

  [image: Cover]




Aurora Benoit

Rise of the Rejected Omega


A Second Chance Paranormal Romance





  
    First published by Zeansyl Pub 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Aurora Benoit


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Author’s Note
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  



  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








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Aria pov




My knees hit the cold marble with a dull thud as I scrubbed the grand hall floor. Dawn light filtered through the massive windows, casting long shadows across the polished stone that would soon be stained again by muddy boots and spilled wine. The brush in my hand moved in mechanical circles, just like it had every morning for the past three years since I turned seventeen and was deemed old enough for the “honor” of cleaning the pack house’s main hall.

The water in my bucket had turned gray an hour ago, but I didn’t dare ask for fresh. Not today. Not when the anniversary of my parents’ death hung over me like a storm cloud, making every breath feel heavy and every movement sluggish. Twenty years ago today, they’d died in what Alpha Kane called a “hunting accident.” But I’d seen the way his eyes glittered when he told me the story on my eighteenth birthday last month. Like he was sharing a private joke.

I paused in my scrubbing, my reflection staring back at me from the wet marble. Storm-gray eyes that held too much pain for someone barely twenty. Raven-black hair that I kept braided tight against my skull to avoid giving anyone a reason to touch it. Pale skin marked with small scars from years of “accidents” in the kitchen and laundry.

“You’re moving too slow, Omega.”

I flinched at the voice but didn’t look up. Beta Thompson’s boots appeared in my line of sight, expensive leather that I’d polished just yesterday. “The hall needs to be finished before the pack wakes for breakfast.”

“Yes, sir.” The words tasted like ash, but I’d learned long ago that arguing only brought pain. I dipped my brush back in the murky water and resumed scrubbing, ignoring the way my back ached from being hunched over for hours.

Beta Thompson’s boots shifted, and I braced myself. But he just walked away, his footsteps echoing in the empty hall. Small mercies.

I worked in silence as the pack house slowly came to life around me. Servants hurried past with their heads down, none of them meeting my eyes. We all knew the rules. Don’t speak unless spoken to. Don’t look directly at anyone above your station. Don’t expect kindness, and you won’t be disappointed.

The breakfast bell would ring soon, and I still had three more sections to finish. My hands moved faster, the brush wearing thin from constant use. Just like me.

“Well, well. Look what we have here.”

My blood turned to ice. I knew that voice, had nightmares about it. Marcus Shadowmere, the Alpha’s son and future leader of our pack. Twenty-five years old with the kind of cruel beauty that made weak-minded girls forget how dangerous he was.

I kept scrubbing, hoping he’d lose interest and find someone else to torment. But his boots stopped right in front of me, close enough that I could smell his expensive cologne mixed with something darker. Something that made my wolf whimper and try to hide deeper inside me.

“I said look at me, Omega.”

My hands stilled on the brush. There was no choice. Never was with him. I raised my head slowly, keeping my eyes fixed on his perfectly polished boots.

“Higher.”

I lifted my gaze to his face and immediately wished I hadn’t. Marcus smiled down at me, but it wasn’t the kind of smile that brought warmth. It was the smile a predator wore when it had cornered its prey.

“My chambers need cleaning,” he said, his voice deceptively casual. “The maids seem to have… forgotten their duties lately.”

Every instinct I had screamed danger. Marcus’s chambers were in the private wing, far from the main areas where other servants might hear if someone screamed. And the maids hadn’t forgotten their duties. They’d learned to avoid him after what happened to Sarah last month. She’d been transferred to another pack territory the very next day, her eyes hollow and her spirit broken.

“I’m assigned to the main hall, sir,” I said carefully. “Perhaps one of the chamber maids could—”

“Are you refusing me?” His voice dropped to a whisper, but somehow that made it more terrifying than if he’d shouted.

“No, sir. I just—”

“Then you’ll come with me. Now.”

He turned and walked toward the private wing without looking back. I stayed frozen for a moment, brush still in my hand, water dripping onto the marble I’d just cleaned. Run, my wolf whispered. Run now while you still can.

But there was nowhere to go. This was pack territory, and I was an omega with no family, no protection, no value beyond the work I could do. If I ran, they’d drag me back. And then things would be so much worse.

I stood on shaking legs and followed him.

