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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

Thank you for choosing this book. If you crave stories where fated bonds burn brighter than rejection, where shifter romance dares to be both achingly tender and deliciously dangerous, then you’ve found your pack.

If this story made your pulse quicken, shattered your heart only to rebuild it stronger, or left you breathless with a happily-ever-after that felt worth every tear, I would be endlessly grateful for a positive review.

Your reviews are the lifeblood that helps other readers discover these passionate worlds and gives me the strength to keep crafting stories where love doesn’t just conquer, but transforms, heals, and sets souls ablaze.

Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit
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POV: ELARA




My hands shake as I pull the purple silk gown over my head. The fabric feels heavy against my skin, like chains made of expensive thread. I catch my reflection in the mirror and flinch. The girl staring back at me has emerald eyes that hold too much pain for someone who’s supposed to be a princess.

But I’m not a princess. I’m just Elara Winters, a shadow pretending to cast light.

The gown settles around my shoulders, and I wince. The welts from this morning’s beating stretch tight across my back, each movement a fresh reminder of why I’m here. The purple silk hides the damage well enough, but I can still feel the sting of each mark Seraphina’s whip left behind.

“You clumsy fool!” Her voice echoes in my memory. “Look what you made me do!”

I hadn’t made her do anything. Princess Seraphina had been drunk on wine before noon, stumbling around her chambers like a child playing dress-up. When she knocked over the crystal goblet and stained her dress red, she needed someone to blame. She always needs someone to blame.

That someone is always me.

I reach behind my neck to fasten the tiny buttons that run along the gown’s collar. My fingers fumble with the delicate work, still shaking from exhaustion and fear. Tonight’s diplomatic gathering will be different. More dangerous. The Northern delegation is coming, and everyone knows what that means.

War or peace. Power or ruin. And me, caught in the middle, wearing a face that isn’t mine.

The door to the servants’ quarters creaks open. I spin around, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. But it’s just Margaret, her kind face wrinkled with worry as she takes in my appearance.

“Child,” she whispers, closing the door behind her. “Let me see.”

I turn my back to her without a word. Margaret has been the head housekeeper for thirty years. She’s seen everything this palace has to offer, but she still makes soft, wounded sounds when she lifts my gown and sees what Seraphina did to me.

“That girl,” Margaret mutters, her voice tight with controlled anger. “That spoiled, cruel little girl.”

“Don’t.” I keep my voice steady. “Someone might hear.”

“No one’s coming down here tonight. They’re all too busy preparing for the feast.” Margaret’s hands are gentle as she applies healing salve to my wounds. The cool touch of her fingers makes me want to cry, but I’ve learned not to cry. Tears only make things worse.

“This is bad, Elara. Worse than usual.”

“I know.”

“She’s getting bolder. More careless. Someone’s going to notice eventually.”

I close my eyes and let Margaret work. The salve helps, but it can’t heal everything. Some wounds go too deep for simple medicine.

“You need to be extra careful tonight,” Margaret continues. “The Northern King is coming. Draven Ashford himself. I’ve heard stories about him.”

“What kind of stories?”

“The kind that should scare you.” She secures the last bandage and pulls my gown back into place. “He’s not like the soft lords who usually visit. He’s a warrior. A predator. Men like that see things others miss.”

I nod, though the warning settles in my stomach like a stone. As if tonight wasn’t already dangerous enough.

Margaret cups my face in her weathered hands. “Remember who you’re supposed to be. Remember your training. And for the love of all that’s holy, stay away from dark corners and empty rooms.”

“I will.”

“Promise me, child.”

“I promise.”

She kisses my forehead like a mother would, and I have to swallow hard to keep from breaking down. Margaret is the closest thing to family I’ve ever had. The only person in this palace who sees me instead of the princess I pretend to be.

After she leaves, I make my way to the royal chambers. My bare feet make no sound on the cold stone floors. I’ve learned to walk like a ghost, to exist in the spaces between other people’s attention. It’s the only way to survive.

The royal chambers are a world away from the servants’ quarters. Everything here gleams with gold and silver, silk and precious stones. Tapestries cover the walls, depicting great battles and beautiful ladies. Princess Seraphina sits at her vanity, admiring herself in a mirror framed with pearls.

She doesn’t look up when I enter. She never looks up.

