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ARIANNA

The silk of my ceremonial gown clung to my skin like a second layer of anxiety, too tight across my ribs where my lungs struggled to draw breath. White. Virginal. Pure. Everything an omega was supposed to be on the night she was claimed by her destined mate. The fabric whispered against the stone floor of the Great Hall as I walked, each step measured and deliberate, my bare feet cold against the ancient rock that had witnessed a thousand such ceremonies before mine.

My heart hammered so violently I could feel it in my throat, my wrists, behind my eyes—a frantic drumbeat that drowned out the ceremonial drums echoing through the vaulted ceiling. The Silvermoon Pack had gathered in full force, hundreds of wolves arranged in concentric circles around the raised dais where Alpha Darius waited. Where my mate waited.

The word still felt foreign on my tongue, impossible. Darius Silvermoon—tall, broad-shouldered, with hair the color of burnished copper and eyes like storm clouds—was the Alpha’s son, the pack’s golden heir. And I was… nothing. An omega. Daughter of a dead healer and a father who’d abandoned me before I could walk. I’d spent my entire life scrubbing floors, tending gardens, making myself as invisible as possible.

But the mate bond didn’t care about status. When our eyes had met three days ago across the pack training grounds, the world had tilted sideways. The pull had been instantaneous, overwhelming—a golden thread snapping into place between us, vibrating with destiny and promise. He’d felt it too; I’d seen the recognition flare in his eyes before he’d turned and walked away without a word.

Now, he stood before the entire pack, waiting to make me his.

My hands trembled as I ascended the three steps to the dais, and I curled my fingers into the fabric of my gown to still them. The Pack Elder, a wizened woman with silver hair braided to her waist, stood between us, her face serene as she began the ancient words of the mating ceremony.

“Under the gaze of the Moon Goddess, we gather to witness the sacred union of destined mates…”

I risked a glance at Darius. He stood rigid, his jaw clenched so tightly I could see the muscle jumping beneath his skin. His hands were fists at his sides, knuckles white with tension. Something cold slithered down my spine, coiling in my stomach like a serpent.

This was wrong.

The Elder continued, her voice rising and falling in the ritualistic cadence. “Do you, Darius Silvermoon, accept this bond gifted by the Moon Goddess herself? Do you claim Arianna Thorne as your mate, your equal, your destined partner?”

Silence.

The word hung in the air, expected and necessary. A simple “I do.” Two syllables that would change everything.

Darius’s throat worked as he swallowed. His eyes—those beautiful storm-gray eyes that had haunted my dreams for three nights—met mine, and what I saw there made my knees weaken. Not love. Not even acceptance.

Disgust.

“No.”

The word cracked through the hall like a whip. Around us, the pack collectively inhaled, a sharp gasp of shock that echoed off the stone walls. My body went numb, starting from my fingertips and spreading inward, freezing everything it touched.

“I refuse,” Darius said, his voice gaining strength, growing louder. He turned from me to address the assembled pack, his shoulders squared with authority. “I will not be bound to an omega. The Moon Goddess erred in her pairing.”

Somewhere behind me, someone laughed—a cruel, tittering sound quickly stifled. Heat flooded my cheeks, burning away the numbness, replacing it with something worse. Shame. It crawled across my skin like fire ants, biting and relentless.

“Darius—” the Elder began, her voice sharp with warning.

“She’s worthless,” he continued, and each word was a blade sliding between my ribs. “An omega with no societal status, no family, no value to this pack. Binding myself to her would be an offense—an insult to my position, to my father’s legacy, to everything this pack stands for.”

My vision blurred at the edges, darkness creeping in. I wanted to run, to shift and flee into the forest where I could die quietly, alone. But my body wouldn’t obey. My feet remained rooted to the dais, legs shaking so badly I had to lock my knees to stay upright.

“The bond—” the Elder tried again.

“Can be broken,” Darius finished coldly. He finally looked at me again, and the contempt in his gaze stole what little breath remained in my lungs. “I, Darius Silvermoon, reject you, Arianna Thorne, as my mate. I sever this bond in the name of the pack’s strength and my own honor.”

The words were formal, binding. The moment they left his lips, something inside my chest shattered.

I’d heard about rejection before—whispered stories of mates who couldn’t accept their bonds, who chose pride or duty over destiny. But no one had ever described the pain. It was like having my heart torn from my chest while still beating, every nerve ending screaming in agony. The golden thread between us—that beautiful, shimmering connection—snapped with such violence that I actually stumbled backward, my hand flying to my chest.