Marcus’s chambers were at the end of a long hallway lined with portraits of dead Alphas. Their painted eyes seemed to watch as I walked past, and I wondered if they’d all been monsters too, or if that was something special about the current bloodline.

The door to his rooms stood open, and the smell hit me immediately. Stale alcohol, unwashed bedding, and something sour that made my stomach turn. Marcus stepped inside and gestured for me to follow.

The sitting room looked like a battlefield. Broken bottles littered the floor, expensive furniture was overturned, and dark stains covered the Persian rugs. But it wasn’t random destruction. This was deliberate. Calculated. He’d destroyed his own rooms to give me a reason to be here, to explain why I was alone with him behind closed doors.

“Quite a mess, isn’t it?” Marcus closed the door behind me with a soft click that sounded like a death sentence. “I had some friends over last night. They can be so… enthusiastic.”

I bent to pick up the largest pieces of broken glass, my hands trembling. Maybe if I worked quickly, efficiently, he’d lose interest. Maybe if I kept my head down and my mouth shut, I could finish and leave with my dignity intact.

“Leave that.”

I froze, a jagged piece of crystal halfway to the waste basket.

“I said leave it.” His voice was closer now, right behind me. “We need to discuss your… compensation for this extra work.”

I straightened slowly, still holding the glass. In the morning light streaming through his window, I could see my reflection in the sharp edges. Fractured. Broken into a thousand pieces, just like everything else in this room.

“The pack provides everything I need, sir.” My voice came out steady, which was a miracle considering how hard my heart was pounding.

Marcus laughed, and the sound made my skin crawl. “Oh, sweet little Aria. You think scraps from the pack kitchen and a mattress in the servants’ quarters is all you deserve?”

He moved around to face me, and I kept my eyes fixed on the floor. But I could feel his gaze like a physical touch, sliding over me in a way that made me want to scrub my skin raw.

“I could give you so much more,” he continued, his voice dropping to what he probably thought was a seductive whisper. “Pretty dresses, jewelry, your own room in the family wing. All you have to do is please me.”

The glass cut into my palm where I gripped it too tightly. The pain helped me focus, helped me find my voice. “I’m grateful for your generosity, sir, but I’m content with my current position.”

“Content?” He stepped closer, and I could smell the alcohol on his breath from the night before. “You’re content scrubbing floors and emptying chamber pots? Content being treated like the dirt you clean?”

Yes, I wanted to scream. Yes, because it’s safe. Because no one expects anything from me except work. Because I can disappear into the walls and pretend I don’t exist.

But I couldn’t say that. So I said nothing.

Marcus reached out and tilted my chin up with one finger, forcing me to meet his eyes. They were the same cold blue as his father’s, empty of anything resembling kindness or mercy.

“You know what I think?” he said softly. “I think you’ve been waiting for this. Hoping for it, even. A chance to rise above your station, to be more than just another faceless servant.”

The glass slipped from my numb fingers and shattered on the floor between us. The sound seemed to break whatever spell had held him in check, because suddenly his hand was in my hair, fingers tangling in my braid and pulling hard enough to bring tears to my eyes.

“What do you say we make this simple?” His free hand trailed down my arm, and I wanted to throw up. “You can fight me and make this difficult for both of us. Or you can be a good girl and accept what I’m offering.”

“Please,” I whispered, hating how weak I sounded. “Please don’t.”

His smile widened. “There’s my answer.”

He lunged forward, his weight slamming me back against the wall hard enough to knock the breath from my lungs. His hands were everywhere, pawing at my simple dress, tearing at the fabric with desperate urgency.

“You should be grateful,” he panted against my ear. “Do you know how many girls would kill for this chance? To be chosen by the future Alpha?”

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. The room spun around me as his hands roamed where they had no right to be, as he pressed his body against mine and whispered horrible promises about what he was going to do.

But then I saw them. My parents’ faces, flickering in my memory like candleflames. My father’s gentle smile, my mother’s fierce determination. They’d died protecting what mattered to them. They’d never given up.

Neither would I.

The next few seconds blurred together like a nightmare. My claws extending without conscious thought. The satisfying resistance as they raked across Marcus’s face, opening four parallel wounds from his left temple to his jaw. His scream of rage and pain as blood poured down his cheek.

The sick satisfaction I felt at hurting him, even a little.

“You little bitch!” He stumbled backward, one hand pressed to his bleeding face. “You actually—you dared to—”

I ran.

