
        
            
                
            
        

    
Prologue: The Village’s Curse

In the isolated village of Eldridge, nestled at the edge of the foreboding Blackwood Forest, an ancient pact binds the inhabitants to a terrifying ritual. Each full moon, a young woman of marrying age is selected as tribute and sent into the depths of the woods to appease the “wolf-beast,” a legendary guardian said to protect the forest’s heart from outsiders. Legends whisper that failure to offer tribute invites the beast’s wrath upon the village—crops wither, livestock vanish, and shadows creep into homes at night. The story opens with the village elders preparing for the next full moon, their faces etched with resignation. We introduce the protagonist, Elara, a fiery 22-year-old with crimson hair and a rebellious spirit, who has always questioned the ritual but now finds herself chosen as the tribute. Her younger sister, Mira, watches in horror, begging the elders to reconsider. Elara dons a simple red cloak, symbolic of the blood debt, and steps into the forest as the moon rises, her heart pounding with a mix of fear and defiance.


Chapter 1: The Offering

The village square of Eldridge lay hushed beneath the swollen full moon, its silver light pooling like spilled mercury across the cobblestones. Torches sputtered along the edges of the gathering, casting long, trembling shadows that danced over the faces of the elders. Their expressions were carved from the same grim stone as the ancient altar behind them—an unadorned slab of weathered granite that had borne witness to generations of farewells.

Elara stood at the center of it all, chin lifted, crimson hair spilling in wild waves down her back. At twenty-two she was no longer the child who once hid behind her mother’s skirts during these ceremonies; she was a woman grown, tall and strong-limbed from years of hauling water, tending goats, and defying every quiet expectation the village tried to press upon her. Tonight she wore the traditional garment: a simple linen shift beneath a heavy woolen cloak dyed the deep, arterial red of fresh blood. The hood was drawn back so the moonlight could catch the defiant gleam in her green eyes.

Mira clung to her arm, small fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. At eighteen, Mira still carried the soft roundness of youth in her cheeks, her hair the same vivid red but tamed into a neat braid. Tears glistened on her lashes. “They can’t do this,” she whispered, voice cracking. “You’ve done nothing wrong. Tell them—tell them you won’t go.”

Elara covered Mira’s hand with her own, squeezing once. “The lots were drawn fair. You know the rules.” Her voice stayed steady, though something hot and furious coiled in her chest. She had argued with the elders for weeks, had shouted in the meeting hall until her throat ached, had even threatened to run. But the pact was older than memory, etched into the very bones of the village. To refuse meant starvation, madness, or worse—the beast would come for them all.

Elder Thorne—old, bent, eyes milky with age—stepped forward and placed the ceremonial basket at Elara’s feet. Inside lay a small loaf of bread, a skin of water, and a single iron dagger no longer than her palm. “May the forest’s heart accept your offering,” he intoned, the words worn smooth from repetition. “May your sacrifice preserve the light of Eldridge.”

Elara met his gaze without flinching. “If the forest has a heart, I hope it chokes on me.”

A ripple of shocked murmurs spread through the crowd. Mira gasped, tugging harder. Elara ignored them both. She bent, lifted the basket, and slung it over her shoulder. Then she turned toward the black wall of trees that marked the boundary between village and wilderness.

The crowd parted silently. No one touched her; no one dared offer comfort. Only Mira followed a few steps before an elder gently pulled her back. Elara heard her sister’s sob break free, raw and childlike, but she did not look behind her again.

The path into Blackwood Forest began as a narrow deer trail, quickly swallowed by undergrowth. Within minutes the torchlight of the village faded to nothing. The moon became her only lantern, its cold glow filtering through the canopy in thin, shifting shafts. The air grew heavier, scented with damp earth, pine resin, and something older—moss and decay and the faint metallic tang of iron-rich soil.

Elara walked steadily at first, boots crunching over fallen needles. Her pulse hammered in her ears, but she refused to let fear show in her stride. She had always believed the stories were half superstition, half excuse for the elders to control the young women of the village. The beast was real enough—livestock torn apart, strange tracks in the snow—but a mindless animal could be killed with spears and fire. Why send girls instead?

Yet now, alone beneath the ancient trees, doubt crept in like mist. The forest felt alive in a way the fields and lanes of Eldridge never had. Branches creaked without wind. Leaves rustled when she passed, as though the woods themselves were breathing. Every few paces she caught the impression of eyes—dozens of them—watching from the darkness just beyond the moonlight.

She quickened her pace.

The trail narrowed, forcing her to push through brambles that snagged at her cloak and scratched thin lines across her calves. Her breath came faster, fogging in the chill. The basket bumped against her hip. She considered dropping it—food and water would mean little if she never returned—but some stubborn part of her refused to surrender even that small comfort.

A low growl rolled through the underbrush to her left.

Elara froze.

The sound was deep, resonant, vibrating in her ribcage. Not the snarl of a starving wolf or the cough of a bear. This was deliberate. Patient. It came again, closer, from the right this time.

She turned slowly, heart slamming against her ribs. Shadows shifted among the trunks—something massive, moving with liquid grace. A glimpse of silvered fur, the flash of golden eyes reflecting moonlight like twin coins. Then gone.

Her mouth went dry. She backed away, one careful step at a time, until her shoulders met the rough bark of an enormous oak. The tree’s roots rose like gnarled fingers from the earth, cradling her on three sides.

The growl sounded directly in front of her now.

The beast stepped into the clearing.

He was enormous—easily twice her height when he rose to his full stature—yet he moved with a predator’s economy. Thick black-and-silver fur covered most of his body, thinning along the broad chest and powerful arms where human muscle showed beneath. His face was a terrifying hybrid: elongated muzzle, sharp canines, yet the eyes were unmistakably human—golden, intelligent, burning with something far more dangerous than hunger.

He tilted his head, nostrils flaring as he scented her. A low rumble rose in his throat, not quite a growl this time. Closer to satisfaction.

Elara’s fingers tightened around the dagger’s hilt, though she knew it was useless. “Stay back,” she said, voice steadier than she felt.

The beast—no, the man—chuckled. The sound was gravel and smoke. When he spoke, his voice carried the rough edge of an unused throat. “You smell of defiance…and fear. And something sweeter.” He took one deliberate step closer. Moonlight gleamed along the ridge of his shoulders, catching the scars that crisscrossed his skin like a map of old battles. “They always send the brave ones when the moon is brightest. I wonder if they know it only makes the game more interesting.”

Elara’s pulse roared in her ears. She pressed harder against the oak, feeling the rough bark bite through her shift. “What are you?”

“Thorne.” He said the name like a confession. “Once a huntsman of these woods. Now…something else.” Another step. Close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body, smell the wild musk of fur and pine and clean sweat. “The witch’s curse binds me here. The full moon wakes the beast, and only one thing quiets it.”

He circled her slowly, claws clicking against stone. Elara tracked him, refusing to turn her back. Her skin prickled everywhere his gaze touched—breasts, throat, the vulnerable curve of her inner thighs beneath the cloak.

“You’re not here to die, little red,” he murmured, voice dropping to a velvet rasp. “You’re here to ease me. To take what the curse demands until dawn breaks the spell for another month.” He stopped in front of her again, towering, golden eyes locked on hers. “Or…you could fight. Run. Make me chase you. I like the chase.”

A shiver raced down her spine—fear, yes, but threaded with something darker, hotter. Her body betrayed her with a sudden, liquid ache low in her belly.

Thorne inhaled deeply, pupils dilating. A slow, predatory smile curved his muzzle. “There it is,” he purred. “The scent I’ve waited for.”

He leaned in until his breath ghosted across her lips. “Run, Elara. Give me something to hunt.”

Her heart stuttered.

Then she shoved away from the tree and bolted into the darkness.

Behind her, the beast’s laughter echoed through the trees—rich, hungry, and terrifyingly pleased.


Chapter 2: The First Chase

Elara ran.

Branches whipped across her face and arms, stinging like tiny lashes. Her boots slipped on wet leaves and moss-slick stones, but she did not slow. The basket bounced painfully against her hip until she tore it free and let it fall somewhere behind her—bread and water were useless now. All that mattered was distance.

Her lungs burned. The red cloak caught on thorns and ripped; she yanked it harder, letting the fabric tear away in long strips that fluttered behind her like bloodied banners. The night air was cold against her exposed skin, raising gooseflesh along her thighs and the small of her back where the linen shift clung with sudden dampness.

Behind her, Thorne did not run so much as flow.

She heard him—never close enough to see clearly, always just beyond the next tree line. A low huff of breath. The soft thud of massive paws. A deliberate snap of twig that might have been accidental, or might have been him letting her know exactly how near he remained. He was toying with her. Giving her the illusion of escape.

That knowledge only made her run harder.

She veered left around the massive trunk of a fallen fir, its roots clawing upward like skeletal fingers. Moonlight spilled through a gap in the canopy here, painting the ground silver. She risked a glance over her shoulder.

Nothing.

No glowing eyes. No shadow.

Just silence—thick, listening silence.

Her foot caught on a root. She stumbled, caught herself against a birch, palms scraping pale bark. Her breath came in harsh gasps. Sweat trickled between her breasts, soaking the thin linen until it molded to her skin like a second, translucent layer.

Then she felt it: heat at her back. Not fire. Not breath. Something primal, alive, pressing against the air itself.

She spun.

Thorne stood less than ten paces away.

He had shifted again—still mostly man-shaped, but larger, broader, the silver-black fur thicker along his shoulders and forearms. His chest rose and fell slowly, as though the sprint had cost him nothing. Golden eyes fixed on her with absolute focus. His nostrils flared once, twice.

“You run beautifully,” he said, voice rough as gravel dragged over silk. “All fire and fear and that sweet, wet scent of wanting you pretend isn’t there.”

Heat flooded Elara’s face—and lower. She hated him for noticing. Hated her body more for responding.

“Stay away from me,” she spat, backing up until her spine met another tree. The bark was cool against her overheated skin.

Thorne tilted his head, studying her the way a wolf studies a deer that has stopped running. “You could have stayed still back at the oak. Could have let me take what the curse demands without all this… effort.” One clawed hand lifted, gesturing lazily at the torn remnants of her cloak scattered across the forest floor. “Instead you chose the chase. Why?”

“Because I’m not some helpless tribute,” she said through clenched teeth. “I’m not yours to rut like an animal.”

His smile was slow. Dangerous. “And yet here you are, heart racing, thighs slick, nipples hard against that wet shift.” He inhaled again, deliberately. “I can smell how ready you are, Elara. Your cunt is weeping for me already.”

The words hit like a slap—and like a caress. She pressed her thighs together instinctively, trying to quell the shameful throb between them. It only made it worse.

Thorne took one step closer.

She bolted again.

This time he let her get farther—twenty paces, thirty—before the chase truly began.

He moved faster now. No more games. The forest blurred around her as she dodged between trees, ducked under low branches, leaped small streams. Her pulse thundered in her ears, drowning out everything but the pounding of her own blood and the growing certainty that she could not outrun him forever.

She burst into a small clearing ringed by ancient oaks. Moonlight poured down unchecked here, turning the grass almost white. In the center stood a single standing stone, half-covered in moss, carved with runes so old the shapes had softened to suggestions.

Elara skidded to a stop, chest heaving.

Too late.

Thorne emerged from the shadows on the opposite side of the clearing—silent, inevitable.

He stalked forward, each step deliberate. The moonlight gilded the ridges of muscle beneath his fur, highlighted the scars that mapped his chest and throat. His cock—already thick and heavy—jutted proudly from the dark fur at his groin, flushed dark red at the tip, glistening.

Elara’s gaze dropped to it before she could stop herself. Her mouth went dry.

“Look at me,” he growled.

