s hand goes immediately to the axe at his hip. He bares his teeth at the horizon and draws me closer with the other hand, as if the sky itself might lunge at us.

We pass beneath the shattered archway. Just inside, the ground dips away in a broad sweep—steps, half-swallowed by dirt and crawling with pale vines. The air smells of cold and the iron bite of magic, fresh and raw.

“Here,” Thorn mutters, nostrils flaring. “They do not come closer.”

Garoth doesn’t answer, just grunts and scans every shadow as if expecting an ambush. But I know what’s hunting us isn’t a pack or a tribe. It’s something you can’t kill with teeth or steel.

I feel it in my bones. Power, old as the planet, curling around the shattered columns, pooling in the cracks, waiting to be noticed.

And it does notice me. It’s like stepping onto a stage and feeling the light hit your face before you see the audience.

The magic here is a living thing. It tastes me, tests me, and finds me wanting, then shoves a wave of itself straight through my center. I stagger. Garoth catches me, fingers splayed across my ribs, his palm so hot I almost cry out.

Thorn is at my side a heartbeat later, shoulder pressed to mine, all pretense of distance gone.

“You feel it?” he asks, low and fierce.

“Yeah,” I whisper. “It’s—” I stop, because there’s no word for what it is. “It’s everywhere.”

Garoth’s eyes burn. “It will be worse inside.”

There’s only one path deeper. The steps curve in a spiral, each one cut so wide two giants could walk side by side.

We descend, one careful step after another. Garoth never leaves my side. Thorn keeps checking the shadows above and behind us, every so often dropping to all fours to scent the air.

We reach a landing, a wide, circular space, ringed by columns half-toppled and spined with roots. In the center, a pool of water reflects what little light filters down. The air hums with energy, the surface of the pool trembling.

It should be beautiful. It isn’t. It’s too vast, too empty, and it makes my skin crawl.

Garoth speaks first, voice pitched low for me alone. “The Oracle waits.”

* * *

The sanctum is lined with veins of quartz and old sigils that shimmer and fade as we pass. Garoth leads, his shoulders hunched against an invisible storm, axe out and ready. Thorn follows just behind me, so close I can feel the tick of his breath on the back of my neck.

The way down is a spiral, lit only by the pale flicker of magic that clings to the walls. Sometimes, a pulse of light skips from one rune to the next, illuminating our shadows in a way that feels both intimate and obscene.

We emerge into a chamber so big it swallows sound. In the center, a circle of ancient columns leans in on itself, roots knitted through the gaps like the fingers of two hands entwined. The air is alive with a low, humming pressure. It makes my blood feel carbonated.

Thorn hesitates at the threshold. “She’s already here.”

Garoth nods, jaw set. “She waited long.”

I open my mouth to ask who, but the answer arrives before the words: the Oracle, gliding between the columns, tall and black-robed and wearing a featureless white mask.

Her voice is a woman’s, but it comes from everywhere at once.

“You have come to know,” she says.

I can feel her smiling behind the mask.

Garoth’s body tenses. Thorn’s hand brushes my elbow, then drops, like he’s afraid of what the Oracle will see if he holds on.

The Oracle turns her face to me. “Two have chosen you.”

Her words hit like a slap. Garoth bristles. Thorn growls softly, almost a purr.

The Oracle’s lips barely move, but the words ripple through the chamber. “Seven stand in your star-thread. Two walk beside you now.”

The number is so big my brain stutters. “Seven?” My voice echoes off the columns.

“Five more remain.” The Oracle glides closer, mask gleaming in the dark. “Five still to bind, before the circle closes.”

I can feel Garoth’s reaction without looking—his muscles clench, the air around him heating like a furnace. Thorn’s pulse is quick and wild.

“Why?” I ask. “Why me?”

The Oracle lifts one hand, trailing her fingers through the air. With each gesture, threads of light tangle and knot, forming a web I can almost see. “You are heartbound. Rare. Unbalanced worlds demand an anchor. Your presence is the axis that draws the wild to heel.”

I don’t know what to say. The ground under me feels less real with each breath.