“Finally,” she says, her voice dripping with boredom. “I was beginning to think you’d run away.”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness. I had to—”

“I don’t care what you had to do.” She turns in her chair, and I see she’s already dressed for the evening in a gown of midnight blue that makes her look like a fallen star. Beautiful and cold and dangerous. “Come here.”

I approach slowly, keeping my eyes downcast. Seraphina rises and circles me like a predator examining its prey. She adjusts the fall of my skirt, repositions the jewels at my throat, checks that my hair is properly arranged. Her touch is clinical, impersonal. I’m not a person to her. I’m a tool.

“Remember,” she says, stepping back to survey her work. “You are Princess Seraphina Thorne tonight. You will charm the Northern delegation. You will make them want what they see. And you will keep them occupied while I enjoy myself with more… pleasant company.”

I know better than to ask what she means by pleasant company. Princess Seraphina’s idea of entertainment usually involves things that would start wars if anyone important found out about them.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Good.” She picks up a bottle of perfume and sprays it on my wrists and throat. The scent is heavy and sweet, like flowers dying in the sun. “The Northern King is particularly important. King Draven Ashford. I want his full attention on you tonight.”

Something cold slithers down my spine. “Your Highness?”

“He’s unmarried. Powerful. Rich. And Father thinks an alliance with the North could be… profitable.” Seraphina’s smile is sharp enough to cut glass. “So be charming, little shadow. Make him fall in love with the princess.”

The irony isn’t lost on me. She wants me to seduce a king while wearing her face, to make him want her while she’s off doing things that could get us all killed. But I nod anyway, because nodding is what keeps me alive.

“I understand.”

“See that you do. And Elara?” She leans close, her breath hot against my ear. “If you embarrass me tonight, if you do anything to ruin this opportunity, I’ll make sure you never see another sunrise. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Excellent. Now go. The feast begins soon, and I want you there before the delegation arrives.”

I curtsy and leave her chambers, my heart pounding so hard I’m surprised she can’t hear it. The corridor outside is empty, lit by torches that cast dancing shadows on the walls. I make my way toward the ballroom, each step feeling like I’m walking toward my own execution.

The Moonstone Palace is beautiful in the way dangerous things often are. Tall windows let in the last light of evening, painting everything in shades of gold and amber. Servants rush past me carrying platters of food and pitchers of wine, too busy to notice one more figure in silk moving through the halls.

I reach the ballroom and pause outside the massive doors. I can hear voices inside, laughter and conversation mixing with the sound of musicians tuning their instruments. In a few minutes, I’ll walk through those doors and become someone else. Princess Seraphina Thorne, daughter of the Eastern Kingdom, a woman who’s never known hunger or fear or the bite of a whip.

I close my eyes and practice her expressions one more time. The imperious tilt of her chin that says she’s better than everyone around her. The dismissive wave of her hand that makes servants scurry to obey. The practiced laugh that sounds like silver bells but holds no real joy.

Each gesture feels like another piece of my soul dying. But I’ve been dying by inches for years now. What’s a little more?

I push open the doors and step into the ballroom.

The room falls silent for a moment as heads turn to look at me. I’m used to this reaction. Princess Seraphina always makes an entrance. I lift my chin and glide forward, letting the mask of royalty settle over me like armor.

The ballroom is magnificent tonight. Hundreds of candles cast warm light over marble floors and crystal chandeliers. Ladies in silk gowns chat behind jeweled fans while gentlemen in fine coats discuss politics and trade. Everyone is beautiful, wealthy, powerful. And everyone is watching me.

I make my way through the crowd, accepting bows and curtsies with the gracious nods Seraphina would give. Compliments follow in my wake—how lovely I look, how gracious, how perfectly the purple silk brings out my eyes. I smile and thank them with words that taste like ash in my mouth.

Lord Aldrich approaches with his usual oily smile. “Your Highness, you look radiant tonight.”

“Thank you, my lord.” I give him Seraphina’s smile, the one that promises everything and nothing.

“I trust you’re looking forward to meeting our Northern guests?”

“Of course. Any ally of the Eastern Kingdom is welcome here.”

He laughs at something I didn’t mean to be funny, and I realize he’s already drunk despite the early hour. “Indeed, indeed. Though I wonder if the Northern King will prove as… civilized as his reputation suggests.”