A sound escaped my throat, something between a gasp and a sob, too raw and broken to be called either.

The mate bond unraveling felt like dying. Like every cell in my body was being ripped apart and reconstructed wrong, jagged and incomplete. My wolf—normally a quiet, gentle presence in the back of my mind—howled in anguish, clawing at the inside of my skull.

I fell to my knees, the white silk pooling around me like spilled milk. The stone was hard and cold beneath my legs, grounding me when everything else felt like it was spinning away into nothing.

“Remove her,” Darius said, his voice flat and emotionless now that the rejection was complete.

Hands gripped my upper arms—rough, unforgiving. Beta Marcus, Darius’s second-in-command, hauled me to my feet with none of the gentleness befitting an omega. My legs wouldn’t hold me; I sagged between the two warriors who’d been summoned to drag me away.

As they pulled me from the dais, I caught a glimpse of faces in the crowd. Some looked away, uncomfortable. Others watched with undisguised satisfaction, pleased to see an omega put in her place. A few—very few—held pity in their eyes, but not one of them spoke up.

Not one.

The warriors dragged me through the Great Hall, my feet scraping uselessly against the floor, leaving white petals from my ceremonial crown scattered in my wake. The pack parted before us like water, creating a wide berth as if rejection were contagious.

They threw me into the omega quarters with such force that I hit the wooden floor hard, palms scraping against rough boards. The door slammed shut behind me, the lock clicking into place with terrible finality.

In the sudden silence, broken only by my ragged breathing, I curled into myself on the floor. The pain of the severed bond pulsed through every heartbeat, a phantom limb that ached and burned and hurt. My wolf whimpered, a sound so pitiful it broke something in me that the rejection hadn’t quite managed.

Tears came then—hot and fast and endless. They soaked into the floorboards, into my ruined ceremonial gown, into the cracks of my shattered heart.

Hours passed. Maybe days. Time lost meaning in the dark.

When I finally managed to drag myself to the small cot in the corner, my body felt like it belonged to someone else—heavy and foreign and wrong. I lay there, staring at the ceiling, watching shadows dance across the wooden beams as night deepened outside my single window.

That’s when I heard them.

Voices, low and conspiratorial, drifting through the thin wall that separated my room from the corridor beyond. I recognized Darius’s voice immediately, that smooth baritone that had once made my heart skip.

“…dispose of her quietly. My father agrees—we can’t have a rejected omega wandering around, spreading her stench of failure.”

Another voice, older. Alpha Thaddeus, Darius’s father. “There’s a buyer already. Alpha Lucian of the Bloodmoon Pack. He’s looking for… servants. Apparently he pays well for broken wolves.”

“The tyrant?” Darius laughed, sharp and cruel. “Perfect. I hear he has a special hatred for omegas. She’ll suffer there.”

“Indeed. Marcus will handle the transaction tomorrow at the neutral ground. No witnesses, no questions.”

Their footsteps retreated, leaving only silence.

I lay perfectly still, my tears dried to salt tracks on my cheeks, my body empty of everything but a cold, settling numbness.

Sold.

I was going to be sold.

Like livestock. Like property. From one prison to another, from a pack that rejected me to an Alpha who hated what I was.

My fingers curled into the thin blanket, nails digging into fabric. The pain in my chest had dulled to a constant ache, a hollow space where my heart used to be. But beneath it, something else stirred—something harder and sharper than grief.

Anger.

Because I had done nothing wrong. I hadn’t chosen the mate bond. I hadn’t asked to be born an omega. I had simply existed, trying to survive in a world that valued me less than dirt.

And now I would be sold to a monster.

I turned my face to the wall, pulling the blanket over my head, and let the darkness take me. Tomorrow, my life would change again. Tomorrow, I would meet the Alpha they called the tyrant.

Tomorrow, I would learn if there were fates worse than rejection.

But tonight—tonight I was still Arianna Thorne, daughter of no one, rejected by her destined mate, worth less than the ground she walked on.

Tonight, I was still just a worthless omega.

And the Moon Goddess, wherever she watched from, offered no comfort at all.
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ALPHA LUCIAN

The message had arrived three days ago, delivered by a nervous courier who’d practically thrown the sealed envelope at my Beta before fleeing back across the border. I didn’t blame him. Most wolves who entered Bloodmoon territory left with nightmares, if they left at all. My reputation preceded me like the stench of death—calculated, cultivated, and entirely deserved.