Her eyes snapped back to his face.

“Good girl.” The praise was low, almost tender—and utterly filthy. “Now take off what’s left of that shift. Or I will tear it from you.”

Her hands shook as she reached for the hem. Part of her screamed to fight, to run again, to drive the dagger she still clutched into his throat. But another part—deeper, hungrier—wanted to know what it would feel like to be caught. To be claimed.

She pulled the ruined linen over her head in one swift motion and dropped it at her feet.

Naked beneath the moon, skin prickling with cold and anticipation, she stood defiant.

Thorne’s gaze devoured her—breasts, belly, the dark red curls at the apex of her thighs. A rumble rose in his chest, pure animal satisfaction.

He closed the distance in three strides.

One massive hand wrapped around her throat—not choking, just holding—while the other gripped her hip, claws pricking skin without breaking it. He backed her against the standing stone until cool moss pressed between her shoulder blades.

“You ran well,” he murmured against her ear, hot breath fanning across her neck. “Now you pay the price.”

He lifted her effortlessly, thighs parting around his narrow hips. The blunt head of his cock nudged her entrance—hot, slick, insistent.

Elara’s nails dug into his shoulders. “Wait—”

“No more waiting.”

He thrust.

The stretch was immediate, brutal, exquisite. He was thicker than any man she’d ever taken—ridged, ridged in ways that made her gasp—and he did not pause, driving deep until she felt the heavy press of his knot already beginning to swell at her entrance.

She cried out—pain and pleasure so tangled she couldn’t separate them.

Thorne stilled for one heartbeat, letting her feel every inch buried inside her, then began to move.

Hard. Fast. Relentless.

Each thrust shoved her higher against the stone, moss crumbling under her back. His mouth found her throat, teeth grazing without breaking skin, tongue lapping at the frantic pulse there. One clawed hand cupped her breast, thumb circling her nipple until it ached.

Elara’s resistance shattered on the third brutal stroke.

She moaned—raw, broken—and her legs wrapped around his waist, heels digging into the furred muscle of his back. Her hips rocked to meet his, chasing the pressure building low in her belly.

“That’s it,” he growled against her skin. “Give in to it. Let the beast have you.”

The knot swelled further with every thrust, catching at her entrance, stretching her wider. She felt impossibly full—pinned, claimed, owned.

When it finally locked inside her—thick, unyielding—Elara screamed.

Pleasure detonated behind her eyes. Her inner walls clamped down around him in frantic pulses as wave after wave crashed through her. Thorne snarled, hips jerking in short, helpless thrusts as he spilled deep, heat flooding her core.

They stayed locked together, panting, trembling.

Slowly, the wolf receded. Fur smoothed into skin. Claws retracted. When Elara could focus again, it was a man gazing down at her—rugged, scarred, golden eyes still burning.

Thorne brushed sweat-damp hair from her forehead with surprising gentleness.

“The night is long,” he said quietly. “And the moon has not yet begun to set.”

He eased out of her with a wet sound that made her shiver. His seed trickled down her inner thighs—hot, thick, marked.

He lifted her chin with one finger.

“Run again if you like, little red,” he murmured. “I’ll catch you every time.”

Elara met his gaze, chest still heaving.

This time, when she pushed away from the stone and took a step backward, it was not flight.

It was invitation.

A slow, dangerous smile curved Thorne’s mouth.

The chase, it seemed, had only just begun.


Chapter 3: Echoes of the Curse

The clearing lay quiet now, save for the soft drip of dew from overhead leaves and the ragged rhythm of their breathing.

Elara slid slowly down the standing stone until her bare feet touched cool grass. Her legs trembled; she braced one hand against the mossy surface to keep from collapsing. Between her thighs everything felt swollen, tender, slick with their mingled release. Each small shift of her hips sent aftershocks rippling through her core—sharp reminders of how thoroughly he had filled her.

Thorne watched her in silence, no longer the towering beast but a man—broad-shouldered, scarred, golden eyes still luminous in the moonlight. The transformation was seamless yet jarring: fur receded to reveal tanned skin mapped with old wounds, claws became callused fingers, the elongated muzzle shortened into a hard, handsome face shadowed with dark stubble. Only the eyes remained unchanged—predatory, knowing, faintly haunted.

He made no move to cover himself. His cock, still half-hard and glistening, hung heavy between powerful thighs. He seemed utterly unconcerned with modesty, as though the forest itself were his only witness for centuries.

Elara swallowed. Her throat felt raw from crying out. She crossed her arms over her breasts—not out of shame, but because the night air had turned sharp against sweat-damp skin.

Thorne tilted his head. “Cold?”

She didn’t answer.

He turned, strode to the edge of the clearing, and returned a moment later with her discarded red cloak—torn, dirt-streaked, but whole enough to serve. He draped it over her shoulders without touching her skin. The wool was heavy, warm from his hands.

“Sit,” he said, nodding toward a flat stretch of grass near the stone. When she hesitated, he added more softly, “You’ll need your strength. Dawn is still hours away.”

Elara sank down slowly, drawing her knees up and wrapping the cloak tighter. The ground was surprisingly soft—thick with moss and fallen needles. She watched him build a small fire with economical movements: dry twigs gathered in seconds, a spark struck from flint he carried in a small pouch at his belt. Flames licked upward, small but steady, throwing gold across his features.

He settled across from her, cross-legged, elbows resting on his knees. The firelight carved hollows beneath his cheekbones and made the scars on his chest gleam silver-white.

For a long moment neither spoke.

Then he said, very quietly, “I was not always this.”

Elara lifted her gaze.

“Thorne was my name before the witch.” He stared into the flames. “I hunted these woods for the village—deer, boar, the occasional wolf that strayed too close to the flocks. I was good at it. Too good, perhaps. Arrogant. When she came to me—beautiful, powerful, promising things no mortal man should want—I laughed in her face. Told her I belonged to no one.”

A bitter smile touched his mouth.

“She did not take rejection well.”

He traced one of the longest scars across his ribs with a fingertip. “The curse was woven into my own hunting knife. One cut, and the beast woke inside me. At first I thought I could fight it. I chained myself to trees during the full moon, starved myself, tried every herb and prayer the village wise-woman knew. Nothing worked.”

His eyes met hers across the fire.

“The only thing that quiets it—the only thing that has ever quieted it—is release. Primal. Unrestrained. The knot locks, the seed spills, and for a few precious hours the beast sleeps.” He paused. “The tributes… they were never meant to die. But most could not bear it. They fought until they broke. Some ran until their hearts gave out. A few begged for death when the knot first swelled. I gave it to them when I could.”

Elara’s stomach twisted. She thought of the stories whispered in the village—girls who vanished without trace, bones found months later picked clean. She had always assumed the beast devoured them.

Now she understood: some had simply not survived the claiming.

“And the ones who did?” she asked.

Thorne’s gaze darkened. “They changed. Some stayed in the woods with me for a season, two. Others returned to the village… different. Hollow-eyed. Hungry in ways their husbands could never satisfy. A few never spoke again. The elders called it madness. I called it survival.”

He leaned forward slightly. “You’re different.”

She snorted softly. “Because I haven’t begged for death yet?”

“Because you ran toward the chase instead of away from it.” His voice dropped. “Because even now, sitting here with my seed still leaking from your cunt, your pulse races with something besides fear.”

Heat crawled up Elara’s neck. She pressed her thighs tighter together, trying to ignore the fresh trickle of warmth his words provoked.

Thorne’s nostrils flared. He could smell it—of course he could.

“The curse is waking again,” he said, almost regretfully. “The moon is still high. It will demand more before dawn.”

As if in answer, a low growl vibrated deep in his chest—not directed at her, but inward. His hands flexed, claws briefly extending then retracting. The shift was coming whether he willed it or not.

Elara’s heart kicked hard against her ribs.

She could run again. She could fight.

Or…

She rose slowly to her feet, letting the cloak fall open. Firelight painted her skin in shifting patterns of gold and shadow—breasts, belly, the dark red curls still glistening between her thighs.

Thorne’s gaze snapped to her like iron to lodestone.

She took one step toward him.

Then another.

When she stood close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body, she reached out and placed her palm flat against the center of his chest—right over the worst of the scars.

His breath hissed between his teeth.

“If the beast wants more,” she said, voice low and steady despite the tremor in her fingers, “then let it come.”

Thorne’s hand closed around her wrist—not hard, but firm.

“You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I know exactly what I’m asking.” She leaned in until her lips nearly brushed his ear. “Hunt me again, Thorne. Catch me. Knot me until I can’t remember my own name. But this time… don’t hold back.”

A shudder ran through his entire frame.

The growl that left him was pure beast.

In one fluid motion he surged to his feet, lifting her against his chest. Her legs wrapped instinctively around his waist as he carried her deeper into the trees, away from the firelight, toward the sound of running water.

Moonlight glittered on the surface of a narrow stream that cut through the forest floor. Ferns and moss grew thick along the banks; the air smelled of wet stone and green life.

Thorne set her down on a flat boulder at the water’s edge—cold stone against her heated skin—and stepped back just far enough to let her see him fully.

Fur was already blooming along his shoulders, down his arms. His eyes burned brighter, pupils blown wide.

“Last chance, little red,” he rasped. “Run now, or I will not stop until you are mine in every way a woman can be claimed.”

Elara smiled—slow, reckless, utterly unafraid.

She slid off the boulder into the shallow water.

The cold shocked her lungs, pebbled her nipples to aching points.

Then she turned and ran upstream, laughing—a wild, breathless sound that echoed off the trees.

Behind her, the beast roared.

And the chase began anew.


Chapter 4: The Beast Within

The stream was shallow enough to run through, icy water splashing up her calves and soaking the hem of the torn cloak she still wore like a cape. Elara laughed again—wild, breathless, reckless—as she leaped from stone to stone, bare feet slipping but never quite falling. The cold shocked her overheated skin, made every nerve sing. Behind her, the roar that answered was no longer human at all.

Thorne had given himself over completely.

She felt the change in the air first: heavier, charged, like the moment before lightning strikes. Then the sound—paws, not feet, crashing through underbrush with terrifying speed. Branches snapped like dry bones. A low, continuous growl rolled upstream, vibrating the water around her ankles.

She risked one glance back.

He was massive now. Shoulders broader than any man’s, fur thick and black shot through with silver, eyes twin molten coins glowing in the dark. His muzzle was fully elongated, lips peeled back from ivory fangs longer than her fingers. Yet even in this form the intelligence remained—focused, predatory, utterly intent on her.

Elara’s heart slammed against her ribs with something perilously close to exhilaration.

She turned and sprinted harder, lungs burning, thighs aching from the earlier claiming. The forest seemed to narrow around her, trees pressing close, forcing her to weave and duck. Moonlight fractured through the canopy in jagged shards, turning the ground into a shifting mosaic of light and shadow.

She burst through a wall of ferns into a dense thicket of blackberry canes. Thorns tore at her arms, her legs, her sides—sharp little kisses of pain that only fed the fire in her blood. She pushed deeper, ignoring the sting, until the canes grew too thick to pass.

Trapped.

Or so it seemed.

She spun, back to the densest part of the thicket, chest heaving.

Thorne emerged at the edge of the clearing she had just crossed.

He did not charge immediately. He stalked forward one deliberate step at a time, massive head lowered, nostrils flaring as he drank in her scent—sweat, fear, arousal, blood from the thorn scratches. Each breath he took seemed to make him bigger, more solid, more inevitable.

Elara’s fingers curled into fists at her sides. The cloak hung in tatters now, barely covering her. Blood trickled in thin lines down her forearms; she could feel it cooling in the night air.

He stopped ten paces away.

A low rumble rolled from his chest—not quite a growl, closer to a question.