Before I can ask what he means, a commotion at the ballroom entrance draws everyone’s attention. The massive doors swing open, and a chill wind sweeps through the room, making the candle flames dance and women clutch their shawls closer.

The Northern delegation has arrived.

They enter like wolves among sheep, and I understand immediately why Margaret warned me. These are not the soft courtiers I’m used to dealing with. These men move like warriors, their eyes constantly scanning for threats. They wear fine clothes, but underneath the silk and velvet, I can see the hard muscle and old scars of soldiers.

Conversations die away to whispers. Even the musicians seem to play more carefully, as if loud music might trigger some violent response. The very air in the room feels different now, charged with danger and possibility.

And then I see him.

He stands at the center of the Northern group like a king among lesser men. Dark hair falls across his forehead in waves that catch the candlelight. His face is all sharp angles and masculine beauty, with high cheekbones and a jaw that looks like it was carved from stone. But it’s his eyes that steal my breath.

Storm-grey eyes that seem to see everything and miss nothing. Eyes that hold intelligence and strength and something wild that makes my wolf stir restlessly beneath my skin.

King Draven Ashford.

Even from across the room, I can feel the power radiating from him like heat from a fire. He’s not the largest man in the delegation, but he doesn’t need to be. Authority clings to him like a second skin. When he moves, others follow. When he speaks, others listen.

And he’s looking directly at me.

Our eyes meet across the crowded ballroom, and the world stops.

Something hits me like lightning, a force so powerful and unexpected that I gasp and stumble backward. Pain and pleasure and recognition all slam into me at once, stealing my breath and making my vision blur. My wolf, dormant and suppressed for so long, suddenly roars to life inside me.

Mate.

The word echoes through every cell in my body, rewriting everything I thought I knew about myself. This man, this dangerous Northern king, is my fated mate. The other half of my soul. The person I was born to love and be loved by.

But he doesn’t see me. He sees Princess Seraphina Thorne.

I watch recognition kindle in those storm-grey eyes, see hunger and possessiveness flash across his handsome features. His wolf is responding to the mate bond just as strongly as mine is. But the mate bond is pulling him toward a lie, toward a woman who exists only in stolen moments when I wear her face.

King Draven Ashford stares at me with the intensity of a man who’s found his destiny. And I realize, with the kind of crystal clarity that comes with true despair, that my torment has just begun in an entirely new way.

The mate bond sings between us across the crowded room, beautiful and terrible and completely impossible. He takes a step toward me, and I see murder in his eyes—not for me, but for anyone who might try to keep us apart.

If only he knew the truth. If only he knew that the woman he thinks is his mate is nothing but a shadow, a broken servant girl playing dress-up in a princess’s gown.

If only he knew that loving me could destroy us both.
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POV: DRAVEN




The mate bond hits me like a war hammer to the chest.

One moment I’m surveying the Eastern Kingdom’s ballroom with cold calculation, cataloging weaknesses and potential threats. The next, my wolf is clawing at my insides, howling with recognition and desperate hunger as my gaze locks onto a woman in purple silk across the crowded room.

My carefully controlled breathing stutters. The wine glass in my hand trembles—actually trembles—and I have to grip it tighter to keep from dropping it entirely. This cannot be happening. Not here. Not with her.

Princess Seraphina Thorne stands beside a marble pillar draped with Eastern Kingdom banners, and she’s beautiful in that ethereal way that makes men write poetry and start wars. Chestnut hair falls in perfect waves down her back, catching the candlelight like spun copper. Her emerald eyes scan the room with what should be regal boredom, but instead I see something that makes my predator instincts sharpen.

Wariness.

She holds herself like someone ready to run. Her spine is straight, shoulders back, everything a princess should be, but her weight rests on the balls of her feet. Ready for flight, not fight. Her fingers worry at the fabric of her gown, a nervous gesture that doesn’t fit the vain, cruel woman I’ve heard described in intelligence reports.

My wolf doesn’t care about contradictions. He knows what he wants, and he wants her with a violence that threatens my composure.

“Your Majesty?” Edgar’s voice cuts through the fog of want clouding my mind. My Beta steps closer, concern creasing his weathered features. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

More like I’ve seen my future. My doom. My salvation. I don’t know which.

“The princess,” I say, the words coming out rougher than I intend. “Princess Seraphina.”