I turned the heavy parchment over in my hands now, studying the Silvermoon Pack’s wax seal for the hundredth time. The letter itself was brief, almost insultingly so. “Alpha Lucian, we have acquired a female omega, recently rejected, in need of placement. She is healthy, obedient, and available for purchase. If interested, meet us at the Crossing Stone at dawn, three days hence. Alpha Thaddeus Silvermoon.”

Acquired. As if she were a piece of furniture. Placement. As if she were a problem to be solved.

My wolf stirred in my chest, a low growl of displeasure rumbling through my consciousness. I shared the sentiment. I had no use for omegas—no use for their weakness, their tears, their inevitable betrayals. The last omega I’d allowed near me had destroyed everything I loved. Elena, my first mate, had died because I’d trusted the wrong wolf, let sentimentality cloud my judgment. Never again.

Yet here I sat in my study at four in the morning, dressed for travel, the letter crushed in my fist.

“You don’t have to go,” Kael said from the doorway. My Beta leaned against the frame, arms crossed over his broad chest, his dark eyes studying me with the familiarity of someone who’d known me for twenty years. “Tell them you’re not interested. Burn the letter. Forget it exists.”

I should. Every rational part of my brain screamed that I should ignore this summons, stay in my territory, continue the isolated existence I’d built for myself. I had everything I needed—a strong pack, secure borders, enough fear-based respect that no one dared challenge me. I didn’t need complications. Especially not in the form of a rejected omega.

But something about the letter had lodged itself under my skin like a splinter, irritating and impossible to ignore. Perhaps it was the clinical coldness of the language, the casual cruelty of selling a living being like cattle. Perhaps it was the memory of Elena’s face when she’d begged me to trust her friend, the omega spy who’d later slit her throat. Perhaps it was simply morbid curiosity.

“I’m going,” I said, rising from my desk. The leather chair creaked in relief as my weight left it. At six-four and two-hundred-forty pounds of muscle, I broke furniture regularly. “Prepare an escort. Six warriors, armed.”

Kael’s eyebrow rose. “You expecting trouble at a simple transaction?”

“I expect treachery,” I corrected, shrugging into my long black coat. “It’s kept me alive this long.”

The ride to the neutral ground took two hours, the forest thick and dark even as dawn began to paint the sky in shades of bruised purple and sickly orange. The Crossing Stone marked the boundary between three territories—Silvermoon to the east, my own Bloodmoon to the west, and the unclaimed wilderness to the north. It was a massive boulder, easily twenty feet tall, carved with ancient territorial markers that predated any current pack.

We arrived to find them already waiting.

Alpha Thaddeus stood beside the stone, his silver hair catching the early light, his bearing regal despite the distasteful nature of his errand. Beside him was his son—Darius, if memory served—a younger version of his father with copper hair and an expression of profound boredom. Two warriors flanked them, and between them…

My breath caught.

She was small—painfully so—barely reaching Darius’s shoulder even standing at her full height. They’d dressed her in a plain gray dress that hung loose on her frame, the fabric doing nothing to hide how thin she was, how fragile. Her dark hair fell in tangled waves past her shoulders, partially obscuring her face as she stared at the ground. Silver chains bound her wrists in front of her body, the metal glinting cruelly in the dawn light. Standard protocol for “purchased wolves,” meant to establish dominance, to break spirit.

But it was her scent that hit me like a physical blow.

Moonflowers and rain. Clean and pure and utterly incongruous with the chains, the dirt smudged on her cheek, the purple bruise blooming along her jaw. My wolf surged forward, pressing against my consciousness with an intensity I hadn’t felt in a decade. Every instinct I possessed screamed at me to rip those chains off, to kill the males who’d dared put them on her, to—

I crushed the reaction brutally, shoving my wolf back with an iron will. No. I would not be ruled by instinct, not when it came to omegas. That path led only to death and betrayal.

“Alpha Lucian.” Thaddeus stepped forward, extending his hand in greeting. I ignored it, my eyes fixed on the girl instead. She still hadn’t looked up, but I saw her shoulders tense, saw her breathing quicken slightly. She knew I was watching her.

Thaddeus lowered his hand, unperturbed by the slight. “As stated in my letter, we have an omega available for purchase. She’s young, healthy, and fully trained in household duties. A recent… complication… necessitates her relocation.”

“Complication.” I let the word hang in the air, heavy with implication. “You mean rejection.”

Darius’s jaw tightened, the first real emotion I’d seen from him. “The bond was unsuitable. I had every right to sever it.”

I finally dragged my gaze from the girl to study the young Alpha. Arrogance rolled off him in waves, mixed with something else. Regret? No—frustration. He was angry, but not at the rejection itself. At something else.