Through the doorway, down the hallway past the judging portraits, my bare feet slapping against the cold stone. Behind me, Marcus’s roars of fury echoed off the walls, growing louder as he gave chase.

“Guards!” His voice cracked with rage. “Stop her! Stop that omega!”

The pack house blurred around me as I ran. Servants pressed themselves against the walls as I passed, their faces showing a mixture of pity and relief that it wasn’t them being hunted. None of them tried to help. Why would they? Helping me would only bring the Alpha’s wrath down on their heads.

I burst through the main doors and into the gray morning light. The woods stretched out ahead of me, dark and welcoming, promising sanctuary if I could just reach them. My lungs burned and my legs shook, but I pushed myself harder, faster.

Almost there. Almost safe.

The first guard hit me from the side, his weight driving me to the ground so hard I tasted blood. The second one grabbed my arms before I could struggle, hauling me upright while the first one brushed dirt from his uniform.

“Thought you could run, did you?” Guard Captain Barnes smiled, but there was no humor in it. “Should have known better, girl. There’s nowhere to run to.”

They dragged me back through the trees, my heels digging furrows in the soft earth. Other guards had appeared from nowhere, forming a loose circle around us as we walked. Their faces showed the same cold satisfaction I’d seen in Marcus’s eyes. They enjoyed this. Enjoyed watching someone weaker than them get what they thought she deserved.

The pack had assembled in the main courtyard by the time we arrived. Word traveled fast in a place like this, especially when it involved blood and scandal. Alpha Kane stood on the raised platform they used for important announcements, his massive frame backlit by torches that cast dancing shadows across his face.

Marcus stood beside his father, a white bandage covering the left side of his face where my claws had found their mark. Even from a distance, I could see the rage burning in his uncovered eye.

“Bring her forward,” Alpha Kane commanded, his voice carrying easily across the courtyard.

The guards shoved me onto the platform and forced me to my knees before the Alpha. My torn dress hung in tatters around me, and I could feel blood trickling from cuts on my arms and legs. I must have looked like exactly what Marcus wanted them to think I was: a wild animal that had attacked without provocation.

“Aria Blackwood,” the Alpha said, his voice flat and emotionless. “You stand accused of assault upon my son, the future Alpha of this pack. How do you answer these charges?”

I lifted my head to meet his gaze, even though everything in me screamed to look away. “He attacked me first, Alpha. I was defending myself.”

A ripple of shocked murmurs ran through the crowd. Servants didn’t speak to Alphas that way. Servants certainly didn’t accuse the Alpha’s son of attempted rape in front of the entire pack.

Alpha Kane’s eyes narrowed. “That’s a very serious accusation, girl. Do you have any proof?”

“The state of his chambers,” I said desperately. “He destroyed them deliberately, to give himself a reason to—”

“Marcus?” The Alpha turned to his son. “What do you say to these claims?”

Marcus stepped forward, playing his part perfectly. His voice shook with what sounded like genuine hurt and betrayal. “Father, I’m ashamed to admit what really happened. I’ve been… lonely lately, and when Aria came to clean my chambers, she seemed so willing to listen. To comfort me.”

He paused, letting his voice break slightly. “I thought she cared about me. But when I explained that I couldn’t offer her marriage—that my duty to the pack came first—she became… violent. She said if she couldn’t have me as a mate, she’d make sure no one else could either.”

The lies rolled off his tongue like honey, sweet and poisonous. And the pack believed every word. I could see it in their faces, the way they looked at me with disgust and disappointment. Of course the servant girl had tried to seduce the Alpha’s son. Of course she’d attacked him when he’d rejected her advances. It fit their view of the world perfectly.

“I see,” Alpha Kane said slowly. “And the evidence of this… assault?”

Marcus gestured to his bandaged face. “Four claw marks, Alpha. Deep enough to scar. She would have blinded me if I hadn’t managed to fight her off.”

“No,” I whispered, but my voice was lost in the crowd’s growing anger.

“This behavior cannot be tolerated,” the Alpha continued, his voice rising to address the entire assembly. “An omega who attacks her betters, who dares to raise a hand against the future leader of this pack, has forgotten her place in the natural order.”