Edgar follows my gaze and his expression darkens immediately. “Draven, no. Whatever you’re thinking, the answer is no.”

“You don’t know what I’m thinking.”

“I’ve known you since we were cubs. I know that look.” He moves to block my view, but I step around him easily. Nothing could make me look away from her now. “She’s King Alaric’s only daughter. His heir. Any interest you show will be seen as either political maneuvering or an act of war.”

I should listen to him. Edgar’s counsel has kept me alive through eight years of ruling a kingdom surrounded by enemies. But my wolf is snarling, pacing beneath my skin like a caged beast, and the scent of her—wildflowers and rain and something indefinably sweet—carries across the room despite the crush of bodies between us.

“This isn’t political,” I tell him quietly.

His face goes white. “Mate bond?”

I don’t answer, but I don’t need to. Edgar knows me well enough to read the truth in my silence.

“Fuck,” he breathes. “Draven, this complicates everything. The Eastern Kingdom is already unstable. If you claim their princess—”

“I’m not claiming anyone.” The lie tastes bitter on my tongue. “I’m simply going to introduce myself.”

Edgar grabs my arm as I start forward. “Think about this. Really think. She’s everything our intelligence reports say she is—cruel, vain, manipulative. The servants here fear her. The nobles gossip about her petty cruelties. This woman is not suitable to be our queen.”

His words should matter. They should give me pause, make me reconsider. Instead, they only make me angrier. How dare anyone speak against my mate? How dare they—

I stop that thought before it can fully form. Edgar is right to be concerned. Political alliances built on mate bonds have destroyed kingdoms before. I’ve seen Alphas reduced to puppets by clever, ambitious women who knew exactly how to use the sacred connection for their own gain.

But looking at her now, watching the careful way she moves through conversations, the subtle flinch when someone gestures too broadly near her face, I can’t reconcile the reports with reality.

“I’m going to speak with her,” I say firmly. “That’s all.”

Edgar releases my arm with obvious reluctance. “Be careful. The mate bond makes fools of us all.”

I’m already moving toward her before he finishes speaking.

The crowd parts before me automatically—kings have that effect, especially kings with reputations like mine. Conversations pause mid-sentence as I pass, nobles bowing and curtsying in my peripheral vision, but I have eyes only for her.

She’s at the refreshment table now, studying the array of delicacies with the same intensity a general might show reviewing battle plans. Her fingers hover over a plate of tiny cakes before pulling back, as if she’s not allowed to take one. The gesture is so small, so human, that it stops me in my tracks.

When did a princess ever hesitate to take whatever she wanted?

I approach slowly, giving her time to notice me, but she seems lost in her own world. Up close, she’s even more beautiful, but also more fragile than I expected. Her skin is pale in a way that speaks of too much time indoors, and there are shadows under her eyes that makeup can’t quite hide.

“Princess Seraphina,” I say formally, offering a slight bow that protocol demands.

She spins toward me so quickly that her skirts tangle around her legs. For a moment, her emerald eyes are wide with what looks like fear before she schools her expression into polite interest.

“King Draven,” she replies, her voice soft and carefully modulated. “What an honor.”

The formal words are correct, but there’s something underneath them—a tremor she can’t quite hide. She curtseys perfectly, but when she rises, she takes a subtle step backward. Toward the doors. Toward escape.

My wolf doesn’t like her retreat, but the man in me recognizes a trapped animal when I see one.

“I hope you’re enjoying the evening,” I say, keeping my voice gentle despite the predator screaming inside me. “Your father has certainly outdone himself with the arrangements.”

“Father takes great pride in hosting diplomatic gatherings,” she agrees, but her gaze flicks toward the main doors again. “The Eastern Kingdom values its relationships with neighboring territories.”

Diplomatic non-answers. Safe responses that say nothing while appearing to engage. I’ve heard enough of them in my own court to recognize the deflection.

“And what do you value, Princess?”

The question catches her off guard. Her lips part slightly before she recovers. “I’m sorry?”

“Your kingdom values diplomatic relations. What do you personally find important?” I step closer, not crowding her but closing some of the distance she put between us.

She flinches—actually flinches—as if my movement startled her. The reaction is so quick, so instinctive, that I almost miss it. But I’ve spent years reading opponents, learning to spot tells and weaknesses, and that flinch sends ice through my veins.

