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POV: Diana

The silver chain is still warm from his hands.

I press two fingers against it where it rests at the base of my throat—a nervous habit I've already developed in the sixteen hours since he fastened it there. Sterling's fingers had been careful at my nape. Deliberate. The kind of careful that a man exercises when he's handling something he's decided to keep.

Last night, in the quiet of his private study, the fire had been burning low, casting golden light across the dark wood and his sharp features. He had pulled me close, one strong arm wrapping around my waist while the other lifted the delicate silver chain. His breath had been warm against my hair as he leaned in, lips brushing the sensitive skin just below my ear.

“Tomorrow,” he had murmured, voice low and rough with promise, the vibration of it traveling straight through me, “in front of everyone. You’ll have your name, Diana. I swear it.”

His fingers had lingered at my nape, tracing the line of my spine with slow, possessive strokes that made my breath catch. I had tilted my head instinctively, offering more, and he had taken the invitation without hesitation. His mouth followed his fingers—hot, open-mouthed kisses pressed along the curve of my neck, teeth grazing lightly at first, then harder, until a soft gasp escaped me and I pressed back against the solid heat of his body.

The scent of him—cedar and cold air mixed with the darker, warmer essence that was purely Sterling—had wrapped around me like a claim. Nyx had stirred even then, breathing Mate with quiet wonder. His free hand had slid beneath the hem of my dress, palm hot and rough against the smooth skin of my thigh, fingers teasing higher, stroking slowly, deliberately, until my knees weakened and I had to clutch his shoulders to stay upright.

He had kissed me deeply then, tongue sliding against mine in a slow, sensual rhythm that matched the movement of his fingers. I had moaned into his mouth, hips rocking helplessly against his hand as pleasure built in tight, coiling waves. The silver chain had settled cool and heavy against my collarbone while his body pressed flush to mine, hard and insistent, letting me feel exactly how much he wanted me.

For one suspended, perfect moment, with his scent flooding my senses and his touch setting every nerve alight, I had believed every word he said.

I had exhaled for what felt like the first time in three years.

I am still exhaling now, standing near the back of the Shadow Moon assembly hall in the ivory dress I chose for this exact moment, watching the Pack file into their ranked positions with the unconscious precision of people who've done this a thousand times. Betas in tailored suits. Gammas flanking the dais. Pack Warriors at every exit, arms crossed, faces professionally blank.

My heartbeat is loud enough that I'm certain the wolves nearest me can hear it.

I don't care.

He promised.

The great hall of Pack House has never once been a comfortable place for me. Black marble floors cold enough to feel through the soles of my heels. Iron chandeliers that cast everything in amber—beautiful in the way that a trap can be beautiful, carefully designed to impress and to intimidate in equal measure. I've spent years on the margins of rooms like this one, eyes down, ambitions quieter, making myself the size of someone who doesn't expect anything and therefore can't be disappointed.

I am not doing that today.

Today I stand with my spine straight and my chin level and the silver chain warm at my throat, and when the Pack's eyes find me—curious, some of them sharp with the particular attention of predators scenting a disruption in the hierarchy—I meet them. One by one.

Wolfless Diana, they used to call me, back when they called me anything at all. Omega with no Inner Wolf. A malfunction. A waste of a bloodline slot.

Not today.

Sterling steps onto the dais and the room changes the way rooms always change when he enters them—not dramatically, not with any single thing you could point to, but the air pressure shifts. Every dominant instinct in every wolf present recalibrates against him the way iron filings recalibrate around a magnet. He is twenty-six years old and he runs the most powerful Pack on the Eastern Seaboard and he does both things with the particular ease of someone who has never seriously entertained the possibility of losing.

He is wearing the black suit. No tie. Top button open.

My wolf—Nyx, whom I've spent three years pretending doesn't exist because it was easier than explaining why she'd never spoken—stirs.

Mate, she breathes. Like she always does when he's in the room. Like a compass finding north.