The torches flickered in the evening breeze, casting wild shadows that made the Alpha look like some ancient demon pronouncing judgment. “Therefore, by my authority as Alpha of the Shadowmere Pack, I sentence Aria Blackwood to immediate demotion to breeding slave status.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. Breeding slave. The lowest possible position in pack hierarchy, reserved for females who had committed the most heinous crimes against pack order. I would be stripped of what little agency I had, reduced to nothing more than a vessel for producing offspring for unmated males.

It was a fate worse than death.

The crowd’s approval washed over me like a tide of hatred. They nodded and murmured among themselves, satisfied that justice was being served. The uppity omega was finally getting what she deserved.

“Furthermore,” Alpha Kane continued, “to ensure this lesson is properly learned, the punishment will begin immediately.”

Marcus stepped forward, cracking his knuckles with obvious anticipation. His bandaged face couldn’t hide the cruel satisfaction in his visible eye. He’d won. Not only had he escaped consequences for his attempted assault, but he was about to get his revenge as well.

I closed my eyes and tried to think of my parents. Tried to remember their faces, their voices, anything that might give me strength for whatever was about to happen. But all I could feel was the cold night air against my skin and the weight of the pack’s judgment pressing down on me like a stone.

Marcus raised his fist, the gesture throwing his shadow across my kneeling form. I could hear his breathing, heavy with excitement, and smell his anticipation like acid in the air.

This was it. This was how my story ended. Not with dignity or defiance, but broken and bleeding on the platform where pack law was dispensed. Just another omega who’d forgotten her place and paid the price.

“Stop.”

The word cut through the night like a blade forged in starlight. It wasn’t loud, but somehow it carried more authority than all of Alpha Kane’s shouting. The entire pack went silent, even the wind seeming to hold its breath.

I opened my eyes to see a figure emerging from the shadows at the edge of the courtyard. Tall and broad-shouldered, moving with the kind of predatory grace that marked him as an apex predator even before he stepped into the torchlight.

When he did, the breath caught in my throat.

Prince Caspian Nightfall stood before us like something out of a fairy tale. Six feet four inches of pure masculine power, midnight-black hair that caught the torchlight like silk, and ice-blue eyes that seemed to see straight through to a person’s soul. He wore his authority like a second skin, commanding attention simply by existing.

But it was more than his royal blood or his political power that made every person in that courtyard take a step back. It was something primal, something that called to the deepest instincts of every wolf present.

Our eyes met across the platform, storm-gray locking with ice-blue, and the world exploded into sensation. Heat raced through my veins like liquid fire. My wolf, who had been cowering in the depths of my mind since Marcus’s attack, suddenly surged forward with a strength that made me gasp.

Mate, she whispered, her voice filled with wonder and desperate hope. Mate.

The connection hit Prince Caspian at the same moment, I could see it in the way his eyes widened, in the sharp intake of breath that made his broad chest expand. His wolf recognized mine just as clearly, the ancient bond igniting between us like lightning splitting the sky.

Everything else faded away. The hostile crowd, the Alpha’s judgment, even the pain from my wounds became distant and unimportant. There was only him, only us, only this moment when destiny reached out with silver fingers and changed everything forever.

The mate bond pulsed between us, golden and warm and absolutely certain. After twenty years of pain and loneliness, after a lifetime of believing I was worthless and unwanted, the goddess had finally shown me why I’d had to suffer.

This moment. This man. This impossible, perfect connection that made every breath I’d ever taken worth it.

Prince Caspian stepped onto the platform, and I could see the same stunned recognition in his face that I felt in my own heart. Neither of us had expected this. Neither of us had been looking for it.

But here it was anyway, burning bright as a star and twice as beautiful.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Caspian POV




The moment my eyes locked with hers, the world exploded.

The mate bond hit me like a physical blow, stealing the breath from my lungs and sending my wolf into complete chaos. Every rational thought I possessed scattered as primal recognition roared through my blood. Mine. The word echoed in my head with such force I had to grip my hands into fists to keep from reaching for her.

But she was an omega. A servant. This couldn’t be happening.

My wolf didn’t care about rank or politics or the hundred reasons this was impossible. He only knew that our mate was standing there with storm-gray eyes wide with the same shock I felt, her raven hair catching the torchlight like spilled ink. The scent of strawberries and rain filled my nostrils, and I had to lock my knees to keep from falling to them.