She lifted her chin. “Come and take it, then.”

The beast lunged.

She dove sideways at the last second, rolling through the thorns. Pain flared bright across her shoulder, but she was up again, scrambling deeper into the thicket. He crashed after her, canes snapping under his weight, thorns raking harmlessly through fur.

Elara darted left, then right, using the tangle of vines to slow him. She was smaller, more agile; the very briars that tore her skin parted more easily around her limbs. For a few precious seconds she gained ground.

Then a massive paw slammed down inches from her heel.

She stumbled, caught herself on hands and knees in a small hollow where the canes had thinned. Moonlight pooled here, silver and merciless.

Thorne loomed above her.

He was breathing hard—not from exertion, but from restraint. Every muscle in his powerful frame quivered with the effort of holding back. Golden eyes locked on hers, pupils blown so wide only a thin ring of color remained.

Elara pushed up onto her knees, chest rising and falling rapidly. Blood smeared her skin in delicate patterns; thorns still clung to her like cruel jewelry. Between her thighs she was soaked—not just from the stream, but from the dark, pulsing want that had only grown sharper with every chase.

She reached up slowly, deliberately, and wrapped her fingers around the thick fur at the base of his throat.

His growl stuttered into something rawer.

She pulled.

He lowered his massive head until his muzzle brushed her shoulder, hot breath fanning across her collarbone. Fangs grazed skin—testing, not piercing.

Elara tilted her head back, exposing her throat.

“Do it,” she whispered.

The beast shuddered.

Then he struck—not with teeth, but with his entire body.

He bowled her backward into the soft earth of the hollow, pinning her beneath his weight. Furred chest pressed to her breasts, powerful hips forcing her thighs wide. The thick, ridged length of him—already swollen, already leaking—slid along her folds, coating her in heat.

Elara arched, nails raking down his sides, drawing thin lines of red through the silver-black fur. He snarled in approval.

One massive paw wrapped around her wrists, pinning them above her head. The other gripped her hip, claws pricking deep enough to sting without breaking skin.

He thrust.

The stretch was even greater in this form—impossibly thick, the ridges catching at every sensitive inch inside her. She cried out, back bowing off the ground. He did not pause, driving deeper until the heavy swell of his knot pressed insistently at her entrance.

Elara’s vision whited out for a heartbeat.

Then he began to move—short, brutal thrusts that rocked her entire body. Each stroke shoved the knot harder against her, stretching the tight ring of muscle until tears pricked her eyes from the exquisite burn.

She fought him—not to escape, but to meet him.

Her hips rolled up, grinding against the base of his cock, chasing more friction. Her teeth found the thick muscle of his shoulder; she bit down hard enough to taste copper.

Thorne roared.

The knot finally breached her in one ruthless push.

Elara screamed—pleasure so intense it bordered on pain. The swollen base locked inside her, stretching her to the absolute limit, sealing every drop he would give. Wave after wave of release crashed through her, inner walls fluttering helplessly around the impossible girth.

He thrust once, twice more—shallow, helpless jerks—then stilled, pulsing deep inside her. Heat flooded her core in thick, endless spurts; she felt it spill out around the knot, trickling down her thighs to pool beneath her.

They stayed locked together, trembling.

Slowly—agonizingly—the beast receded.

Fur smoothed away. Limbs shortened. When the change finished, Thorne lay above her in human form again, still buried to the hilt, knot still swollen inside her. Sweat slicked his skin; his breath came in harsh pants against her neck.

He lifted his head just enough to meet her gaze.

“You bit me,” he rasped.

Elara smiled—slow, feral, blood on her lips.

“You liked it.”

His laugh was low, rough, almost disbelieving.

Something shifted in his eyes—surprise, hunger, a flicker of something dangerously close to hope.

“You’re not breaking,” he murmured.

“No,” she agreed. She flexed her hips experimentally; the knot tugged deliciously inside her, drawing a shared hiss from both of them. “I’m learning how to bite back.”

Thorne’s hand slid up to cup her jaw, thumb brushing the smear of his own blood on her lower lip.

“Then keep learning, little red,” he said softly. “Because the moon still has hours to burn, and I am far from sated.”

He rolled them so she straddled him, knot still locking them together, her hands braced on his scarred chest.

Elara looked down at him—rugged, dangerous, hers in this moment—and felt something dark and bright unfurl inside her chest.

She leaned down until her lips brushed his ear.

“Then show me,” she whispered, “how much more you can take.”

His answering growl vibrated through both their bodies.

The night stretched on, endless and hungry.

And Elara—once innocent, once afraid—began, at last, to hunt him back.


Chapter 5: Bonds of the Moon

Dawn came slowly, reluctant, bleeding pale gold through the eastern trees.

Elara woke curled against Thorne’s side on a bed of moss and fallen leaves, his arm heavy across her waist, breath warm against the nape of her neck. The knot had long since softened and slipped free during the night’s final, languid claiming; now only the sticky evidence of it remained between her thighs, a faint ache that pulsed with every heartbeat. Her body felt remade—sore in places she hadn’t known could hurt, yet strangely alive, every nerve singing with the memory of him.

She shifted carefully. His arm tightened reflexively, then relaxed again as he sensed she wasn’t fleeing.

The forest around them was quieter now. Birds had begun their tentative morning chorus; dew glittered on spiderwebs strung between branches like jeweled threads. The moon had set sometime before the sky lightened, taking the last of the beast’s frenzy with it.

Elara stared up at the canopy, watching light filter through in thin, trembling shafts. Her skin bore new marks: faint bruises in the shape of his fingers on her hips, shallow scratches from thorns and claws along her ribs and thighs, a constellation of small bites across her breasts and throat. She traced one particularly vivid mark just above her left nipple with a fingertip—his teeth, gentle at the last moment—and felt a dark thrill curl low in her belly.

She should have been terrified. Exhausted. Broken.

Instead she felt… awake.

Thorne stirred behind her. His lips brushed the shell of her ear.

“You’re still here,” he murmured, voice rough with sleep and something softer.

“Where else would I be?”

He huffed a quiet laugh. “Most run the moment the knot eases. Some crawl back to the village and never speak of what happened. A few simply… disappear into the trees, hoping the forest will swallow them before the next moon.”

Elara rolled onto her back so she could see his face. In daylight he looked almost ordinary—ruggedly handsome, scarred, human. Only the golden eyes betrayed what he carried inside.

“I’m not most,” she said.

“No.” His thumb traced the curve of her jaw. “You’re not.”

He kissed her then—slow, unhurried, nothing like the frantic devouring of the night. His tongue slid against hers with lazy possession; she tasted salt and pine and the faint metallic edge of her own blood from when she’d bitten him. When he drew back, his gaze was searching.

“Go back to the village today,” he said quietly. “Let them see you survived. Let them wonder.”

“And then?”

“Then come back.” His voice dropped to a gravel rasp. “Come back tonight. Tomorrow. Every night you can steal. The curse still sleeps during the day—I’m only a man until the moon rises again. But even a man can want.”

Elara studied him for a long moment.

Then she pushed him onto his back and straddled his hips, palms flat on his chest.

His cock—already half-hard from the simple press of her body—twitched against her folds.

She rocked once, slow and deliberate, coating him in the slick remnants of the night.

“You think I’ll just walk away?” she asked, voice low. “After everything you showed me?”

Thorne’s hands settled on her thighs, thumbs stroking the sensitive skin just below the crease where leg met hip.

“I think,” he said, “that you’re dangerous, Elara. And I think I like it.”

She leaned down until her breasts brushed his chest, nipples grazing the coarse hair there.

“Then keep me dangerous,” she whispered.

She lifted her hips and sank down onto him in one smooth glide.

They both groaned.

He was still sensitive from the night’s repeated releases; she was still swollen and tender. The friction was exquisite—almost too much. She set a slow, rolling rhythm, grinding rather than bouncing, letting the thick length of him drag against every sensitive place inside her.

Thorne’s hands roamed—breasts, waist, ass—guiding without forcing. His thumbs found her clit and circled with devastating patience.

Elara’s head fell back. Sunlight dappled her skin, turning the red of her hair to fire.

When she came it was quiet—shuddering waves rather than screams—inner walls fluttering around him in soft, helpless pulses.

Thorne followed a heartbeat later, spilling inside her with a low, broken sound.

They stayed joined for long minutes afterward, breathing together, hearts slowing in tandem.

Eventually she eased off him and stood. Her legs shook only a little.

She gathered what remained of her red cloak—more holes than fabric now—and draped it around her shoulders. The scraps barely covered her, but it was enough for the walk back.

Thorne watched her dress in silence.

At the edge of the clearing she paused, looked back.

“Tonight,” she said.

He rose to his feet—naked, scarred, beautiful in the morning light.

“Tonight,” he agreed.

Elara turned and stepped onto the faint trail that would lead her home.

The village appeared gradually—first the smoke from chimneys, then the rooftops, finally the familiar sounds of goats bleating and children shouting.

She kept to the edges, slipping between barns and garden walls until she reached the small cottage she shared with Mira.

The door was ajar.

Mira sat at the table inside, head in her hands.

When Elara stepped through the doorway, Mira’s head snapped up.

For one heartbeat neither moved.

Then Mira was across the room, throwing her arms around Elara so hard they both staggered.

“You’re alive,” Mira sobbed into her shoulder. “You’re alive—you’re alive—”

Elara held her tightly, breathing in the familiar scent of soap and bread and little-sister warmth.

“I’m here,” she murmured. “I’m here.”

Mira pulled back just enough to look at her—really look.

Her eyes widened.

The torn cloak. The bruises blooming across collarbones and throat. The faint smears of dried blood. The way Elara stood—hips cocked, shoulders loose, something new and feral in her gaze.

“You’re… different,” Mira whispered.

Elara smiled—slow, secret, edged with teeth.

“Yes,” she said softly. “I am.”

Later, after Mira had fussed over her with hot water and clean bandages, after the village elders had come and gone with their solemn nods and murmured prayers of gratitude, Elara slipped away again.

She bathed in the stream behind the cottage until the last traces of forest and sex and blood swirled downstream.

She dressed in fresh clothes—simple linen skirt, soft blouse, sturdy boots.

And then she waited.

The sun crawled across the sky.

When dusk finally bruised the horizon purple and gold, Elara kissed Mira’s forehead while her sister slept, exhausted from worry and relief.

She pulled the red cloak—newly mended with clumsy stitches—around her shoulders.

And she walked back into Blackwood Forest.

Thorne waited at the same clearing where they had first truly met.

He wore nothing but moonlight.

When he saw her, his smile was slow and wicked.

Elara let the cloak fall.

She crossed the distance between them without a word.

And when he caught her—when he lifted her against the nearest tree and sank into her with one long, claiming thrust—she laughed against his mouth.

Because this time she wasn’t running.

This time she was coming home.


Chapter 6: Whispers of Rebellion

The days between full moons stretched into a secret rhythm.

By day, Elara was the village’s miracle—the girl who walked out of Blackwood Forest unmarked by madness, who smiled at the elders’ questions and answered them with careful half-truths. She helped Mira with the goats, mended fences, carried water from the well with the same strong arms she’d always had. The villagers watched her with a mixture of awe and unease. Some whispered that the beast had spared her because she was blessed. Others said she must have bargained with dark forces. A few of the younger women stared at the faint scars peeking above her collar with something like hunger.

Only Mira truly saw the change.

She noticed how Elara’s gaze sometimes drifted toward the forest line, how her sister’s laughter had grown sharper, more private. How she moved now—fluid, predatory, like a cat deciding whether to pounce or play. Mira asked once, in the quiet dark of their shared bedroom, “What did it do to you?”

Elara had rolled onto her side, moonlight falling across her face through the small window.