Why would a princess in her own palace be afraid of a guest moving too quickly?

“I…” she starts, then stops. Her fingers twist in her skirts. “I find great satisfaction in the prosperity of our people. In ensuring our kingdom remains strong and… and peaceful.”

The words sound rehearsed, like lines she’s memorized for just such occasions. But underneath the formal response, I catch something else. When she mentions peace, her voice wavers slightly, as if the concept is more wish than reality.

“Would you care to dance?” I ask, extending my hand. It’s a risk—touching her will intensify the mate bond exponentially—but I need to understand what I’m seeing. Need to reconcile the woman before me with the reports of cruelty and vanity.

She stares at my outstretched hand like it might bite her. “I… that is… yes, of course.”

She places her gloved fingers in mine, and even through the barrier of silk, the contact sends lightning up my arm. My wolf nearly howls with satisfaction, the mate bond snapping taut between us with enough force to steal my breath.

She gasps, her fingers tightening reflexively on mine, and I know she feels it too. The connection, the recognition, the pull that transcends logic and politics and everything else that should matter but suddenly doesn’t.

I lead her onto the dance floor, acutely aware of every eye following our movement. This will be tomorrow’s gossip in a dozen courts—the Northern King dancing with the Eastern Princess, speculation running wild about potential alliances or conquests.

Let them talk. Right now, nothing exists except her hand in mine and the way she fits against me when I draw her into the proper position for the waltz.

“You dance beautifully,” I murmur as we begin to move.

“Thank you,” she replies, but her voice is strained. The mate bond is affecting her as strongly as it’s affecting me—I can see it in the rapid flutter of her pulse at her throat, the way her breathing has quickened.

We move through the steps in silence for several measures, both of us struggling with the intensity of what’s happening between us. Every brush of her skirts against my legs, every shift of our joined hands, sends shockwaves through the connection binding us together.

“Tell me about your interests,” I say, needing conversation to ground myself before I do something foolish like pull her against me properly and damn the consequences. “What occupies your time when not attending diplomatic functions?”

Again, that moment of hesitation. “I… I enjoy reading. History, primarily. And economic theory.”

Economic theory? That’s not what I expected from someone reportedly obsessed with gowns and jewels.

“Specifically?”

“Trade relationships between neighboring kingdoms. How resource scarcity affects political stability. The impact of agricultural innovation on population growth.” The words come easier now, as if she’s genuinely interested in the subject. “There’s a fascinating correlation between food security and territorial expansion that most nobles don’t consider when planning military campaigns.”

I stare at her, momentarily forgetting to maintain the dance steps. These are sophisticated concepts, the kind of analysis my own advisors struggle with. This is not the shallow, vain princess from the intelligence reports.

“That’s remarkably insightful,” I say honestly.

She falters, missing a step. “I… what?”

“Your analysis of resource scarcity and territorial expansion. It’s sophisticated thinking. Most royals never consider the economic foundations underlying political decisions.”

Color rises in her cheeks, and for a moment she looks almost… pleased? But then the expression vanishes, replaced by that careful mask.

“Father believes a well-educated daughter reflects well on the kingdom,” she says neutrally.

There’s something hollow in the response, as if she’s quoting someone else’s words rather than expressing her own thoughts. It reminds me of my court sessions, when nervous nobles recite prepared statements instead of speaking honestly.

The song begins to wind toward its conclusion, and I find myself reluctant to release her. The mate bond hums between us, stronger with each passing moment, and my wolf is already planning how to keep her close.

“Perhaps we could continue this conversation tomorrow?” I suggest as the final notes fade. “I’d be interested to hear more of your thoughts on economic policy.”

She blinks up at me like I’ve spoken in a foreign language. “You… you would?”

The surprise in her voice is genuine, and it raises more questions than it answers. Why would a princess be shocked that someone wants to discuss her intellectual interests?

“Of course. Your insights could be valuable for the trade negotiations between our kingdoms.”

Something flickers across her face—hope, maybe, or disbelief. But before she can respond, I notice movement in my peripheral vision that makes my jaw clench.

Isabella Cross stands at the edge of the dance floor, her amber eyes fixed on Princess Seraphina with an expression I know well. It’s the same look she wears when reviewing intelligence reports about potential threats.