I press my fingers against the chain again, the metal still carrying the faint trace of his body heat from last night. The memory of his teeth grazing that same spot, the way his scent had deepened with arousal, the low growl in his throat when I had whispered his name like a plea—all of it floods back, making my skin flush even in the cool air of the hall.

Sterling's eyes sweep the hall. They find me the way they always find me—directly, without searching, as though I emit a frequency only he can track. Something moves across his expression. Too quick to name.

He's going to do it, I think. The thought arrives with a warmth that starts in my sternum and radiates outward. He's going to keep his word.

He reaches into the breast pocket of his jacket.

My eyes go there automatically. A box, I think. Or an envelope. Something that requires witnesses.

What he produces is a folded document.

The warmth in my chest does something complicated.

It's fine, I tell myself. Legal documents are how Packs formalize things. This is fine. This is normal.

Sterling steps down from the dais.

He walks toward me.

The hall goes quiet with the particular quality of quiet that precedes something irreversible—every wolf in the room holding their breath, hackles rising in that invisible, species-wide way that means something is happening to the hierarchy and no one is certain yet which direction it's going to move.

He stops in front of me.

I look up at him. He is close enough that I can smell the cedar and cold of him, the expensive restraint of his cologne underneath the darker, warmer thing that is just him—the thing Nyx responds to like an open flame. His expression is a wall. Every feature arranged with a precision that has nothing natural in it.

Sterling.

His hand closes around the silver chain at my throat.

For one suspended second I feel the warmth of his palm at my collarbone—and then he pulls, and the clasp snaps, and the chain is gone, and the skin where it rested goes so cold it burns.

The chain makes a small, bright sound against the fireplace grate.

Then the hiss of silver hitting flame.

The document strikes my face before I understand what's happening. The edge of the paper catches my cheekbone—sharp, absurd, the sting of something mundane in the architecture of a catastrophe. It drops to the marble between my feet.

My eyes go to it without my permission.

Renunciation of Mate Bond Agreement.

Clauses one through seventeen. Witnessed. Notarized.

The date at the top is yesterday's.

Yesterday. While his fingers were at my nape. While his breath was against my hair. While he was saying tomorrow, Diana, I swear.

The hall is absolutely silent.

Then Sterling turns to face his Pack, and his voice arrives from somewhere I have never heard before—below register, below anything recognizably personal, the frequency that moves through bone rather than air.

The Alpha Tone wraps around every spine in the room like a closing fist.

"This Omega attempted to exploit a fabricated bond claim to elevate her status within this Pack." Each word lands with the flat, absolute authority of a verdict being read. No hesitation. No flinch. "The claim is rejected. The bond is severed. As of this moment, she holds no status, no protection, and no right of belonging within Shadow Moon territory."

The room tilts.

Fabricated.

The word goes through me like a silver blade—specific, targeted, chosen for maximum damage. Not mistaken. Not unfounded. Fabricated. As in deliberate. As in calculated. As in: she knew what she was doing and she did it anyway.

"Pack Warriors." The Tone sharpens into a direct command, the kind that overrides the individual will of every wolf in the room who has a functioning instinct toward obedience. "Remove her from the premises. From this moment, she is not a member of this Pack. She is not under our protection. Any wolf who offers her shelter or aid will be considered complicit in her deception and dealt with accordingly."

He does not look at me.

Through all of it—every word, every clause, every surgical strike—he does not once look at me. He is addressing his Pack. He is addressing the room, the hierarchy, the cameras in his own mind that are recording this for posterity. He is doing all of it while I am standing eighteen inches away, and he will not give me the small, terrible dignity of meeting my eyes.

Look at me, I think. The thought is so loud it should be audible. You coward. You absolute coward. Look at what you're doing.

The Warriors are moving.

Two of them close in from my left and right—faces I know, men whose names I know, men who have eaten at tables near mine and nodded to me in hallways and never once been cruel. Their hands on my arms are professional. Practiced. The grip of men executing an order and not a choice.