She felt it too. I could see it in the way her pupils dilated, in the slight parting of her lips as if she couldn’t quite catch her breath. Her wolf was calling to mine across the space between us, and every instinct I possessed screamed at me to answer.

This couldn’t be real. The Moon Goddess had a cruel sense of humor if she thought I’d accept—

“Your Highness.” Alpha Kane’s voice cut through my internal war, sharp with confusion and barely concealed panic. “I wasn’t aware you were… interested in pack justice.”

I forced my gaze away from the girl—Aria, I’d heard them call her—and focused on the fat, corrupt excuse for an Alpha standing before me. The smell of lies clung to him like cheap cologne, making my lip curl in disgust.

“I’m interested in truth,” I said, letting my royal authority flow through every word. The assembled pack members immediately dropped their gazes, their wolves recognizing a power far greater than their Alpha’s. “And I smell nothing but deception here.”

Kane’s face went pale, but Marcus stepped forward with that arrogant smirk that made me want to rip his throat out. The scratches across his face were already healing, but I could still smell his blood mixed with something else. Fear. Guilt.

“Your Highness, surely you understand that pack discipline—”

“Requires truth to be just.” My voice cut across his like a blade. “Tell me exactly what happened here. And Marcus…” I let my gaze settle on the future Alpha, watching him squirm under the weight of my stare. “Choose your words carefully. I can smell a lie from a mile away.”

Marcus’s story was full of holes you could drive a carriage through. His scent reeked of deception, and his eyes kept darting away from mine. But it was the girl’s scent that told me everything I needed to know. Fear, yes, but also righteous anger. And beneath it all, the sweet truth that sang to my wolf like a siren’s call.

She was innocent. Everything in me knew it with absolute certainty.

“Fascinating tale,” I said when Marcus finished his pathetic performance. “Now I’d like to hear from the accused.”

“Your Highness,” Kane protested, “surely the word of an omega—”

“Is worth more than the lies of a dozen false Alphas.” The temperature around us seemed to drop ten degrees as my power leaked out. “The girl will speak.”

I turned to Aria, and she lifted her chin with a dignity that took my breath away. Despite her torn dress and the blood on her arms, despite facing a crowd that wanted to see her destroyed, she stood like a queen. My wolf preened with pride.

“I defended myself,” she said quietly, but her voice carried across the clearing like a bell. “Marcus Shadowmere attempted to force himself on me. When I refused, he tried to take what wasn’t his to claim. I fought back because no one—no matter their rank—has the right to my body without my consent.”

The simple truth of her words hit me like a punch to the gut. This brave, beautiful creature had nearly been violated, and these animals wanted to punish her for protecting herself. The rage that built in my chest was so intense I had to breathe through my nose to keep from shifting right there.

“You claim he forced you,” I said, keeping my voice level despite the fury boiling in my veins, “yet your Alpha calls you a seductress. Which is true?”

Those storm-gray eyes met mine without flinching. “I have never seduced anyone in my life, Your Highness. I have spent my twenty years in this pack keeping my head down and my hands busy. The only crime I committed was believing my refusal would be respected.”

The conviction in her voice, the steady way she held my gaze—everything about her screamed honesty. And the mate bond hummed with satisfaction at her strength, at the fire burning beneath her careful submission.

She was magnificent.

“I see.” I turned back to Kane, letting my displeasure show on my face. “It seems we have a disagreement about the facts. Fortunately, I have a solution.” I smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “I claim her.”

The words fell into the silence like stones into still water. Kane’s mouth dropped open, and Marcus looked like I’d just punched him in the face.

“Your Highness?” Kane stammered. “I don’t understand—”

“Royal prerogative,” I said calmly, though my heart was hammering against my ribs. “As heir to the Northern Crown, I have the right to claim any wolf who catches my interest. I claim this one as my personal attendant.”

It was an old law, rarely used, but perfectly legal. And it would get her away from these monsters immediately.

“But she’s been sentenced—” Marcus started.

“By a corrupt court based on false testimony.” My voice dropped to a growl that made several pack members step back. “Are you questioning my judgment, boy?”

Marcus paled and shook his head quickly. Smart of him.

“Excellent.” I turned to the guards flanking Aria. “Escort her to the guest quarters. She’ll need medical attention and proper clothing for travel.” I caught the lead guard’s eye, letting my wolf rise just enough that my iris flashed from blue to gold. “If so much as a hair on her head is harmed while she’s in your care, I’ll personally ensure you spend the rest of your very short life regretting it.”