“It didn’t do anything to me,” she’d answered softly. “It woke something that was already there.”

Mira had said nothing after that, but her eyes followed Elara with growing worry.

By night, Elara belonged to the forest.

She slipped away after the household slept, red cloak wrapped tight against the autumn chill. The path to the clearing felt shorter each time, as though the trees themselves parted for her. Thorne waited—sometimes human, sometimes half-shifted, always hungry.

Their reunions were never gentle.

The first night after her return, he caught her the moment she stepped into moonlight, spun her against the trunk of an oak, and took her standing—hard, fast, one hand fisted in her hair, the other between her thighs, fingers curling inside her until she sobbed his name. He knotted her there against the rough bark, growling filthy praise into her ear while she clawed at his shoulders and came so hard her knees buckled.

The second night, rain fell in silver sheets. They fucked in the mud beside the stream—sliding, slipping, laughing between gasps. Thorne pinned her wrists above her head with one hand, used the other to smear wet earth across her breasts, her belly, marking her like territory. When the knot locked, she bit his throat hard enough to draw blood; he roared and thrust deeper, flooding her until she felt it spill hot down her thighs to mix with the rain.

The third night, he led her to a shallow cave high on the ridge. Bioluminescent fungi clung to the damp walls, casting an eerie blue-green glow. He laid her on a bed of soft moss and bound her wrists with vines—loose enough she could break free if she wanted, tight enough to remind her she didn’t. Then he worshipped her with his mouth for what felt like hours: slow licks along her folds, teasing flicks against her clit, tongue plunging deep until she begged, hips bucking, tears streaking her cheeks. Only when she was trembling on the edge did he rise over her, sink inside inch by torturous inch, and finally—finally—give her the knot she craved.

Each encounter sharpened her.

She learned the rhythm of his growls—when they meant restraint, when they meant he was losing it. She discovered how to angle her hips to make the knot catch just right, how a single scrape of her nails down his spine could make him shudder and spill prematurely. She found the places on his body where human skin still remembered gentleness: the hollow of his throat, the scar along his ribs, the sensitive skin behind his ears.

And she began to dominate.

One night she pushed him onto his back in the clearing, straddled his face, and rode his tongue until she came with a cry that echoed off the trees. Another time she tied his wrists with her torn cloak and teased him with slow strokes of her hand, her mouth, denying him release until he begged—actually begged—in a hoarse, broken voice. When she finally sank down onto him and took her pleasure at her own pace, rolling her hips in lazy circles while he strained against the bindings, she felt something shift inside her chest.

Power.

Not the brittle authority of the village elders. Not the brute strength of the beast.

Hers.

Yet even as the nights grew colder and the next full moon approached, cracks began to show.

Garrick, the blacksmith, had taken to lingering near the cottage. Broad-shouldered, easy-smiling, he brought small gifts—iron nails for the fence, a new knife with a carved handle. He watched Elara with open interest, the way men watched women they intended to court. Once he caught her wrist as she passed the forge, thumb brushing the faint bruise there.

“You’ve changed since the forest,” he said quietly. “There’s fire in you now.”

Elara pulled away with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Careful, Garrick. Fire burns.”

He laughed, but the sound was uncertain.

Mira saw it all. One evening, while they carded wool by the hearth, she spoke without looking up.

“Garrick wants to marry you.”

Elara’s hands stilled on the wool.

“He hasn’t asked.”

“He will.” Mira’s voice was small. “And the elders would approve. They think… they think if you marry, the beast will leave you alone. That you’ll be safe.”

Elara stared into the flames.

“I’m already safe,” she said.

Mira finally met her gaze. Tears shimmered there.

“You’re not here anymore, Elara. Not really. You leave every night. You come back smelling like pine and blood and… him.”

Elara reached across the space between them and took her sister’s hand.

“I’m still here,” she said. “I promise.”

But the promise tasted like ash.

That night she went to Thorne earlier than usual.

He sensed her mood the moment she stepped into the clearing.

“What troubles you, little red?”

She didn’t answer with words.

Instead she pushed him against the nearest tree, dropped to her knees, and took him into her mouth—deep, hungry, almost punishing. He groaned, fingers threading through her hair, hips jerking helplessly as she worked him with lips and tongue and the barest scrape of teeth. When he warned her he was close, she only sucked harder, hollowing her cheeks until he came down her throat with a guttural cry.

Afterward, she rose, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and looked up at him.

“The village thinks I should marry,” she said flatly. “They think a husband will keep me from the forest.”

Thorne’s eyes darkened to burnished gold.

“And what do you think?”

She stepped closer until their bodies brushed.

“I think,” she said softly, “that no husband could ever give me what you do.”

He caught her chin, tilted her face up.

“Then stay.”

“I can’t abandon Mira. Not forever.”

His thumb traced her lower lip.

“Then bring her.”

Elara’s breath caught.

Thorne’s gaze never wavered.

“She’s young. Innocent. The curse would break her—or she would break under it. But you…” He leaned down until his lips grazed her ear. “You could teach her. Show her how to bend instead of shatter. How to take instead of be taken.”

A dark heat curled through Elara’s belly at the thought—her sweet, gentle sister kneeling in moonlight, learning the same lessons she had learned. The image should have horrified her.

It didn’t.

She closed her eyes, breathing in his scent—pine, musk, the faint copper of old blood.

“The next full moon is in three nights,” she whispered.

Thorne’s hand slid down to cup her possessively between her thighs.

“Then decide, Elara,” he murmured against her mouth. “Will you keep her safe in the village… or bring her into the pack?”

She kissed him then—fierce, claiming, tasting herself on his tongue.

When she pulled back, her smile was slow and edged with something new.

Something dangerous.

“Three nights,” she said.

And in the silence that followed, the forest seemed to lean in closer, listening.

Waiting.


Chapter 7: Mira’s Shadow

Mira had always been the quiet one.

Where Elara stormed through life like a summer gale—loud, bright, unapologetic—Mira moved like morning mist: soft, careful, drifting wherever the wind carried her without ever quite resisting. She liked the small certainties of the cottage: the way the kettle sang just before it boiled, the predictable rhythm of brushing the goats each dawn, the familiar weight of her sister’s arm slung around her shoulders on cold evenings. Those things had felt safe. Permanent.

Until the night Elara walked into Blackwood Forest wearing the red cloak and came back wearing something else entirely.

Mira noticed the changes in pieces, the way you notice a crack spreading across ice before the whole surface gives way.

First it was the way Elara moved. Before the tribute, she had walked with the easy swagger of someone who knew she was stronger than most of the boys her age and didn’t mind proving it. Now her steps were quieter, more deliberate. She seemed to glide rather than stride, hips rolling with a slow, liquid confidence that made the village boys stare and then look away, flushing. Even Garrick—the blacksmith who had once joked that he could forge a ring strong enough to hold Elara’s temper—now watched her with something closer to hunger than amusement.

Then came the nights.

Mira pretended not to notice at first. She told herself the creak of the cottage door after midnight was the wind, that the soft click of the latch was a dream. But the bed beside hers stayed empty, the sheets cool, and Elara always returned just before first light smelling of pine needles, woodsmoke, and something darker—something raw and animal that made Mira’s cheeks burn when she tried to name it.

She never asked outright. She was afraid of the answer.

Instead she watched.

She saw the new scars: faint crescent marks on Elara’s throat that no scarf could quite hide, bruises in the perfect shape of large hands blooming and fading on her sister’s wrists, the way Elara sometimes winced when she sat too quickly, then smiled as though the ache were a secret gift. Mira saw how Elara’s eyes would glaze over in the middle of supper, staring at nothing while her fork hovered forgotten above her plate, lips parted, breath quickening for no reason anyone else could see.

And she saw the dreams.

Elara had begun to murmur in her sleep—low, broken sounds that weren’t quite words. Once Mira woke to find her sister arched off the mattress, back bowed, thighs clenched, a soft, desperate whimper escaping her throat. Sweat glistened on her skin; her nightshift clung to her breasts and belly. Mira had frozen, heart hammering, unable to look away until Elara shuddered once, twice, and collapsed back onto the bed with a long, trembling sigh.

After that night Mira stopped sleeping soundly.

She began to lie awake, listening for the creak of the door, counting the hours until Elara returned. When the latch finally clicked again she would pretend to be asleep, eyes slitted just enough to watch her sister undress in the faint glow from the banked hearth. Elara moved like someone who had forgotten shame: peeling off the red cloak, letting it fall in a careless heap, untying her blouse without hesitation. Moonlight through the window painted silver streaks across her body—across the fresh bite marks on her inner thighs, the hand-shaped bruises on her hips, the faint red lines where claws had dragged without breaking skin.

Mira’s mouth went dry every time.

She hated herself for looking. Hated the strange, hot twist low in her belly when she imagined what those marks felt like—not pain, but something fiercer. Something alive.

Two nights before the next full moon, Mira could bear it no longer.

She waited until Elara slipped out after midnight, then rose, pulled on her own cloak—the plain gray one she used for chores—and followed.

The forest swallowed sound. Mira moved carefully, heart in her throat, stepping where Elara had stepped so the twigs wouldn’t snap under her lighter weight. She expected to lose the trail almost immediately. Instead the path seemed to open for her, as though the trees themselves were curious.

She found them in the clearing with the standing stone.

Moonlight poured down like spilled milk. Thorne stood naked at the center, golden eyes fixed on Elara as she approached. He looked different tonight—more man than beast, but still too large, too wild to belong to any village. Scars crisscrossed his chest like a map of forgotten wars.

Elara didn’t speak.

She simply let her cloak fall, stepped out of her boots, and walked straight into his arms.

Thorne caught her with a low growl, lifted her so her legs wrapped around his waist, and kissed her like a man starving. Mira pressed herself against the trunk of an oak at the clearing’s edge, one hand clamped over her mouth to keep from making a sound.

She watched him carry Elara to the mossy ground, watched him lay her down with surprising gentleness, watched him kiss a slow path from her throat to her breasts to her belly. Elara arched, fingers threading through his dark hair, hips lifting in silent plea. When his mouth settled between her thighs, Elara’s moan carried across the clearing—low, broken, utterly shameless.

Mira’s knees buckled. She slid down the tree trunk until she sat in the leaf litter, thighs pressed tight together, pulse throbbing between them. Heat crawled up her neck, her chest, her face. She should leave. She should run back to the cottage and pretend she had never followed.

Instead she stayed.

She watched Thorne rise over her sister, watched the thick length of him disappear inside her in one long, deliberate thrust. Watched Elara’s head fall back, mouth open on a silent cry. Watched the way their bodies found a brutal, perfect rhythm—Elara’s nails raking down his back, Thorne’s hips snapping forward, the wet slap of skin on skin echoing in the still night.

When the knot began to swell Mira’s breath hitched.

She had heard the stories. Everyone had. But seeing it—seeing the way Elara’s eyes rolled back, the way her body bowed as the thick base locked inside her, the way she shuddered through what looked like endless, shattering release—was something else entirely.

Thorne’s growl rolled across the clearing, deep and possessive. He thrust once more—short, helpless—and stilled, hips flush against Elara’s as he spilled inside her. Elara’s fingers dug into his shoulders; her ankles locked behind his back. They stayed like that for long minutes, trembling together, breathing in harsh unison.

Mira’s hand had slipped between her own thighs without her realizing.

She yanked it away as though burned, cheeks flaming.

When Thorne finally eased free, a thick trickle of white followed, glistening in the moonlight. Elara laughed—soft, sated, utterly content—and pulled him down beside her. They lay tangled together, his arm around her waist, her head on his chest.

Mira stayed hidden until their breathing evened into sleep.

Only then did she rise on shaking legs and slip back through the trees.

She reached the cottage just as the sky began to lighten.