“You do not choose alone,” she continues. “The bonds are formed by need, instinct, power. Magic finds its own mates, as does hunger.”

I swallow. “What happens if I don’t—if I say no?”

The Oracle tips her head, smile widening. “Then the world frays further, and all are devoured.” She doesn’t sound disappointed. She sounds entertained.

Garoth’s voice rumbles up from deep inside him. “We protect her.”

The Oracle’s mask swings to him. “You protect yourselves. The human is not prey to be claimed. She is the root from which you live.”

Thorn’s eyes flare. “And if we fight the others?”

The Oracle’s laughter is a wind that rustles every hair on my body. “You will. You must. Not all threads end in peace.”

I try to steady my breath. “Who are the others?”

The Oracle’s mask fractures and reforms. “You will know them by the pull.” She steps closer, close enough that her hair brushes my face, a thousand thin wires humming with power. “One stirs beyond the veil. One who has waited long.”

Something trembles in the air. The Oracle’s mask turns skyward, as if listening. “He hears her.”

A shock runs through me, electric and intimate, as if the words strike a chord in my own bones.

Before I can process what that means, the ground shakes, dust raining down from the seams above.

The Oracle’s eyes widen.

“He comes.”

The tremor builds—low, hungry, inevitable.

The Oracle flares both arms, and the world goes white.

I am thrown backward into Garoth’s arms, Thorn’s claws digging into my shoulder as he pulls me close.

All around us, the ruin begins to fall.

And from somewhere deep below, something answers the call of my name.

* * *

The world shakes apart.

The tremor underfoot isn’t a gentle warning, it’s an eruption, sending a spray of dust and stone into the air. Garoth yanks me against his chest, sheltering my head with his forearm. Thorn’s hand clamps tight to my arm, claws pricking skin.

Above the noise, a roar splits the sky—so loud it drowns even my panic.

When the world stops spinning, I open my eyes.

The sanctum is gone. Where the Oracle stood, there is only a gouged-out hole, rimmed with ragged rock and bleeding light from below. The hum of old magic has been replaced by a pulse—a beat that grows louder, closer, impossible to ignore.

He’s coming.

Garoth doesn’t wait for questions. He shoves me behind a chunk of fallen column, then steps in front of me, axe up, shoulders squared. Thorn shifts mid-motion, fur rippling across his arms and neck, his teeth lengthening into fangs. They don’t look at each other, but the tension between them is a living thing—hatred and fear braided together.

From the hole, something climbs.

The first thing I see is the horns. Curved, black as volcanic glass, sweeping back from the skull in a way that shouldn’t be possible. Then the hands—bigger than Garoth’s, tipped with cracked hooves and claws. The shoulders are slabs, muscles layered like armor. The head is bull, but the eyes are human—molten gold, shining through dust.

He hauls himself from the crack, every movement rippling power. His torso is bare, hide marked by runes and scars that catch the light. His legs are furred, black as pitch, ending in hooves that shatter stone with every step.

He stands at the edge of the hole, shoulders heaving as if he’s just run for miles. Then he turns his head, and his gaze finds mine.

Recognition hits me like a blow. I don’t know his name. But he knows mine.

Garoth growls, “Stay behind me.” His voice is cracked with rage, but also fear.

The minotaur ignores him. He takes a single step forward. The ground shudders.

Thorn lunges, putting himself between the beast and me. His hackles rise, lips drawn back in a snarl.

The minotaur’s face splits into a smile. It’s not cruel, or even triumphant. It’s hungry.

He takes another step, then another, until he is towering over us all.

He doesn’t reach for his weapon—there is none. He simply lowers himself, slow and deliberate, until he is on one knee.

He bows his head.

And says, in a voice that grinds stone to dust: “At last… my mate.”

The minotaur lifts his head and meets my eyes. His face is monstrous, but the gaze behind it is pure want—an ancient, aching need that eclipses everything around it. Something in me answers him, deep and involuntary—like a heartbeat that isn’t mine.

For a moment, no one moves.

Garoth and Thorn stand on either side of me, braced for war.

My heart answers with a thunderous, traitorous YES.

And somewhere behind me, deep in the dark, I hear the Oracle’s laughter.
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