Interesting.

“Show me,” I commanded, my voice flat and cold. The tone I used when I wanted absolute obedience, no questions.

Thaddeus gestured to his warriors. One of them grabbed the girl’s arm—too roughly, his fingers digging into her flesh—and yanked her forward. She stumbled, nearly falling, but caught herself at the last moment. The chain between her wrists jangled with the movement, a sound that set my teeth on edge.

For the first time, she looked up.

The world stopped.

Her eyes were the color of amber honey shot through with gold, framed by thick lashes that couldn’t hide the exhaustion, the pain, the carefully banked defiance burning in their depths. Her face was heart-shaped, delicate, with high cheekbones and a full mouth currently pressed into a thin line. Beautiful—devastatingly so—but that wasn’t what froze me in place.

It was the look in those eyes. Broken, yes. Hurting, absolutely. But not defeated. Not empty. There was still fire there, buried deep beneath layers of trauma and rejection, but alive. Breathing. Waiting.

She held my gaze for exactly three seconds before dropping her eyes again, but it was enough. My wolf went absolutely feral, clawing at my control, howling demands I couldn’t begin to process. Mine. Protect. Claim.

No. Not possible. Not again.

“Name,” I said, my voice coming out rougher than intended.

“Arianna Thorne,” Thaddeus answered when she remained silent. “Daughter of Margaret Thorne, deceased. Father unknown. Twenty-two years old, never bonded, no living relatives.”

No one to miss her. No one to ask questions. How convenient.

I circled her slowly, forcing myself to examine her clinically, as I would any potential purchase. She was indeed thin, probably hadn’t been eating properly since the rejection. The severed mate bond did that—killed appetite, made sleep impossible, turned the body against itself in grief. Her wrists were raw beneath the chains, rubbed bloody from struggling or perhaps simply from poor fit. The bruise on her jaw was fresh, maybe a day old. Someone had hit her, and recently.

My hands curled into fists at my sides.

“Your price,” I demanded, stopping in front of Thaddeus again.

The older Alpha smiled, and it was the smile of a man who thought he held all the power. “Ten thousand.”

I heard Kael’s sharp inhale behind me. It was an obscene amount—easily triple what any omega was “worth” on the black market. They were trying to fleece me, banking on desperation or stupidity.

“Five,” I countered flatly.

“Eight,” Thaddeus volleyed back. “She’s young, trainable, and—”

“Has a severed mate bond that will take months to heal, visible injuries that suggest abuse, and the stink of rejection that will make her difficult to integrate into any pack.” I let my voice drop into a growl. “I’m being generous at five.”

Darius stepped forward, his face flushing with anger. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. She’s—”

“Worthless?” I finished, throwing his own word back at him. I’d done my research. News of spectacular public rejections traveled fast in werewolf circles, and the Silvermoon ceremony had been gossiped about extensively. “Wasn’t that your assessment at the mating ceremony? ‘An offense to your person,’ I believe were your exact words.”

The young Alpha’s face went from red to white. Beside him, Arianna’s head snapped up, her eyes finding mine again. This time, I saw shock in their depths, and something else. Gratitude? No—recognition. She understood that I’d just revealed I knew exactly how they’d treated her, that I wasn’t coming into this blind.

Good. Let her know I wasn’t a fool.

Thaddeus’s smile had frozen into something brittle. “Seven thousand. Final offer.”

I could have negotiated further. Should have walked away entirely. But my wolf was demanding I take her from these males who’d hurt her, who were selling her like property, who clearly wanted her gone for reasons they weren’t sharing.

“Six,” I said. “And you tell me why you’re really selling her.”

Silence. Thaddeus and Darius exchanged glances, some unspoken communication passing between father and son. Finally, Thaddeus sighed.

“She’s developed… an ability. Something in her bloodline that my researchers have identified. Rare. Potentially valuable.” His eyes glittered with greed barely suppressed. “But she’s too weak to handle it properly, too uneducated to understand it. She’d be wasted here. You, however, have resources. Training facilities. You could… develop her potential.”

Lies. Not complete fabrications, but heavily edited truth. They’d found something in her bloodline, yes—that much rang true. But the rest? They wanted her gone because that ability made her dangerous to them somehow, or valuable to someone else. Someone they feared.

“Six thousand,” I repeated. “Take it or I walk.”

Another pause. Then Thaddeus nodded sharply. “Done.”

Kael stepped forward with a lockbox containing the payment—gold coin, untraceable and universally accepted among packs. Thaddeus’s warriors counted it methodically while I approached Arianna again.