She crawled into bed, pulled the covers to her chin, and stared at the ceiling beams until the first rooster crowed.

When Elara returned an hour later—hair wild, lips swollen, smelling of sex and forest—Mira kept her eyes closed and her breathing slow.

But she felt her sister pause at the foot of the bed, felt the weight of that new, feral gaze settle on her.

Elara leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to Mira’s forehead.

“Good morning, little sister,” she whispered.

Mira didn’t answer.

She didn’t trust her voice.

And somewhere deep inside her chest—small, secret, terrified—a new hunger stirred.

It tasted like moonlight.

It tasted like surrender.


Chapter 8: The Alpha’s Awakening

The full moon rose fat and heavy three nights later, painting the village rooftops silver and turning every shadow into a waiting claw.

Elara stood at the edge of the forest just after dusk, red cloak draped over her shoulders like armor. She had not told Mira she was leaving. She had simply kissed her sister’s forehead while Mira pretended to sleep, then slipped out the back door with the same silent grace she now used for everything.

The elders had already chosen the tribute.

They had gathered in the meeting hall that afternoon, faces grim, voices low. The lots were drawn again—same wooden tokens, same trembling hands. When Mira’s name was called, a hush fell so deep Elara heard the crackle of the hearth fire from across the room.

Mira had stood without protest. She had lifted her chin, eyes dry, and accepted the red cloak from Elder Thorne’s shaking fingers as though it were a wedding veil. The villagers had murmured prayers; some had wept. Garrick had stepped forward as if to speak, then stopped himself, fists clenched at his sides.

Elara had watched it all from the back of the hall, expression calm, heart beating slow and steady.

She had orchestrated none of it.

She had only suggested—quietly, the night before last, while helping the elders stack firewood for the ritual torches—that the lots should be drawn early this time. That fate should have its say before the moon grew too bright and muddled the signs. She had spoken of balance, of the forest’s hunger needing to be met swiftly. The elders, still shaken by her own survival, had nodded as though her words carried the weight of prophecy.

And fate had answered.

Now Mira would walk the path Elara had walked.

Elara stepped into the trees.

The forest welcomed her like a lover—branches brushing her arms, leaves whispering against her skirt, the air thick with pine and damp earth and the faint, metallic promise of blood. She moved quickly, following paths only she knew now, until she reached the sacred grove at the heart of Blackwood.

Thorne waited there.

He stood beneath the ancient yew at the center of the clearing, naked, skin silvered by moonlight. His eyes found hers the moment she emerged from the shadows.

“You came,” he said.

“Of course I did.”

He crossed the distance in three strides, caught her face between his hands, and kissed her—deep, claiming, tasting of smoke and hunger.

When he drew back, his gaze searched hers.

“She’s coming,” he said. Not a question.

Elara nodded once.

Thorne’s thumbs stroked her cheekbones. “You could still stop it. Tell her to run the other way. Hide her in the barns until dawn.”

“I could,” Elara agreed.

“But you won’t.”

“No.”

He studied her for a long moment—searching for regret, for doubt, for the girl who had once run from him in terror.

He found none.

Instead he found fire. Hunger. A mirror of his own feral need.

Thorne’s mouth curved into something that was half smile, half snarl.

“Then let’s make her welcome worthy of an alpha’s sister.”

He took her hand and led her deeper into the grove.

The heart of the forest was different tonight.

The air shimmered with old magic—remnants of the witch’s curse that still clung to the roots of the yew, to the moss-covered stones arranged in a rough circle. Bioluminescent fungi pulsed faintly along the trunks, casting everything in soft, unearthly blue-green. The ground here was carpeted in thick, springy moss; no thorns grew, no brambles. Only soft green and moonlight and silence.

Thorne stopped at the center of the circle.

He turned to face her.

“Strip,” he said quietly.

Elara let the cloak fall. She unlaced her blouse, let it slide from her shoulders. Skirt, boots, smallclothes—each piece folded neatly and set aside until she stood bare beneath the moon.

Thorne’s gaze devoured her—breasts, belly, the dark red curls between her thighs still marked with faint bruises from their last night together.

He stepped closer.

“On your knees.”

She sank down without hesitation, moss cool and soft beneath her.

Thorne circled her slowly, a predator admiring his prize. His cock was already hard, thick, flushed dark at the tip. He stopped in front of her, fisted himself once, twice.

“Open.”

Elara parted her lips.

He guided himself into her mouth—slow at first, letting her adjust, then deeper until she felt him bump the back of her throat. She hollowed her cheeks, tongue swirling, hands braced on his thighs.

He groaned, fingers threading through her hair.

“Good girl,” he rasped. “Show me how much you want this. How much you want her to see what you’ve become.”

Elara moaned around him, the sound vibrating through his length. She took him deeper, relaxing her throat until her nose brushed the coarse hair at his base. Tears pricked her eyes from the stretch, but she didn’t stop.

Thorne’s hips jerked once—helpless—then he pulled free with a wet sound.

“On your back,” he ordered.

She lay down in the moss, knees bent, thighs parted.

He dropped to his knees between them, hooked her legs over his shoulders, and buried his face between her thighs.

His tongue was merciless—long licks from entrance to clit, circling, flicking, plunging inside until she writhed, fingers digging into the moss, hips bucking against his mouth. When she was trembling on the edge he pulled back, rose over her, and thrust inside in one brutal stroke.

Elara cried out.

He fucked her hard—deep, punishing, each snap of his hips driving her higher up the mossy ground. The knot began to swell almost immediately; he didn’t slow. He angled his thrusts so the thick base caught at her entrance on every withdrawal, stretching her wider with every return.

When it finally locked inside her, Elara screamed—pleasure so sharp it cut.

Thorne followed with a roar, hips jerking as he flooded her core.

They stayed locked together, panting, trembling.

Only when the aftershocks had faded did he ease free.

He helped her sit up, kissed her swollen mouth, then rose and offered his hand.

“Come,” he said softly. “She’ll be here soon.”

Elara stood on shaking legs, seed trickling down her inner thighs.

Together they moved to the edge of the circle and waited.

Minutes later, a small figure appeared between the trees.

Mira.

She wore the red cloak, hood drawn low. Her steps were hesitant, eyes wide with terror and something else—something that looked almost like recognition.

When she saw Elara standing naked and marked beside the towering figure of Thorne, she froze.

Elara stepped forward.

“Mira,” she said gently.

Her sister’s gaze darted from Elara’s bruised throat to the fresh bite marks on her breasts, to the glistening evidence of what had just happened between her thighs.

“You… you knew,” Mira whispered.

“I knew,” Elara confirmed.

Mira’s lower lip trembled.

“Why?”

Elara reached out, brushed a tear from her sister’s cheek.

“Because the forest doesn’t take. It claims. And I wanted you claimed by something that will never let you go.”

She took Mira’s hand.

Thorne watched in silence, golden eyes burning.

Elara led her sister into the circle of moonlight.

Mira’s breath hitched.

Elara stopped in front of Thorne.

“Look at him,” she said softly. “Really look.”

Mira lifted her gaze.

Thorne stepped closer—slow, careful, giving her time to run.

He didn’t touch her.

Not yet.

Elara leaned in until her lips brushed Mira’s ear.

“Run if you want,” she whispered. “Or stay… and learn what I’ve learned.”

Mira’s eyes filled with tears.

But she didn’t run.

She let the red cloak fall.

And when Thorne finally reached for her—gentle, reverent, claws retracted—she did not flinch.

Elara watched, heart pounding with something darker than guilt.

Pride.

Possession.

Power.

The moon climbed higher.

The night was young.

And the pack was growing.


Chapter 9: The Claiming Circle

The sacred grove held its breath.

Moonlight poured through the yew’s ancient branches in thick, liquid beams, turning the moss to silver and every dewdrop into a tiny mirror. The circle of stones seemed to hum faintly—old magic stirring, curious, watchful. The air tasted of wet earth, pine resin, and the sharp copper tang of anticipation.

Mira stood trembling at the edge of the circle, the red cloak pooled at her feet like spilled wine. Her shift clung to her skin from the long walk through the damp forest; her braid had come half-unraveled, strands of red hair sticking to her tear-wet cheeks. She looked impossibly small against the towering yew, against Thorne’s shadowed bulk, against Elara—naked, marked, glowing with the confidence of someone who had already crossed the threshold and returned changed.

Elara stepped forward first.

She moved with deliberate slowness, giving Mira time to bolt if the fear won. But Mira’s feet stayed rooted.

Elara reached out and took both her sister’s hands. Mira’s fingers were ice-cold.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want,” Elara said quietly. “You can turn around right now. I’ll walk you back to the village myself. The elders will never know you reached the grove.”

Mira’s gaze flicked to Thorne—his golden eyes steady, patient, no trace of the beast yet—then back to Elara.

“You’re lying,” she whispered. “If I run, he’ll chase. That’s what he does.”

Elara’s thumb stroked the inside of Mira’s wrist. “He’ll only chase if I tell him to.”

A shudder ran through Mira’s small frame.

She looked down at their joined hands—Elara’s marked with faint bruises and claw-scratches, her own still pale and unmarked.

“I followed you,” Mira said, voice cracking. “That night in the clearing. I watched.”

Elara’s breath caught.

“I know,” she said softly.

Mira’s eyes filled again, but this time the tears didn’t fall.

“I couldn’t look away,” she admitted. “I hated myself for it. But I couldn’t leave.”

Elara lifted one hand to cup Mira’s cheek.

“Then stay now,” she murmured. “Not because you have to. Because you want to.”

Thorne remained silent, a dark sentinel at the circle’s heart. He had not moved closer. Not yet.

Mira swallowed hard.

Then—slowly, deliberately—she pulled her hands free and reached for the ties of her shift.

The linen whispered down her body and puddled at her feet.

She stood bare under the moon—slighter than Elara, softer curves, skin the color of fresh cream except for the faint freckles across her shoulders and the flush creeping up her throat. Her nipples pebbled instantly in the cool air; she wrapped her arms around herself instinctively.

Elara stepped behind her, pressed close so her breasts brushed Mira’s back, and gently pulled her sister’s arms down to her sides.

“Let him see you,” Elara whispered against her ear.

Mira’s breath hitched.

Thorne took one step forward.

Then another.

He stopped just out of reach.

His voice was low, gravel-rough, almost tender.

“You’re beautiful, little one.”

Mira flinched at the endearment—then relaxed fractionally when Elara’s arms slid around her waist from behind, holding her steady.

Thorne lifted his gaze to Elara.

“Show her,” he said.

Elara understood.

She turned Mira in her arms until they faced each other. Then she kissed her—soft at first, a brush of lips meant to soothe. Mira stiffened, startled.

Elara didn’t push.

She simply waited, lips resting against Mira’s, breathing the same air.

After a long heartbeat, Mira exhaled shakily—and kissed back.

Tentative. Uncertain. Curious.

Elara deepened the kiss slowly, tongue tracing the seam of Mira’s lips until they parted. When their tongues touched, Mira made a small, surprised sound.

Elara smiled against her mouth.

She guided one of Mira’s hands to her own breast—let her sister feel the hard peak of her nipple, the rapid beat of her heart beneath.

Mira’s fingers trembled, but she didn’t pull away.

Behind them, Thorne growled low in his throat—approval, hunger, restraint.

Elara broke the kiss and turned Mira toward him again.

“Go to him,” she whispered.

Mira hesitated.

Then took one step.

Then another.

Thorne met her halfway.

He sank to one knee so his face was level with hers—still towering, still dangerous, but making himself smaller for her.

He lifted a hand slowly.

Mira flinched.

He paused.

She looked at his palm—open, claws retracted, scarred.

Then she placed her own small hand in his.