My oldest advisor, my most trusted confidante, clearly disapproves of my interest in the Eastern princess. I can practically hear her mental calculations—political ramifications, security concerns, the dozen ways this attraction could compromise our kingdom’s position.

She’s not wrong to be concerned. Isabella’s strategic mind has kept our kingdom safe and prosperous through years of complex diplomacy. If she sees danger in Princess Seraphina, I should listen.

But the mate bond doesn’t care about Isabella’s concerns. It only cares that my other half is finally within reach, and everything else feels like noise.

I escort Princess Seraphina back to the refreshment table, hyperaware of every eye tracking our movement. Conversations resume around us, but I catch fragments of whispered speculation. Names I recognize from various courts, political implications being debated in hushed tones.

“Thank you for the dance, Princess,” I say formally, though what I want to do is claim her mouth and let everyone know exactly where my interests lie.

“The pleasure was mine, Your Majesty,” she replies with that perfect politeness, but her eyes dart around the room like she’s searching for escape routes.

I bow properly and step back, giving her space while my wolf protests the distance. “I look forward to our conversation tomorrow.”

She nods but doesn’t speak, and I wonder if I’ve overwhelmed her. The mate bond affects everyone differently—some embrace it immediately, while others need time to adjust to the intensity.

I force myself to turn away, to rejoin Edgar and my other advisors, to pretend this is just another diplomatic evening instead of the night that changed everything.

But I can’t stop watching her from across the room. Can’t stop cataloging the way she moves, the careful distance she maintains from other guests, the subtle tension in her shoulders that never quite relaxes.

Edgar appears at my elbow with a fresh wine glass and a concerned expression. “Well?”

“She’s not what the reports suggested,” I say quietly.

“Meaning?”

“She’s intelligent. Well-educated. Thoughtful in ways that don’t match her supposed vanity.”

“Or she’s exactly as manipulative as we feared, and she knows how to present herself to maximum advantage,” Isabella says, joining our conversation with her usual directness. “Draven, I’ve been watching her interactions with the other guests. She’s performing. Every gesture, every response, it’s all calculated.”

I want to argue, but Isabella’s observations are rarely wrong. Still, the mate bond makes it difficult to think clearly about potential threats from my other half.

“What kind of performance?” I ask.

“The kind that hides something significant,” Isabella replies. “Look at her now.”

I follow her gaze to where Princess Seraphina stands near the windows, apparently engaged in polite conversation with several Eastern nobles. But Isabella’s right—there’s something artificial about the interaction, as if she’s playing a role rather than genuinely engaging.

“She’s afraid,” I realize.

“Of what?” Edgar asks.

That’s the question, isn’t it? What could possibly frighten a princess in her own palace, surrounded by her father’s guards and allies?

The evening continues around us—diplomatic conversations, political posturing, the careful dance of international relations. I participate when required, but my attention keeps drifting back to her.

Finally, as the gathering begins to wind down, I approach King Alaric directly. The Eastern monarch is deep in conversation with several of his advisors, but he brightens when he sees me approaching.

“King Draven! I trust you’ve enjoyed the evening?”

“Immensely,” I reply, though my focus isn’t on diplomatic pleasantries. “I was hoping to discuss potential trade agreements between our kingdoms. Perhaps we could arrange a private meeting tomorrow?”

Alaric’s eyes light up with obvious avarice. Trade agreements mean profit, and he’s notorious for his love of gold over governance.

“Of course! I would be delighted to explore new opportunities for cooperation between our territories.”

What I’m really asking for is time with his daughter, but he doesn’t need to know that yet. Let him think this is purely business—it will be easier to negotiate once I understand what I’m dealing with.

“Excellent. Shall we say mid-morning?”

“Perfect. I’ll have my advisors prepare—”

A commotion near the main doors cuts him off. Raised voices, the sound of someone protesting. I turn to see what’s happening and freeze.

Princess Seraphina is being escorted—no, dragged—from the ballroom by two guards in Eastern colors. Her composure has finally cracked, revealing genuine terror in her wide eyes as she’s pulled toward a side corridor.

This isn’t protocol. This isn’t normal. Princesses aren’t manhandled by their own guards at diplomatic functions.