She watched me come, her body tensing, preparing for… what? Violence? More humiliation? I could smell her fear now, sharp and acrid beneath the moonflowers and rain. But she didn’t cower. Didn’t beg. Just stood there, chin lifted slightly despite the chains, despite everything.

“Remove them,” I ordered, gesturing to the silver restraints.

The warrior holding her key looked to Thaddeus, who nodded. The chains fell away with a clatter that seemed too loud in the morning stillness. Arianna’s hands immediately went to her wrists, rubbing the raw skin gingerly.

“She’s yours,” Thaddeus said, already turning to leave. “Good luck, Alpha Lucian. You’ll need it.”

They were gone within minutes, disappearing into the forest with their gold, leaving Arianna standing alone by the Crossing Stone. She swayed slightly, exhausted and probably light-headed from stress and lack of food. My wolves had formed a loose semicircle behind me, waiting for orders.

I studied her for a long moment, this small, broken creature I’d just purchased for reasons I couldn’t fully articulate even to myself. She stared back, those honey-gold eyes searching my face for clues about her fate.

“Can you ride?” I asked.

She blinked, clearly not expecting the question. “I… yes, Alpha.”

Her voice was soft, musical despite the tremor of fear running through it. It slid under my skin like silk, and my wolf purred in response. I crushed that reaction immediately.

“Kael,” I called without looking away from her. “Get her a horse. We’re leaving.”

As my Beta moved to obey, I finally broke eye contact, turning toward my own mount. But I heard her whisper, so quiet it was almost lost to the wind: “Thank you.”

I didn’t respond. Didn’t acknowledge the words. Because I hadn’t bought her out of kindness or mercy. I’d bought her because my instincts demanded it, because something about her called to parts of me I’d thought long dead, because walking away had felt impossibly wrong.

And that terrified me more than any enemy I’d ever faced.

The ride back to Bloodmoon territory was silent. Arianna rode between two of my warriors, her posture rigid with pain and exhaustion. I could feel her eyes on my back periodically, studying me, trying to understand what kind of monster had just bought her freedom from one hell only to drag her into another.

She’d learn soon enough. I was exactly the monster they said I was. I’d killed omegas before—the spy who’d murdered Elena had died screaming beneath my claws. I’d sworn never to trust another, never to let one close enough to betray me again.

Yet here she was, this broken little omega with secrets in her bloodline and defiance in her eyes, following me home like a ghost I couldn’t exorcise.

The forest gave way to Bloodmoon territory as the sun climbed higher, painting everything in shades of gold and green. My pack lands were darker than most—thicker forests, deeper shadows, a wilderness that reflected the Alpha who ruled it. As we crossed the boundary, I felt Arianna’s fear spike through her scent, sharp and immediate.

Good. Let her be afraid. Fear would keep her cautious, keep her from trying anything foolish.

My mansion loomed ahead, three stories of dark stone and iron, more fortress than home. I’d built it that way intentionally—defensible, imposing, a physical manifestation of the walls around my heart. As we dismounted in the courtyard, pack members gathered to watch, their expressions ranging from curiosity to outright hostility.

Word had spread that I was bringing home an omega. They wouldn’t like it.

I didn’t care.

“Kael,” I said, my voice carrying across the courtyard. “Take her to the omega wing. Third floor, east side. Assign her a room.”

“Yes, Alpha.” Kael approached Arianna carefully, offering his hand to help her dismount. She took it, her movements stiff and pained. As her feet touched the ground, she stumbled, catching herself on the horse’s flank.

I was moving before conscious thought, crossing the distance between us in three strides, my hand gripping her elbow to steady her. The contact sent electricity racing up my arm, into my chest, spreading through my entire body like wildfire. Our eyes met again, and I saw my own shock reflected in her gaze.

No. No, no, no.

I released her as if she’d burned me, stepping back quickly. But the damage was done. My wolf was howling in triumph, and I could smell it on her too—the beginnings of recognition, the first stirrings of a bond I absolutely could not, would not accept.

“Get her out of my sight,” I snarled at Kael, my voice coming out harsher than intended. “Now.”

Arianna flinched, but Kael was already moving, guiding her toward the mansion’s side entrance. I watched them go, my jaw clenched so tightly I tasted blood where I’d bitten the inside of my cheek.

This couldn’t be happening. The Moon Goddess couldn’t be this cruel, this vindictive. To give me a second-chance mate—and an omega at that. An omega who’d already been rejected once, who carried secrets in her bloodline, who looked at me with those impossibly expressive eyes and made me feel things I’d sworn never to feel again.