Thorne exhaled roughly.

He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them—soft, reverent.

Mira shivered.

Elara moved behind her sister again, pressed close, hands sliding up Mira’s ribs to cup her breasts. She rolled the pale pink nipples between her fingers—gentle at first, then firmer.

Mira gasped.

Thorne watched every reaction—every hitch of breath, every flutter of lashes.

When Mira’s knees began to buckle, he caught her easily, lifted her against his chest.

Her legs wrapped around his waist on instinct.

He carried her to the center of the circle and laid her down on the moss beside the spot where he had just knotted Elara minutes earlier. The ground was still warm there, slick with their release.

Thorne settled between Mira’s thighs.

He didn’t enter her.

Instead he kissed her throat, her collarbones, the soft swell of her breasts—slow, careful, learning her the way he had once learned Elara.

Mira whimpered, fingers threading through his dark hair.

Elara knelt beside them.

She stroked Mira’s hair back from her face, kissed her temple, her cheek, the corner of her mouth.

When Thorne’s mouth drifted lower—down her belly, over the soft mound, to the untouched folds between her legs—Mira’s hips jerked.

Elara caught her wrists, pinned them gently above her head.

“Feel it,” she murmured. “Let it happen.”

Thorne’s tongue traced her slowly—long, patient licks that made Mira’s breath come in short, shocked pants. When he circled her clit, Mira cried out—sharp, startled pleasure.

Elara kissed her then—deep, swallowing the sounds, swallowing the fear.

Mira kissed back harder.

Thorne growled against her flesh.

He worked her patiently—tongue, lips, the faintest scrape of teeth—until Mira was writhing, heels digging into the moss, small desperate sounds spilling from her throat.

When she came it was sudden, shattering—back arching, thighs clamping around Thorne’s head, a keening cry that echoed through the grove.

Thorne rose over her, licking his lips, eyes molten gold.

He looked to Elara.

Elara nodded.

Thorne guided himself to Mira’s entrance—slow, careful, letting her feel every inch as he pressed inside.

Mira’s eyes widened.

Pain flickered across her face—then eased into wonder as he sank deeper.

Elara stroked her hair, kissed her tears away.

When he was fully seated, he stilled.

Mira breathed in harsh little pants.

Then—tentatively—she rolled her hips.

Thorne groaned.

He began to move—slow, shallow thrusts that rocked her gently.

Mira’s hands found his shoulders; her nails dug in.

Elara leaned down and took one of Mira’s nipples into her mouth—sucking, flicking with her tongue—while Thorne thrust deeper.

The knot began to swell.

Mira’s eyes flew open.

“Elara—”

“Shh,” Elara soothed. “Breathe through it. Let it happen.”

Thorne’s thrusts grew shorter, harder.

When the knot breached her, Mira screamed—pleasure-pain so intense tears streamed down her temples.

Thorne snarled, hips jerking as he spilled inside her—hot, thick pulses that made her shudder through another climax.

They stayed locked together, trembling.

Elara kissed Mira’s forehead, her cheeks, her mouth.

“You did so well,” she whispered.

Mira turned her face into Elara’s neck, sobbing softly—not from pain, but from the overwhelming rush of sensation, of belonging, of finally being seen.

Thorne eased down beside them, still knotted inside Mira, and pulled both sisters against his chest.

Elara curled around Mira from behind, one arm draped possessively over her waist.

The three of them lay tangled together in the moonlight—sated, marked, bound.

The grove sighed around them.

The pack was complete.

For now.

And somewhere in the village, the elders waited for a tribute who would never return broken.

They would wait a long time.


Chapter 10: Eternal Pack

Winter settled over Eldridge like a heavy quilt—snow blanketing the rooftops, smoke curling from every chimney, the forest edge softened by frost. The village moved slower now, bundled against the cold, voices muffled by scarves and the crunch of boots on ice. No one spoke of the missing tribute anymore. Mira had vanished into Blackwood the same way so many had before her; the elders murmured the proper prayers, lit the ritual candles, and closed the chapter. Life continued. It always did.

But the pact had changed.

No livestock disappeared that winter. No crops failed under strange blight. The wolves that once prowled too close to the fences stayed deeper in the woods, as though an invisible boundary had been redrawn. The villagers noticed, whispered thanks to whatever forest spirit had finally been appeased. They never suspected the truth.

Deep in the heart of Blackwood, in the sacred grove where moonlight still found its way even through the thickest canopy, the pack had taken root.

The yew tree stood sentinel over a new kind of den: a wide, sheltered hollow beneath its roots, lined with furs taken from game Thorne hunted, softened with moss and blankets stolen from the village edge on moonless nights. A small fire burned low in the center most evenings, its smoke rising through natural vents in the earth. The space smelled of pine, woodsmoke, sex, and the warm, animal scent of three bodies that had learned to fit together perfectly.

Mira had changed fastest.

The first weeks after her claiming had been a storm of tears, trembling limbs, and whispered questions in the dark. She had clung to Elara like a lifeline while Thorne moved with careful restraint—touching her only when she reached for him, knotting her only when she begged, teaching her the shape of pleasure without ever letting pain become cruelty. Elara had been there every time—kissing away tears, guiding Mira’s hands, showing her how to roll her hips to take more, how to bite without breaking skin, how to find the places on Thorne’s body that made even the beast shudder.

Now Mira moved with quiet confidence.

She no longer flinched at the sight of claws or fangs. She had learned to summon Thorne’s partial shift with a single scrape of nails down his spine, to ride the thick swell of his knot until her voice broke on his name. She had discovered she liked being held down—liked the weight of his body pinning her wrists, liked the helpless stretch when he locked inside her—yet she had also learned to push back, to pin him beneath her small frame and tease until he growled for mercy.

Elara watched it all with a fierce, possessive pride.

She had become the alpha in every way that mattered.

She chose when the hunts began. She decided the rhythm of their nights—whether they would chase one another through the snow-dusted trees until breath steamed and bodies collided in frantic claiming, or whether they would spend hours in slow, languid exploration beside the fire. She decided when Thorne’s beast was allowed to surface fully, and when he must remain man enough to speak filthy promises into Mira’s ear while Elara watched.

And she decided when they bred.

The first time had been under the blood moon of midwinter.

Elara had led them both to the circle of stones, stripped them slowly, kissed them until they trembled. Then she had positioned Mira on hands and knees in the center of the moss, thighs spread, back arched. Thorne had mounted her from behind—slow at first, letting her adjust to the deeper angle—while Elara knelt in front, fingers threading through Mira’s hair, guiding her mouth to her own slick folds.

Mira had moaned around Elara’s clit as Thorne drove deeper, knot swelling, locking, spilling thick and hot until it overflowed and dripped down her trembling thighs. Elara had come with a sharp cry, grinding against her sister’s tongue, then traded places—straddling Thorne’s face while he knotted Mira again, drawing out every last shuddering pulse.

They had stayed locked like that until dawn—Elara riding Thorne’s tongue to another peak, Mira trembling through aftershocks, Thorne’s hands gripping both their hips as though afraid they might vanish.

After that night, the breeding became ritual.

Not every full moon, but often enough that Mira’s belly began to round by early spring. She carried with the same quiet certainty she had once carried baskets of laundry—unfazed by the changes in her body, glowing with a strange, feral contentment. Thorne hunted twice as much, bringing back deer and boar to keep them fed; Elara foraged herbs that eased the aches, brewed teas that soothed the nausea.

The pack grew.

Not just in number, but in strength.

Mira learned to track by scent alone. Elara taught her how to move silently through the underbrush, how to read the language of broken twigs and disturbed earth. Thorne taught them both the deeper things—the way the forest spoke, the way the old magic still lingered in certain glades, the way the curse that once tormented him now felt more like a shared heartbeat than a chain.

One night in late spring, when the moon hung low and golden, they lay together on the moss after a long, slow claiming.

Mira rested her head on Thorne’s chest, one hand splayed over the gentle swell of her belly. Elara curled against his other side, tracing idle patterns across his scars.

“Do you ever miss it?” Mira asked softly. “The village. The ordinary days.”

Elara considered the question.

“I miss the certainty of warm bread every morning,” she admitted. “I miss knowing exactly where the sun would rise. But I don’t miss the smallness of it. The way every choice was already made for us.”

Thorne’s hand settled on Mira’s stomach, thumb stroking gently.

“And you?” Elara asked him.

He was quiet for a long moment.

“I missed nothing,” he said finally. “Until you both walked into these woods and reminded me what it felt like to want more than survival.”

Mira lifted her head to look at him.

“And now?”

“Now,” Thorne said, voice rough with something deeper than lust, “I want everything. The pack. The forest. The future growing inside you. And every night after that.”

Elara smiled—slow, satisfied, edged with teeth.

“Then we take it,” she said simply.

She rose onto her knees, straddled Thorne’s hips, and sank down onto him in one smooth glide.

Mira watched—eyes dark, lips parted—as Elara began to ride, slow and deliberate, inner walls clenching around him.

Thorne groaned, hands gripping Elara’s thighs.

Mira shifted closer, leaned in, and kissed Elara—deep, hungry—while Thorne thrust up into her sister’s heat.

When the knot began to swell, Elara ground down hard, taking every inch, every ridge, until it locked inside her with a wet, obscene sound.

She cried out—sharp, triumphant.

Mira’s hand slipped between her own thighs, fingers circling her clit in time with Elara’s rolling hips.

Thorne spilled with a guttural snarl, flooding Elara until it leaked out around the knot and down his shaft.

They stayed like that—locked, trembling, breathing each other’s air—until the moon began its slow descent.

Then Elara eased off him, still dripping, and pulled Mira down beside her.

She guided Mira’s mouth to the mess between her thighs—let her sister lick her clean, taste the mingled release of pack and alpha and mate.

Mira obeyed eagerly, tongue soft and thorough, humming with pleasure.

Thorne watched, golden eyes burning, already hardening again.

Outside the grove, the forest listened.

The village slept, unaware that the old pact had been rewritten—not by sacrifice, but by choice.

The tribute had not been given.

It had been claimed.

And the pack—three hearts beating as one, soon to be more—would only grow stronger.

Elara looked toward the distant glow of Eldridge’s lanterns, then back at her mates.

A slow, dangerous smile curved her lips.

“Next full moon,” she murmured, “we choose another.”

Mira lifted her head, lips glistening.

“Who?”

Elara’s gaze drifted toward the village.

“Someone strong,” she said softly. “Someone who will run… and who will want to be caught.”

Thorne rumbled approval deep in his chest.

The night stretched on—endless, hungry, theirs.

And somewhere in the darkness, the forest smiled back.


Chapter 11: Shadows on the Border

Spring thawed the last of the snow, turning the forest floor into a riot of green shoots and mud. The pack’s hollow beneath the yew had grown more lived-in: shelves of dried herbs along the root walls, a cradle woven from supple willow branches waiting for Mira’s time to come, furs layered thicker against the lingering chill. The three of them moved in easy tandem now—hunting, grooming one another’s hair with lazy fingers, fucking slow and deep when the mood took them, knotting in lazy afternoon sunlight or frantic midnight chases that ended with all three tangled and breathless.

The forest felt theirs.

Until it didn’t.

The first sign came on a moonless night in early May.

Thorne returned from a late hunt with a fresh-killed roe deer slung over his shoulder, blood still warm on his furred forearms. He dropped the carcass near the firepit and froze.

Elara noticed first. She was sitting cross-legged beside Mira, braiding tiny white flowers into her sister’s hair; she lifted her head, nostrils flaring.

“Something’s wrong,” she said quietly.

Thorne’s golden eyes narrowed toward the western ridge—the one that marked the boundary between Blackwood’s heart and the wilder, unclaimed stretches of forest that stretched toward the distant mountains.