“Excuse me,” King Alaric says hurriedly, his face flushed with embarrassment. “A small matter that requires attention. Please, enjoy the remainder of the evening.”

He rushes after his daughter and the guards, leaving me standing in the middle of the ballroom with my wolf snarling for blood and my mind reeling with questions that don’t have safe answers.

Whatever is happening in the Eastern Kingdom, Princess Seraphina is at the center of it. And whether she knows it or not, she’s now under my protection.

The mate bond won’t allow anything else.
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POV: ELARA


The guard’s hands bite into my arms as he drags me through the stone corridors. My slippers scrape against the cold floor, the sound echoing off the walls like a death march. Every step takes me closer to Princess Seraphina’s chambers, and my wolf whimpers deep inside me, sensing the danger that waits behind those ornate doors.

“Move faster,” the guard growls, his grip tightening until I’m sure there will be bruises. But bruises are nothing new. I’ve learned to wear them like jewelry—hidden beneath silk sleeves and practiced smiles.

The doors to Seraphina’s chambers slam open, and I’m shoved inside with enough force that I stumble to my knees. The purple silk of her gown—my gown, the one I wore tonight—pools around me like spilled blood. My hands shake as I try to steady myself on the marble floor, but I don’t dare look up yet. I know what’s waiting for me.

“So.” Seraphina’s voice cuts through the air like a blade. “The little shadow thinks she can steal my thunder.”

I keep my eyes down, staring at the intricate pattern of the rug beneath my knees. “Your Highness, I don’t understand—”

The slap comes so hard it snaps my head to the side. Pain explodes across my cheek, and I taste blood where my teeth cut my lip. The metallic tang fills my mouth, familiar and bitter.

“Don’t you dare lie to me!” Seraphina’s voice rises to a shriek. “I saw how he looked at you. How the Northern King couldn’t take his eyes off you all evening. What did you do?”

My hand flies to my burning cheek, and I finally look up at her. Seraphina stands over me in her nightgown, her face twisted with a rage I’ve seen too many times before. But tonight, there’s something else in her eyes. Something that makes my blood freeze.

Jealousy.

“I did exactly what you told me to do,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “I smiled. I spoke when spoken to. I followed every rule you gave me—”

“Liar!” She strikes me again, this time with her ringed hand. The stones cut into my skin, and I feel warm blood trickle down my temple. “You did something. You said something. No man looks at me like that when I’m standing right there!”

I want to tell her the truth. That the Northern King wasn’t looking at me at all—he was looking at her. That the mate bond snapped between us like lightning, recognizing souls that belong together. That every fiber of my being screamed for a man who thinks I’m the woman who beats me bloody.

But I can’t. Because the truth would kill me faster than her rage ever could.

“I swear to you, Your Highness,” I say, pressing my forehead to the floor in submission. “I did nothing wrong. I was you, just as you commanded.”

“No.” Seraphina’s voice drops to a dangerous whisper. “You were never me. You’re just a pathetic servant playing dress-up, and somehow you’ve forgotten your place.”

She walks to her writing desk, her silk slippers barely making a sound on the marble. When she turns back, she’s holding a letter opener, the silver blade gleaming in the candlelight.

“Perhaps I need to remind you,” she says, testing the point with her finger. “Perhaps the usual methods aren’t enough anymore.”

My wolf claws at the inside of my chest, begging me to run, to fight, to do anything but kneel here and accept whatever fresh hell she’s planning. But there’s nowhere to go. There never is.

“Guards!” Seraphina calls out sweetly. “I need my whipping post prepared. And bring rope.”

The blood drains from my face. The whipping post. She’s only used that twice before, and both times I couldn’t walk for days afterward. But this feels different. Worse.

Two guards enter, their faces carefully blank. They’ve learned not to show emotion when Princess Seraphina decides to play with her favorite toy. One of them carries coiled rope, and the other drags in the wooden post I know too well.

“Strip her,” Seraphina commands, settling into her chair like she’s preparing to watch a performance. “I want every mark to show.”

The word ‘no’ dies in my throat. I’ve learned better than to refuse a direct order. My hands shake as I reach for the laces of the purple gown—her gown, the one that made the Northern King’s eyes burn with something I don’t dare name.

“All of it,” Seraphina says when I hesitate at my chemise. Her smile is sharp enough to cut glass. “I want everyone to see what happens to servants who forget their place.”