I stood in the courtyard long after everyone else had dispersed, staring at the door she’d disappeared through, my hands shaking with the effort of not following her.

Finally, I turned and stalked toward my study, slamming the door behind me hard enough to crack the frame. The bottle of whiskey I kept for emergencies called to me from the cabinet, and I poured three fingers with unsteady hands.

The Moon Goddess had given me a second chance at a mate.

I’d just have to make sure I never took it.
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ARIANNA

The room was smaller than a storage closet.

I stood in the doorway, Kael’s massive frame blocking most of the light from the hallway behind me, and tried to process what I was seeing. A narrow bed pushed against one wall, its metal frame rusted at the joints. A single wooden chair with one leg shorter than the others. A cracked mirror hanging above a basin that had seen better days, probably decades ago. One window—small, barred, overlooking what appeared to be the back courtyard where I could already hear the sounds of warriors training.

This was it. This was my new life.

“I know it’s not much,” Kael said, and there was genuine apology in his voice that surprised me. The Beta was enormous, easily as tall as Alpha Lucian though not quite as broad, with kind dark eyes that seemed at odds with the warrior’s scars decorating his arms. “The omega quarters haven’t been used in… well, in a long time. I’ll have some of the pack members bring up fresh linens, maybe a lamp.”

I nodded because words felt impossible. My throat was tight, my body aching from the rough ride and the days of barely sleeping, barely eating, barely existing in the wake of Darius’s rejection. Every breath hurt, like my lungs had forgotten how to properly expand. The severed mate bond throbbed in my chest like an infected wound, constant and nauseating.

“The Alpha’s instructions were clear,” Kael continued, his tone shifting to something more formal, more careful. “You’re to stay out of his sight. Your duties will be assigned tomorrow morning—probably kitchen work, maybe gardens. Keep your head down, do your work, don’t cause trouble.” He paused, then added quietly, “And whatever you do, don’t seek him out. He’s not… he doesn’t do well with omegas.”

The warning was clear, and I understood what he wasn’t saying. Alpha Lucian hated what I was. The rumors about him had reached even our isolated pack—the tyrant Alpha who’d slaughtered an entire omega division after one betrayed him. Who ruled through fear and iron control. Who showed mercy to no one, especially not the weak.

I’d been sold to a monster who despised my very existence.

“I understand,” I managed, my voice barely above a whisper.

Kael studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. “Look, I know this isn’t ideal. I know you’ve been through hell. But Alpha Lucian… he’s not what the rumors make him out to be. He’s hard, yes. Unforgiving, absolutely. But he’s not cruel without cause.” He met my eyes directly. “Give him space, follow the rules, and you’ll be safe here. Safer than wherever you came from, I’d wager.”

With that dubious reassurance, he left, closing the door behind him with a soft click that somehow felt final, like the closing of a coffin lid.

I stood in the center of my new prison—because that’s what it was, really, just a different cell with slightly better furniture—and felt the last of my composure crumble. My legs gave out, and I sank to the floor, my back against the bed frame, my arms wrapped around my knees. The tears I’d been holding back since the Crossing Stone finally came, hot and silent, streaming down my cheeks and dripping onto the worn wooden floorboards.

Everything hurt. My wrists where the silver chains had rubbed them raw. My jaw where one of Thaddeus’s warriors had backhanded me yesterday for moving too slowly. My chest where the mate bond used to live, now just an aching emptiness that pulsed with every heartbeat. But worst of all was the bone-deep exhaustion, the soul-crushing weariness of being utterly, completely alone.

I cried until I had nothing left, until my eyes were swollen and my throat was raw and my body was just an empty shell. Then I dragged myself onto the narrow bed, not bothering to remove my dirty dress or shoes, and stared at the cracked ceiling as afternoon light filtered weakly through the barred window.

Sleep should have been impossible, but my body had other ideas. I drifted in and out of consciousness, caught in a gray space between waking and dreaming where Darius’s voice echoed on repeat—worthless, offensive, nothing—mixed with the cold appraisal in Alpha Lucian’s golden eyes as he’d circled me like I was livestock.

When I finally woke properly, the light had shifted to deep purple, sunset painting the sky in bruised colors that matched how I felt inside. My stomach cramped painfully, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since… when? Yesterday morning? The day before? Time had become fluid and meaningless.

A soft knock at the door made me freeze. Then a female voice, young and uncertain: “Um, hello? I’m supposed to bring you dinner?”