He inhaled deeply.

Then growled—low, continuous, the sound vibrating through the ground itself.

Mira’s hands stilled in Elara’s hair. “What is it?”

“Wolves,” Thorne said. “Not ours.”

Elara rose in one fluid motion. “How many?”

“Enough.” He tilted his head, listening. “And they’re not just passing through. They’ve marked the ridge. Fresh scent. Dominant. Male and female both.”

Mira’s hand drifted protectively to the gentle swell of her belly. “They’re challenging us?”

Thorne’s lip curled, showing fang. “They’re testing. Seeing if the old guardian still holds the heart alone.”

Elara’s eyes darkened. “They’ll find out he doesn’t.”

The next morning they scouted the western border.

The scent hit them half a mile out—sharp, musky, layered with the smell of multiple bodies that had rubbed against bark, pissed on stones, rolled in the leaf litter to claim territory. Claw marks raked deep into an ancient beech trunk—higher than Thorne’s reach even in full beast form. The pattern was deliberate: three slashes, then a fourth diagonal across them. A signature.

Elara traced the marks with her fingertips. “They’re bigger than you.”

Thorne snarled. “Not for long.”

Mira crouched, examining a tuft of coarse gray fur caught on a low branch. She lifted it to her nose, then wrinkled it. “They smell… wrong. Not just wolf. Something older. Colder.”

Thorne took the tuft from her fingers, inhaled, and his expression hardened.

“Another curse,” he said flatly. “Or the echo of one. They carry the same rot I used to carry before you two broke it open.”

Elara straightened. “Then they’re not here to hunt game. They’re here to take.”

That night the rival pack made their presence undeniable.

They did not attack outright. Instead they sang.

The howls started just after moonrise—deep, resonant, layered in harmony that spoke of numbers and coordination. The sound rolled across the valley like distant thunder, echoing off stone and tree until it felt as though the forest itself were growling. One voice led—female, high and piercing—then others joined, male voices rumbling beneath, a chorus that carried challenge and invitation in equal measure.

Thorne stood at the edge of the grove, ears pricked, hackles raised even in human form.

Elara flanked him on the left, Mira on the right.

“They’re calling you out,” Elara said.

“They’re calling all of us out,” Thorne corrected. “They smell the new blood. The breeding. They want to know if the heart is still worth fighting for.”

Mira’s hand found Elara’s. “What do we do?”

Elara squeezed once, hard. “We answer.”

They moved as one.

Thorne shifted first—fur blooming silver-black, limbs lengthening, muzzle elongating until he stood taller than either sister. Elara followed, letting the feral grace she had cultivated rise to the surface: eyes sharpening, nails lengthening to delicate claws, canines dropping just enough to catch moonlight. Mira hesitated only a heartbeat—then let her own change come, smaller, subtler, but no less fierce. Her hair seemed to brighten to flame-red; her pupils slit vertical for a moment before rounding again.

They ran.

Not toward the howls, but around them—circling wide, using scent trails and wind direction to flank the intruders. The rival pack had claimed a rocky outcrop overlooking the valley: six wolves in full form, one larger silver-gray female standing atop the highest boulder, head thrown back in triumphant song.

She was beautiful in a terrible way—long legs, thick ruff, eyes the color of frost on steel. Scars laced her muzzle and flanks, old but proud. Behind her stood her mate: a massive black male with white blaze across his chest, and four others—lean hunters, all marked with the same diagonal slash pattern on their shoulders.

The alpha female’s song cut off the moment she scented them.

She leaped down from the boulder in one graceful arc and landed facing the tree line where Elara, Thorne, and Mira emerged.

Silence fell—thick, electric.

The silver female’s gaze locked first on Thorne.

“You’re the old guardian,” she said. Her voice carried the rough burr of someone unused to speech in human tongue. “We heard the heart had gone quiet. We came to see if it was dead.”

Thorne stepped forward, claws clicking on stone.

“It lives,” he said. “And it belongs to us.”

The female’s eyes slid to Elara—then to Mira, lingering on the rounded belly.

“Three,” she murmured. “And breeding already. Impressive… for strays.”

Elara bared her teeth in a smile that held no warmth. “We’re not strays. We’re the pack that broke the curse you still carry.”

A ripple of unease passed through the rival wolves. The black male growled low.

The silver female tilted her head. “Then prove it. The heart of Blackwood can only sustain one dominant pair. One breeding line. Challenge us, guardian. Winner takes the grove… and the fertile ones.”

Mira’s hand tightened on Elara’s arm.

Thorne’s growl rolled out—deep, resonant, shaking pebbles loose from the outcrop.

Elara stepped in front of him.

“No,” she said clearly.

The silver female’s ears flicked in surprise.

Elara smiled again—slow, dangerous.

“We don’t challenge for scraps,” she said. “We don’t fight for territory that’s already ours. If you want the heart, come and take it. But know this: we don’t just defend. We claim.”

She let her gaze travel over the rival pack—lingering on each wolf, marking them.

“And when we claim,” she finished softly, “we keep.”

A low rumble answered—not from the rivals, but from the forest itself. The yew grove behind them seemed to lean closer; the air thickened with old magic, protective, angry.

The silver female held Elara’s stare for a long moment.

Then she laughed—sharp, cold, delighted.

“So be it, little red,” she said. “We’ll see whose teeth are sharper.”

She turned, flicked her tail, and led her pack back into the shadows of the western ridge.

The howls did not resume that night.

But the border had been drawn.

Thorne shifted back to human form, breathing hard.

Elara turned to Mira, cupped her sister’s face in both hands.

“Are you afraid?” she asked.

Mira searched her eyes.

Then shook her head.

“No,” she said softly. “I’m ready to bite.”

Elara kissed her—fierce, claiming—then turned to Thorne.

He pulled them both against his chest, arms like iron bands.

“They’ll come again,” he said quietly. “Harder. Soon.”

Elara nodded against his heart.

“Let them.”

She looked toward the darkened ridge where the rival pack had disappeared.

A slow, feral smile curved her lips.

“The pack grows,” she murmured.

“And so does the hunt.”


Chapter 12: Teeth in the Dark

The first raid came without warning, on a night when the moon was a thin silver crescent and the forest slept under heavy cloud.

Elara woke first—snapping upright in the furs, every sense alight. Beside her, Mira stirred, hand instinctively curling over her swollen belly. Thorne was already on his feet, naked, claws extended, nostrils flaring toward the western entrance of the hollow.

“They’re inside the heart,” he growled. “Three. Fast. They’ve skirted the ridge.”

Elara rose without a word, pulling on the red cloak—now patched and reinforced with soft leather along the shoulders—and belting the iron dagger she had taken to carrying everywhere. Mira sat up slowly, eyes wide but steady.

“Stay here,” Elara told her.

Mira’s jaw tightened. “No.”

Thorne glanced between them. “She’s right. If they get past us, they’ll come straight for the den. For her.”

Mira pushed to her feet, slower than she once had, but with a quiet ferocity that had grown sharper with every passing week. “Then I fight with you. I’m not hiding while you bleed.”

Elara searched her sister’s face for a long heartbeat.

Then she nodded once.

“Take the short bow. Stay high. Aim for legs and throats.”

Mira retrieved the small yew bow Thorne had carved for her—light, perfectly balanced—and a quiver of arrows fletched with raven feathers. She strapped it across her back and followed them out into the night.

The forest felt wrong—too quiet, too still. No owls called. No small creatures rustled. Even the wind had died.

They moved in a loose triangle: Thorne leading, Elara on his left flank, Mira trailing slightly behind and to the right, using the undergrowth for cover. They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to.

The first intruder appeared like smoke between the trees—a lean gray wolf, eyes pale yellow, moving low and silent. He carried the rival pack’s scent: frost, iron, old blood.

Thorne struck first.

He exploded from the shadows in full beast form, massive paws slamming the gray wolf to the ground before it could snarl. Claws raked deep across the intruder’s shoulder; fangs closed around the throat in a single, crushing bite. Hot blood sprayed the leaves. The body went limp almost instantly.

But the kill was loud.

Two more shadows detached from the darkness—both larger, both shifting mid-leap.

One—a scarred brown male—barreled toward Thorne, jaws wide. The other—a sleek black female—veered toward Elara, aiming to cut her off from the den.

Elara met her head-on.

She didn’t shift fully—not yet. She let the feral grace rise just enough: claws lengthening, eyes sharpening, speed doubling. When the black female lunged, Elara sidestepped, caught the wolf’s foreleg in both hands, and twisted—hard. Bone snapped. The female yelped, tumbling.

Elara drove her knee into the soft underbelly, then slashed claws across the muzzle—three deep furrows that laid the nose open to bone.

The wolf scrambled back, blood streaming, snarling through ruined flesh.

From above, an arrow whistled.

It struck the brown male’s hindquarter just as he clamped jaws around Thorne’s shoulder. The wolf staggered, howling. Thorne used the opening to throw him off, then lunged—tearing into the throat with ruthless efficiency.

The black female turned to flee.

Another arrow—cleaner this time—took her through the eye.

She dropped without a sound.

Mira lowered the bow from her perch on a low branch, breathing hard, cheeks flushed.

Thorne shifted back to human form, blood streaking his chest and arms. He crossed to Elara in three strides, cupped her face, checked her for wounds.

“I’m fine,” she said, voice steady.

He kissed her once—hard, tasting of copper—then looked up at Mira.

“You’re sure you’re all right?”

Mira slid down from the branch, landing lightly despite the extra weight she carried. She touched her belly once, reassuring herself, then nodded.

“They didn’t get close enough to touch me.”

Thorne exhaled roughly.

Elara knelt beside the black female’s body. She traced the diagonal slash mark on the wolf’s shoulder—identical to the ones they had seen on the ridge.

“They sent scouts,” Elara said quietly. “Testing our numbers. Our speed. Our willingness to kill.”

Thorne’s lip curled. “They found out.”

Mira stepped closer, staring down at the corpses.

“What now?”

Elara rose.

“Now we stop waiting to be tested.”

She looked west, toward the distant ridge where the rival pack had first appeared.

“They want the heart. They want the breeding line. They think we’re soft because we protect instead of conquer.”

She smiled—slow, cold, utterly without mercy.

“We’ll show them what protection really looks like.”

Thorne rumbled approval deep in his chest.

Mira nocked another arrow without being asked, eyes scanning the darkness.

Elara turned to her mates.

“Tomorrow night,” she said softly, “we cross the border. We find their den. We mark it the way they marked ours.”

She reached out, laid one hand on Thorne’s blood-streaked chest, the other on Mira’s rounded belly.

“And if they stand between us and what’s ours,” she finished, voice dropping to a velvet whisper, “we take their throats. We take their females. We take their future.”

Thorne’s golden eyes burned brighter.

Mira’s breath hitched—not with fear, but with something darker, hungrier.

Elara leaned in, kissed her sister slow and deep—tasting the adrenaline still on her tongue—then turned to Thorne and claimed his mouth the same way.

When she pulled back, her smile was all teeth.

“Let them come with their howls and their scars,” she said.

“We’ll answer with blood.”

The forest around them seemed to lean closer—branches creaking, leaves rustling—as though Blackwood itself had heard.

And approved.

Somewhere on the western ridge, a lone howl rose—questioning, uncertain.

It was answered by silence.

The pack turned as one and melted back toward the grove.

Tomorrow, the hunt would change.

Tomorrow, the rival pack would learn what it truly meant to challenge an alpha who had once been a village girl in a red cloak.

And who now ruled the heart of the forest with teeth, claws, and unbreakable bonds.


Chapter 13: Blood on the Ridge

The pack moved at dusk the following evening, when the light bled red across the western sky and the forest shadows stretched long and hungry.