The guard swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, Your Highness.”

As they led Aria away, she turned back to look at me, confusion and something that might have been gratitude shining in her eyes. The mate bond pulled tight in my chest, and I had to resist the urge to follow her.

I had work to finish here first.

Once she was out of sight, I turned back to Kane and Marcus, letting my mask slip just enough that they could see the predator underneath.

“Gentlemen,” I said conversationally, “let me be very clear about something. If I discover that this young woman has been mistreated, abused, or otherwise harmed during her time in this pack, there will be consequences. The kind of consequences that end bloodlines.”

Kane’s face went gray. “Your Highness, surely—”

“Furthermore,” I continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “if any harm should befall her or anyone associated with her after I leave this place, I will consider it a personal insult. And I respond to insults very poorly.”

I stepped closer to Marcus, close enough that he could feel the heat radiating off my skin as my wolf prowled just beneath the surface.

“Do we understand each other?”

Marcus nodded jerkily, his arrogance finally cracking enough to let the fear show through.

“Good.” I stepped back and brushed an imaginary piece of lint off my sleeve. “I’ll be departing at dawn. I trust my new attendant will be ready to travel.”

I turned on my heel and walked away, leaving them to contemplate the wreckage of their little power play. But even as I moved toward the guest quarters, my mind was reeling.

I had a mate. After thirty-three years of assuming I’d never find her, she’d literally fallen into my lap. And she was everything I’d never expected—strong, brave, beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with her rank or breeding.

She was also completely unsuitable. An omega with no family, no connections, no political value whatsoever. My advisors would have collective heart attacks when they found out.

But the mate bond didn’t care about politics or bloodlines. It only cared that she was mine, and I was hers, and the Moon Goddess herself had decreed our union.

The question was what the hell I was supposed to do about it.

I found myself at the door to the guest quarters before I’d consciously decided to come here. My hand was raised to knock before I caught myself and dropped it to my side.

What was I doing? I couldn’t just waltz in there and… what? Claim her properly? Explain about the mate bond? She probably didn’t even know what was happening to her.

But I needed to see her. Needed to make sure she was all right, that those animals hadn’t done permanent damage. The protective instincts coursing through me were so strong they made my teeth ache.

I knocked softly on the door.

“Come in,” came her voice, softer now without the crowd watching.

I pushed open the door to find her sitting on the edge of the bed, a bowl of water and some bandages beside her. She’d managed to clean most of the dirt from her face, but I could see the bruises blooming along her arms where Marcus had grabbed her.

The sight of those marks sent fresh rage shooting through me, but I forced myself to remain calm. She’d had enough violence for one night.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, stepping into the room but keeping my distance. The space suddenly felt too small, the air thick with her scent and the electricity crackling between us.

“Confused,” she admitted, dabbing at a cut on her palm with shaking hands. “Why did you help me? You don’t even know me.”

I moved closer without thinking about it, drawn by the mate bond and the sight of her trying to tend her own wounds. “Let me.”

She tensed when I reached for the cloth, but she didn’t pull away. Her skin was warm and soft under my fingers as I gently cleaned the cut, and I had to grit my teeth against the wave of possessiveness that crashed over me.

“You didn’t answer my question,” she said quietly.

I looked up into those storm-gray eyes and felt my carefully constructed control slip another notch. “Because what happened to you was wrong. Because you deserve better than this pack’s idea of justice.”

“And because you’re my mate,” I didn’t say, though the words burned in my throat.

She studied my face as if trying to read my thoughts. “I don’t understand any of this. This morning I was scrubbing floors, and now…”

“Now you’re free of this place,” I finished, setting the cloth aside. “Free of Alpha Kane and his son’s… attentions.”

Her laugh was bitter. “Free to serve a different master.”

The word ‘master’ coming from her lips made my wolf snarl in protest. “I’m not your master, Aria. I’m…” I stopped, uncertain how to finish that sentence. What was I to her? Her mate, yes, but she didn’t know that yet. Her savior? That sounded arrogant even in my own head.

“You’re Prince Caspian Nightfall,” she said simply. “And I’m nobody.”