I pushed myself upright, every muscle protesting, and crossed to the door. Opening it revealed a girl who couldn’t have been more than sixteen, with strawberry-blonde hair pulled into a messy bun and freckles scattered across her nose. She held a tray with a bowl of something that smelled like stew, a hunk of bread, and a cup of water.

“I’m Maya,” she said, offering a hesitant smile. “I work in the kitchens. Kael said you’d probably be hungry.” Her eyes traveled over me, taking in my disheveled appearance, my swollen eyes, my general state of devastation. Her expression softened with sympathy. “Oh, honey. You look like you’ve been through a war.”

The kindness in her voice nearly undid me all over again. I accepted the tray with shaking hands. “Thank you.”

Maya lingered in the doorway, chewing her bottom lip like she was debating whether to say more. Finally, she blurted out, “Look, I know the Alpha seems scary and everyone’s got their stories, but he’s not actually evil. He’s just… damaged. Broken, really. After what happened with Luna Elena—” She cut herself off abruptly, her eyes widening. “Sorry. I shouldn’t gossip. It’s just, you looked so terrified earlier, and I wanted you to know it’s not all bad here. The pack takes care of its own, even the omegas. Well, we used to have more omegas, but—” Another abrupt stop. “I’m just going to stop talking now.”

I managed a weak smile despite everything. “It’s okay. I appreciate the information. And the food.”

She brightened considerably. “I’ll come check on you tomorrow, okay? And if you need anything—like, anything at all—just ask for me in the kitchens. I’m there most days from dawn till dinner.”

After she left, I sat on the bed with the tray balanced on my lap and forced myself to eat. The stew was rich and hearty, clearly made with care, and the bread was fresh enough to still be warm. My stomach rebelled at first, unused to food after days of starvation, but I pushed through, knowing I needed the strength. Whatever came next, I couldn’t face it on an empty stomach.

Night fell properly while I ate, darkness creeping into my small room like a living thing. I found a lamp on the chair—Kael must have had someone bring it while I slept—and managed to light it after several tries with the matches left beside it. The weak flame pushed back the shadows but somehow made the space feel even smaller, more confining.

I moved to the window, pressing my face against the bars to look out at the grounds below. The training courtyard was empty now, the warriors presumably at dinner or in their quarters. Beyond it, I could see the edge of the forest, dark pines swaying in the evening breeze. The moon was rising, nearly full, its silver light painting everything in shades of gray and white.

Somewhere out there, Darius was going about his life, probably celebrating his narrow escape from an unsuitable mate. Thaddeus was counting his gold, pleased with a profitable transaction. And I was here, in this tiny room, belonging to an Alpha who’d made it clear he wanted me nowhere near him.

The thought should have brought relief—after all, an Alpha who avoided me couldn’t hurt me. But instead, I felt a strange, hollow disappointment that I couldn’t quite explain. Something had happened at the Crossing Stone, when Alpha Lucian had caught my arm to steady me. A spark, a jolt of recognition that had nothing to do with gratitude or fear and everything to do with something deeper, more primal.

My wolf had responded to him. Even broken and grieving as she was, she’d lifted her head at his touch, had wanted to lean into his strength, to—

No. I shut down that train of thought immediately. I was being ridiculous, probably delusional from stress and exhaustion. Alpha Lucian had purchased me like property. He’d made it abundantly clear I was to stay out of his sight. Whatever my damaged wolf thought she’d felt was just desperation, the pathetic grasping of a rejected omega looking for any connection to ease the pain.

I turned from the window and began examining my new space more thoroughly. The basin had running water, at least—cold, but clean. I found a sliver of soap on the small shelf beside it and a threadbare towel hanging from a hook. The chair wobbled dangerously when I tested it but would probably hold my weight if I was careful. The bed’s mattress was thin but serviceable, and someone had indeed left fresh linens folded at the foot of it while I’d slept.

Small mercies.

I stripped out of my filthy dress—the gray thing they’d put me in for the sale, now stained with dirt and sweat and tears—and washed as best I could with the cold water and soap. My reflection in the cracked mirror showed a stranger: hollow-eyed, gaunt-faced, with purple shadows under her eyes and a fading bruise on her jaw. My dark hair was a tangled mess, and when I tried to run my fingers through it, they got stuck in the knots.

This was what rejection looked like. This was what being sold did to a person.

I braided my hair loosely to keep it out of my face and pulled on the simple nightgown I found in the room’s only drawer—probably left by the last omega who’d occupied this space, whoever she’d been. Then I remade the bed with the fresh linens, grateful for the small task that kept my hands busy and my mind from spiraling.