Thorne led in half-shifted form—taller, broader, fur thickening along his shoulders and forearms, claws clicking softly against stone. Elara flanked him on the left, red cloak discarded for freedom of movement; she wore only a simple leather harness across her chest and hips, dagger sheathed at her thigh, claws already extended. Mira followed a pace behind, bow slung across her back, a short iron-tipped spear balanced in one hand. Her belly had rounded further in the last weeks, but her stride remained sure—lighter than before, as though the child she carried lent her strength rather than weight.

They crossed the unmarked boundary without ceremony.

The ridge rose before them like a scar across the forest’s flank: jagged granite outcrops, stunted pines clinging to crevices, wind-scoured stone that smelled of frost even in spring. The rival pack’s scent was everywhere—thick, acrid, layered with the rot Thorne had once carried himself. Claw marks scored every prominent boulder; urine stains darkened the bases of trees in deliberate patterns.

They found the den at twilight.

It was no hidden hollow like their own grove, but a shallow cave mouth high on the ridge, guarded by two lean sentries in wolf form. A thin trickle of smoke rose from within—someone keeping a fire. The scent of meat, blood, and multiple bodies rolled out on the breeze.

Thorne signaled with a low hand gesture. They melted into the rocks and waited.

Night fell fully. Stars pricked the sky. The crescent moon offered little light, but their eyes needed none.

The sentries changed shift. Two new wolves took their place—both males, one gray, one tawny. They paced restlessly, ears flicking toward every night sound.

Elara moved first.

She ghosted up the slope like smoke, silent, until she was directly above the cave mouth. She dropped a single pebble—small, deliberate—onto the path below.

The gray wolf’s head snapped up.

Elara leaped.

She landed on his back, knees clamping his ribs, claws sinking into the thick ruff at his neck. Before he could howl she twisted, wrenching his head sideways. Vertebrae cracked. He dropped without a sound.

The tawny male whirled—too late.

Thorne was already there.

He seized the wolf by the throat in one massive paw, lifted him off the ground, and slammed him against the rock face. Bone crunched. Blood sprayed. The body went limp.

Mira appeared at the cave mouth, spear leveled, eyes scanning the darkness inside.

Elara joined her, breathing steady.

“Ready?” she whispered.

Mira nodded once.

They stepped inside.

The cave was larger than it appeared—widening into a rough chamber lit by a low fire pit. Furs lined the walls; bones and scraps littered the floor. Six wolves remained.

The silver-gray alpha female stood at the center, already shifting—fur blooming across her shoulders, muzzle lengthening, eyes blazing frost-white. Behind her, the black male—her mate—snarled, hackles raised. Four others fanned out: two females, two males, all lean and scarred, all marked with that same diagonal slash.

The alpha female’s voice rolled out, rough with fury.

“You dare come here?”

Elara stepped forward, claws gleaming in the firelight.

“You dared first,” she said calmly. “You sent scouts to our den. You marked our borders. You sang your challenge under our moon.”

She tilted her head toward Mira, whose spear never wavered.

“You threatened what is ours.”

The silver female’s lip curled.

“Then take your revenge, little red. But know this: once the heart is claimed, the curse binds the victor. The loser’s line ends.”

Thorne growled low.

“We broke that curse,” he said. “You still carry it. You still rot from the inside.”

The black male lunged first—straight at Thorne.

Thorne met him mid-air.

They collided in a blur of fangs and claws. The black male was massive, powerful, but Thorne fought with the cold precision of someone who had guarded the forest’s heart for centuries. He took a deep slash across the ribs—blood welled—but twisted, sank fangs into the black male’s shoulder, and tore.

The alpha female screamed—a sound of pure rage—and charged Elara.

Elara dodged the first snap of jaws, rolled under the silver wolf’s belly, and came up slashing. Claws raked deep along the female’s flank; blood sprayed hot across Elara’s chest. The alpha spun, faster than Elara expected, and caught her shoulder in powerful jaws.

Pain flared white-hot.

Elara didn’t scream.

She drove her dagger upward—under the ribs, into the soft space behind the foreleg—and twisted.

The silver female yelped, released her, staggered back.

Mira loosed an arrow.

It struck one of the rival females through the throat. The wolf dropped, choking, paws scrabbling at the shaft.

The remaining three rushed Mira.

Thorne roared—blood streaming from his side—and barreled into them, scattering bodies like broken dolls. He tore into the nearest male, claws opening the belly in one brutal swipe.

Elara rose, blood dripping from her shoulder, and faced the alpha female again.

The silver wolf was bleeding badly now—flank torn, leg buckling—but her eyes still burned.

“You think you’ve won?” she snarled. “The curse doesn’t die with me. It finds new hosts. New packs. You’ll carry it again—your child will carry it—”

Elara lunged.

She drove the alpha female back against the cave wall, claws at her throat.

“We broke it once,” Elara said softly. “We’ll break it again. And when we do, there will be no more curses. No more rot. Only us.”

She pressed harder.

The silver female’s eyes widened—fear, finally, flickering through the fury.

Elara leaned in until their faces nearly touched.

“Tell your pack to yield,” she whispered. “Or die here.”

The black male—still alive, barely—whined from the floor.

The remaining rivals lowered their heads, ears flat, tails tucked.

The alpha female held Elara’s gaze a heartbeat longer.

Then she shifted back—human, bloodied, trembling.

“We yield,” she rasped.

Elara stepped back.

Thorne shifted to human form, breathing hard, wounds already beginning to knit—faster now, the heart’s magic flowing stronger through him.

Mira lowered her spear, arrow still nocked.

Elara looked at the defeated pack.

“You live because I allow it,” she said. “You leave these mountains tonight. You go west—far west—until the forest forgets your scent. If any of you return, we will not ask questions. We will simply end you.”

The silver female nodded once, slow, defeated.

She rose on shaking legs, gestured to her remaining pack.

They limped out into the night—blood trailing behind them, heads low.

Silence fell in the cave.

Elara turned to Thorne and Mira.

Thorne pulled them both close—careful of wounds, careful of Mira’s belly—forehead resting against Elara’s, then Mira’s.

“You’re hurt,” Mira whispered, fingers brushing the bite on Elara’s shoulder.

“It’ll heal.” Elara kissed her softly. “We all will.”

Thorne’s voice was rough.

“They’re gone. For now.”

Elara looked toward the cave mouth, where the night waited—quiet again, listening.

“Not for now,” she said. “For good.”

She stepped outside, blood still warm on her skin, and lifted her face to the thin crescent moon.

Then she howled—long, triumphant, claiming.

Thorne joined her.

Mira—smaller, softer, but no less fierce—added her own voice.

Three howls rose together, rolling across the ridge, down into the valley, through every tree in Blackwood.

The forest answered.

And somewhere far to the west, a broken pack ran faster.

The heart was theirs.

Uncontested.

Eternal.


Chapter 14: The Heart’s Quiet Claim

Summer arrived in a slow, languid bloom.

The forest thickened with green—ferns unfurling like green flames, wild roses spilling over fallen logs, the air heavy with the scent of honeysuckle and warm earth. The grove at the heart of Blackwood felt fuller now, more alive. The yew’s branches seemed to arch protectively over the hollow, leaves whispering secrets to the wind. The cradle Thorne had woven stood finished beside the furs, lined with the softest rabbit pelts Mira had cured herself.

The child came on a night when the moon was full and low, bathing everything in molten silver.

Mira labored quietly at first—breathing through the waves of pain, hands clasped around Elara’s, Thorne kneeling behind her with strong arms supporting her back. There was no panic, no fear. Only the steady rhythm of their voices: Elara murmuring encouragement against Mira’s temple, Thorne growling low words of pride when another contraction peaked.

When the baby finally slipped free—small, red-faced, howling with sudden indignation—the forest itself seemed to pause.

Thorne lifted the child with reverent hands, cord still pulsing between them. He severed it with one careful claw, then laid the infant on Mira’s chest.

A girl.

Tiny fists waved; dark red hair—already thick—clung damply to her scalp. Her eyes opened—golden, like her father’s, but flecked with green like Elara’s and Mira’s.

Mira laughed through tears, exhausted and radiant.

“She’s perfect,” she whispered.

Elara leaned down, kissed Mira’s sweat-damp forehead, then the baby’s tiny brow.

“She’s ours,” she said softly.

Thorne pressed his lips to each of their heads in turn—first Mira, then the child, then Elara.

The pack stayed like that until dawn: tangled together in the furs, the newborn cradled between three chests, small heart beating strong against theirs. The forest kept watch—no howls disturbed the night, no rival scents drifted on the wind. The heart had claimed its future, and the future answered with quiet, perfect stillness.

Weeks passed in a gentle haze.

The girl—named Rowan, after the mountain ash that grew thick along the grove’s edge—grew fast. She nursed hungrily, tiny hands clutching at Mira’s breast or Elara’s braid or Thorne’s scarred fingers. She watched the world with wide golden eyes, tracking every flicker of firelight, every shift of shadow. When the moon rose, she would grow restless, small body arching, tiny growls rumbling in her throat—instincts already waking.

Elara carried her often, red cloak wrapped around them both like wings. She showed Rowan the standing stone where she had first been claimed, the stream where she had run laughing through icy water, the thicket where thorns had painted her skin with blood and desire. Rowan cooed at the stories, small fingers reaching for leaves, for fur, for anything that moved.

Mira taught her the softer things: the feel of moss underfoot, the taste of wild strawberries, the way firelight danced on water. She sang lullabies in a voice that had grown stronger since the birth—clear, sweet, threaded with the same feral edge that now lived in all of them.

Thorne hunted with new purpose—bringing back the choicest meat, the softest hides, the brightest feathers to decorate the cradle. He shifted less often now, preferring human hands to cradle his daughter, human voice to murmur promises against her downy head.

The rival pack never returned.

Scouts sent far west reported only empty ridges, fading scent trails, and silence. The mountains had swallowed them, or the curse had finally consumed what remained. Either way, the heart of Blackwood stood unchallenged.

One evening near midsummer, when Rowan was old enough to sit up and grasp at fireflies, the pack gathered at the circle of stones.

Elara stood at the center, Rowan on her hip. The baby wore a tiny red cloak Mira had sewn—scraps from the original garment, stitched with love and care.

Thorne and Mira flanked them, hands linked.

Elara looked up at the swollen moon.

“We are not what the curse intended,” she said quietly, voice carrying across the grove. “We were meant to break. To bleed. To feed the forest’s hunger until nothing remained.”

Rowan gurgled, small hand patting Elara’s cheek.

Elara smiled—slow, fierce, tender.

“But we claimed instead. We took the hunger and made it ours. We took the beast and made it family. We took the heart… and gave it a future.”

She lifted Rowan high toward the moon.

The child laughed—bright, fearless—and the sound echoed through the trees like bells.

Thorne stepped forward, wrapped his arms around Elara from behind, chin resting on her shoulder. Mira pressed close on the other side, one hand resting over Rowan’s small heart.

The three of them—four now—stood bathed in moonlight.

No chase tonight. No blood. No challenge.

Only the quiet certainty of belonging.

Elara lowered Rowan and kissed her daughter’s forehead.

Then she turned to her mates.

“Next full moon,” she murmured, “we show her how to run.”

Mira’s eyes sparkled.

Thorne rumbled a low, pleased laugh.

Rowan reached up, tiny fingers tangling in Elara’s crimson hair.

The forest sighed around them—content, watchful, eternal.

And somewhere in the village of Eldridge, far below, a new generation of girls would grow up hearing different stories: not of sacrifice, not of fear, but of a red-cloaked woman who walked into the woods and came back with a pack that no one dared cross.

The tribute days were over.

The claiming had only just begun.
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