“You’re not nobody.” The words came out sharper than I’d intended, and she blinked in surprise. “Sorry. I just… you’re braver than half the warriors I know. What you did back there, standing up for yourself against impossible odds… that took real courage.”

A flush of color rose in her cheeks, and I realized it might have been the first genuine compliment she’d received in years. The thought made my chest ache.

“I was terrified,” she admitted.

“Courage isn’t the absence of fear,” I told her. “It’s doing what’s right despite the fear.”

We stared at each other in the lamplight, and I felt the moment stretching between us like a taut string. There was so much I wanted to tell her, so much she deserved to know. But how could I explain about mate bonds and destiny when she’d just escaped one nightmare? How could I add the burden of royal expectations to shoulders that had carried enough?

“I never expected to find my mate,” I heard myself saying, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. “Honestly, I’d started to think the Moon Goddess had forgotten about me entirely.”

Her eyes widened. “You… you don’t have a mate?”

“I do now,” I said quietly, holding her gaze. “But it’s… complicated.”

Understanding dawned in her face, followed quickly by something that might have been panic. “Me?”

I nodded, watching her process the revelation. I could practically see her mind racing, trying to make sense of everything that had happened.

“But I’m an omega,” she whispered.

“You’re my omega,” I corrected, then winced at how possessive that sounded. “What I mean is—”

A knock on the door interrupted me, and I turned to see one of my guards peeking in apologetically.

“Your Highness? Forgive the intrusion, but your convoy is prepared for departure. The horses are saddled and the supplies loaded.”

I glanced at the window and was surprised to see the first gray light of dawn creeping across the sky. Had we really been talking that long?

“Thank you, Captain. We’ll be right out.”

The guard nodded and withdrew, leaving us alone again. But the spell was broken, the real world intruding on our fragile bubble of honesty.

“I should let you finish preparing,” I said, though every instinct screamed at me to stay. “We have a long journey ahead.”

She nodded, but I caught the flash of disappointment in her eyes before she hid it. “Where are we going?”

“Home,” I said simply. “To Nightfall Palace.”

The words sounded strange even to me. I’d never brought a woman home before, let alone my mate. The court was going to be in chaos when they found out.

But that was a problem for later. Right now, all that mattered was getting her away from this place and somewhere safe where I could figure out what the hell I was going to do with a mate I couldn’t claim publicly.

“Aria,” I said as I reached the door. She looked up at me, and the trust in her eyes nearly brought me to my knees. “Whatever happens next, whatever challenges we face… you’re under my protection now. No one will ever hurt you again.”

It was a promise I meant with every fiber of my being, even if I had no idea how I was going to keep it.

Twenty minutes later, I sat on my horse at the head of my convoy, watching as Aria emerged from the guest quarters in simple traveling clothes. She looked small and lost among my guards, clutching a tiny bundle that probably contained everything she owned in the world.

But she walked with her head high, that same dignity that had impressed me the night before still burning bright despite everything she’d endured.

As we rode away from Shadowmere territory, I caught her looking back once at the place that had been her prison for twenty years. I wondered what she was thinking, what she was feeling as she watched her old life disappear into the morning mist.

Then she turned forward, focusing on the road ahead, and I felt something shift in my chest. Whatever came next, whatever complications awaited us at court, we’d face them together.

The mate bond hummed with satisfaction at the thought, and for the first time in hours, I allowed myself to smile.

My omega was coming home.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Aria POV


The carriage wheels stopped grinding against gravel, and I knew our journey was over. My hands trembled as I smoothed down the simple dress they’d given me—rough cotton, but cleaner than anything I’d owned at Shadowmere. Through the small window, shadows of pine trees gave way to something that made my breath catch in my throat.

Nightfall Palace rose before us like a dark jewel carved into the mountainside itself. The obsidian towers twisted upward into the gray sky, their black surfaces gleaming despite the overcast morning. Gothic arches and flying buttresses spoke of ancient power, while massive windows of crystalline glass hinted at modern luxury I couldn’t even imagine. The palace seemed to grow from the very mountain, as if the Moon Goddess herself had shaped it from shadow and stone.

“Out you come then,” the guard said, not unkindly. His voice held none of the cruelty I was used to from Shadowmere.