The silk whispers as it falls to the floor, leaving me exposed and shivering in the cold chamber. I cross my arms over my chest, but Seraphina clicks her tongue.

“Hands at your sides. You have nothing I haven’t seen before—nothing that’s yours to hide.”

The guards bind my wrists to the post with rope that bites into my skin. I press my cheek against the worn wood and try to disappear inside my own mind. It’s a skill I learned long ago—how to separate my soul from my body when the pain becomes too much.

“Twenty lashes,” Seraphina announces, and I hear her footsteps as she approaches with the whip. “And I want them to count.”

The first strike tears across my back like fire. I bite my lip to keep from screaming, tasting blood again. The second cut crosses the first, and white-hot agony shoots through my entire body.

I retreat deeper into my mind, thinking about storm-grey eyes and the impossible pull I felt when they met mine across the ballroom. The mate bond. It has to be. Nothing else could explain the way my wolf sang when he looked at me, the way every cell in my body reached for his.

The third lash falls, and the fourth, and I lose count somewhere around seven. But even through the haze of pain, I can’t stop thinking about him. About the way he said Princess Seraphina’s name like it was something precious. About how he wants to court the woman whose hands are painting my back with blood.

The cruel irony of it makes me want to laugh and sob at the same time. Fate gave me a mate who can never truly see me, who desires the mask I’m forced to wear while the real me disappears a little more each day.

“That’s enough.” Seraphina’s voice sounds far away. “Leave her there until morning. Let her think about what happens when servants get ideas above their station.”

I hear footsteps retreat, the door closing with a soft click that seals my fate. The ropes hold me upright against the post, and every breath sends fresh waves of agony through my torn back. Blood drips steadily onto the marble floor beneath my feet.

But it’s not the physical pain that breaks me. It’s the knowledge that tomorrow, I’ll have to heal these wounds and put on her face again. I’ll have to smile at my mate and charm him and make him fall in love with the woman who destroys me.

I don’t know how long I hang there. Time moves strangely when you’re dancing on the edge of consciousness. But eventually, I hear a soft gasp from the doorway.

“Oh, child.” Margaret’s voice is thick with tears. “What has she done to you?”

I try to speak, but only a croak comes out. Margaret’s gentle hands work at the ropes binding my wrists, and when they finally give way, I collapse into her arms.

“I’ve got you,” she whispers, lowering me carefully to the floor. “I’ve got you, dear one.”

She produces a bottle of healing salve from somewhere in her apron, and her touch is so gentle I want to cry. This is what kindness feels like—hands that heal instead of hurt, voices that comfort instead of condemn.

“Why does she hate me so much?” I whisper as Margaret tends to the worst of the cuts. “I’ve never done anything to her.”

Margaret’s hands still for a moment. When she speaks, her voice is careful. “Some people can’t bear to see goodness in others, child. It reminds them of what they lack in themselves.”

“I’m not good,” I say, thinking about the lies I’ll have to tell tomorrow, the deception I’ll have to maintain. “I’m just a shadow.”

“No.” Margaret’s voice is firm. “You’re so much more than that. And someday, someone will see it.”

If only she knew. Someone already has seen it—but he thinks he’s seeing someone else entirely.

Margaret helps me to my feet when she’s done with the salve, and together we make our way to my tiny room in the servants’ quarters. She tucks me into bed like I’m a child, pulling the thin blanket up to my chin.

“Rest now,” she says, pressing a cup of willow bark tea into my hands. “You need to heal.”

But I know there’s no real healing for wounds like these. They’ll close, they’ll fade, but they’ll never truly heal. Just like my heart.

For three days, I stay hidden in my room, emerging only when Margaret brings food or more salve. My back is a mess of scabs and healing cuts, but the deepest wounds are the ones no one can see.

On the second day, I hear the servants whispering in the corridors outside my door.

“The Northern King asked about Princess Seraphina again.”

“Wanted to know her daily routine.”

“Asked what she likes to read, what music she prefers.”

“He’s smitten, that one is.”

I pull my pillow over my head, trying to block out their voices. But their words follow me into my dreams, where storm-grey eyes ask Princess Seraphina what her favorite flower is, and I have no answer because I’ve never been allowed to have preferences.

On the third day, Margaret comes to my room with more than just healing supplies
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