As I worked, I noticed something carved into the wooden bed frame, hidden where the mattress usually covered it. Letters, crude and small, scratched into the wood with something sharp. I traced them with my finger, puzzling out the words: “Survived 247 days. M.K.”

Someone else had been here. Another omega, counting her days, marking her survival. What had happened to M.K.? Had she earned her freedom? Been transferred to another pack? Or had she met the fate that the rumors suggested awaited omegas in Bloodmoon territory?

I shivered despite the room’s stuffiness and climbed into bed, pulling the thin blanket up to my chin. The mattress smelled faintly of lavender and dust, and through the barred window, I could hear the distant sounds of the pack settling in for the night. Laughter from somewhere below. The clang of dishes being washed. The howl of a wolf on patrol, answered by another farther away.

Normal sounds. Pack sounds. The kind of community I’d been part of my entire life, even as an omega relegated to the margins. But here, in this small room, I’d never felt more separate, more isolated.

The severed mate bond chose that moment to flare with pain, a sharp reminder of what I’d lost. I pressed my hand to my chest, breathing through it, waiting for the wave to pass. This was how it would be now—random spikes of agony interspersed with the dull, constant ache. The healers said it would fade eventually, that rejected bonds healed with time, but the pain would leave scars. Invisible wounds that never quite closed.

I closed my eyes, trying to summon sleep, but my mind kept returning to Alpha Lucian. To the way he’d looked at me, those molten gold eyes seeing too much, cataloging every bruise, every weakness. To the roughness in his voice when he’d ordered Kael to get me out of his sight—was that anger? Disgust? Or something else entirely?

And that moment when he’d touched my arm—the electricity that had shot between us, the way his entire body had gone rigid before he’d jerked away like I’d burned him. What had that been? Why had my wolf responded so strongly to an Alpha who clearly wanted nothing to do with me?

Questions without answers circled endlessly in my head until finally, mercifully, exhaustion dragged me under into fitful sleep.

I dreamed of golden eyes and silver chains, of running through endless forests while something pursued me that I couldn’t name. Of Darius’s cruel laughter mixing with a deeper voice that promised both safety and danger in equal measure. Of standing at a crossroads with paths stretching in every direction, all of them leading into darkness.

When I woke to weak sunlight filtering through my barred window, my cheeks were wet with tears I didn’t remember crying, and my body ached like I’d actually been running all night. The severed bond pulsed dully in my chest, a reminder that some wounds were too deep to heal with simple rest.

I lay there for a long moment, staring at the water-stained ceiling, trying to summon the energy to face whatever this day would bring. My first full day in Bloodmoon territory. My first day as Alpha Lucian’s… what? Property? Servant? The purchased omega he couldn’t stand to look at?

A sharp knock at my door jolted me upright. Before I could respond, it swung open to reveal a severe-looking woman in her fifties, with iron-gray hair pulled into a tight bun and eyes like chips of ice.

“You’re the new omega,” she stated, not a question. “I’m Agnes, head of household staff. Your duties begin in twenty minutes. Kitchen work, as Beta Kael indicated. You’ll report to Cook for assignments.” Her gaze raked over me, taking in my disheveled state with obvious disapproval. “Make yourself presentable. We maintain standards in this house, regardless of… circumstances.”

She was gone before I could respond, the door clicking shut with finality.

I scrambled out of bed, my heart racing. Twenty minutes. I had to wash, dress, make myself look like something other than the broken mess I was. I splashed cold water on my face, scrubbing away the salt tracks from my nighttime tears, and braided my hair tightly. The only clothes I had were the filthy gray dress from yesterday or the nightgown I’d slept in.

Another knock, softer this time. Maya poked her head in, her expression sympathetic. “Thought you might need these,” she said, holding out a bundle of clothes. “They belonged to one of the kitchen girls who left last month. Should fit you well enough.”

I could have cried from gratitude. “Thank you. So much.”

She grinned. “What are friends for? Now hurry up and change. Agnes is a terror when people are late, and you don’t want that on your first day.”

The clothes were simple—a dark blue dress with long sleeves and a practical apron, thick stockings, and sturdy shoes that were only slightly too large. I dressed quickly, my fingers clumsy with nervousness, and followed Maya down a narrow staircase that led to the service areas of the mansion.

The kitchen was enormous, all stone and copper and open flames, with at least a dozen people already at work preparing what I assumed was breakfast for the pack. The heat hit me immediately, along with the smells of baking bread, frying meat, and something sweet that made




