I stepped down on shaking legs. The air here smelled different—cleaner, touched with pine and something wild I couldn’t name. Behind me, Prince Caspian emerged from his own carriage, his ice-blue eyes taking in his home with satisfaction. Even tired from travel, he commanded the space around him simply by existing.

“Home,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.

The palace doors—massive things of carved oak and iron—swung open as we approached. Servants in crisp uniforms hurried out, forming neat lines on either side of our path. I’d never seen so many people move with such precise coordination. At Shadowmere, servants scrambled and stumbled. Here, they flowed like water.

“Welcome home, Your Highness,” they chorused.

Caspian nodded acknowledgment, then turned to me. “Mrs. Rothwell will see to your needs.”

Before I could respond, he was gone, striding through those imposing doors with servants falling into step behind him. I stood alone on the marble steps, suddenly aware of how small I was in this place of giants.

“Miss Blackwood, I presume?”

I spun around to find a woman approaching—middle-aged, with steel-gray hair pulled into a severe bun and sharp blue eyes that seemed to see everything. Her black dress was simple but perfectly cut, marking her as someone with authority.

“Y-yes, ma’am.”

“I’m Mrs. Rothwell, head housekeeper. Come along—we’ve much to do and little time to do it.”

I hurried after her through corridors that seemed to stretch forever. The palace was a maze of marble and mahogany, crystal chandeliers casting rainbow patterns on walls hung with tapestries depicting ancient wolf hunts. My bare feet whispered against floors so polished I could see my reflection.

Servants bustled everywhere—dusting priceless vases, arranging flowers that must have cost more than I’d earned in a year, carrying silver trays laden with delicacies I couldn’t name. They all moved with purpose, their uniforms immaculate, their faces calm. So different from the frantic, fearful energy at Shadowmere.

“Mary, Sarah, come here,” Mrs. Rothwell called.

Two young women appeared as if summoned by magic. Both were probably close to my age, with friendly faces and curious eyes.

“This is Miss Blackwood, Prince Caspian’s new personal attendant. She’ll need proper attire immediately.” Mrs. Rothwell’s gaze swept over my rough dress with disapproval. “Something befitting her position.”

Before I could protest, gentle hands guided me into a smaller chamber off the main corridor. Bolts of fabric lined the walls—silk and wool in colors I’d only dreamed of. Mary and Sarah moved around me with practiced efficiency, measuring and pinning, their chatter filling the stunned silence I couldn’t seem to break.

“Hold still, miss,” Mary said, kneeling to pin a hem. “We’ll have you looking proper in no time.”

“Such lovely hair,” Sarah added, fingering my black curls. “The prince has good taste.”

My cheeks burned at the implication, but I said nothing. What could I say? That the prince had saved me from a fate worse than death? That the mate bond burned between us even though I was nobody special? That I didn’t understand why I was here or what he wanted from me?

“Enough chatter,” Mrs. Rothwell interrupted. “Miss Blackwood, when you’re finished here, come to my office. We have matters to discuss.”

The dresses they provided were simple but beautiful—deep blue wool for daily wear, crisp white cotton for formal occasions, and a midnight black gown that made my skin look like porcelain. Each one fit perfectly, as if made for my body alone. When I looked in the mirror, I barely recognized the girl staring back.

“You clean up well,” Sarah said with a grin.

“Thank you,” I whispered. The words felt strange on my tongue. At Shadowmere, no one had ever complimented my appearance except to mock it.

Mrs. Rothwell’s office was tucked away behind the kitchens, a small but comfortable space lined with ledgers and household inventories. She gestured for me to sit in the chair across from her desk, then poured tea from a delicate porcelain service.

“Sugar?” she asked.

I nodded, too overwhelmed to speak. The tea was the finest I’d ever tasted—smooth and warm, with hints of bergamot and honey.

“Now then,” Mrs. Rothwell began, settling behind her desk. “Prince Caspian has requested you serve as his personal attendant. This is an unusual arrangement, as His Highness hasn’t required such service since childhood.”

“I don’t understand,” I said quietly. “What does a personal attendant do?”

Her smile was kind but measured. “You’ll manage his private chambers, serve his meals, tend to his clothing, and generally see to his comfort. You’ll also be privy to his daily schedule and private affairs.” She paused, studying my face. “It’s a position of great trust and significant responsibility.”

“I’ll do my best, ma’am.”

“I’m sure you will. But there are things you must understand about palace life.” Her
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