"Wait—"

My voice comes out wrong. Cracked at the edges. The voice of someone who has just remembered, at the worst possible moment, exactly how much ground they were standing on and exactly how fast it can disappear.

"Sterling—"

Nothing.

His back is to me. His shoulders are set. The Elders on the dais are watching with the mild, settled expressions of men watching an account balance.

The great doors open.

February arrives like a verdict. Fourteen degrees and a wind that has crossed the open preserve without meeting anything tall enough to slow it down—it hits me in the chest and the bare skin of my arms simultaneously, and my body's first response is something that bypasses thought entirely. Pure, animal alarm.

The Warriors release me on the front steps.

They don't speak. They don't look at me. The doors close behind them with the sound of something being finalized.

I am standing in the snow in an ivory cap-sleeve dress with forty-three dollars in my bank account and the document still somehow in my hand. I don't remember picking it up. The paper is already going damp at the corners, snowflakes dissolving into the legal language—clauses one through seventeen, witnessed, notarized—and the ink beginning to run at the edges.

The cold reaches my bones with a speed that confirms what I've always suspected about the gap between wolves and whatever I am: they would survive this. I might not.

Inside my chest, in the place I've spent years insisting is empty, Nyx makes a sound I have no word for.

Not a howl. Not a cry. The sound a flame makes in the instant before it goes out—a last brightness, and then nothing.

He didn't just reject us, she says. Her voice is so quiet I feel it more than hear it. He erased us.

The snow is coming sideways now.

I fold the document along its existing creases. Tuck it into the bodice of the ivory dress, against my sternum, where it sits cold and damp and exact. A receipt. A record. Evidence of a transaction I did not agree to but that has been executed in my name regardless.

Evidence.

The word arrives from somewhere that isn't grief. Somewhere harder than grief, further back—the part of me that survived a childhood on the margins of a Pack that never wanted me, that learned early and permanently that sentiment is a luxury and clarity is a tool.

You wanted to erase me, Sterling Voss.

My first step off the stairs breaks through the surface ice and sinks into the drift below. The cold is immediate and total.

Then let's find out what I'm made of without your protection.

I walk.

I don't look back.

Not because it doesn't cost me. But because some things you only get to decide once—whether you are someone who looks back or someone who doesn't—and I have just decided, in the snow, in the ivory dress, with the document against my heart and Nyx gone quiet in my chest.

The Pack House disappears behind the tree line.

I keep walking.
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​Chapter 2: Exiled into the Blizzard
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POV: Sterling

The document has been in my jacket pocket since four in the morning.

I had it drafted at two. Signed it at three. Sat in my study after that with a glass of Scotch I didn't drink, watching the fire, while Ares threw himself against the inside of my chest with the systematic, devastating force of something that has correctly identified the threat and cannot make its host understand the severity.

Don't do this, he'd snarled. The words arrived less as language and more as pressure—bone-deep, cellular, the kind of communication that bypasses the prefrontal cortex entirely and lands somewhere older. She is OURS. You do this, we don't come back from it.

I'd picked up the pen anyway.

The silver chain is in my breast pocket now, coiled against the folded document. I had it commissioned three weeks ago from a jeweler in the Diamond District who asked no questions and accepted cash—eighteen-karat white gold links, a crescent moon pendant that catches light like a held breath. The kind of piece you have made when you've already decided. When the negotiation with yourself is over and you just need the physical object to make it real.

I was going to give it to her tonight.

I kill the thought before it finishes forming.

At six this morning, my phone rang.

Elder Blackwood's voice was pleasant. It's always pleasant. He has spent twenty-three years on the Council doing catastrophic damage from behind a reasonable face, and he is very good at it—the kind of good that requires practice, that has to be maintained the way a blade has to be maintained, with regular, careful attention.

"Your father built something remarkable, Sterling," he'd said. "It would be a shame to watch it come apart."

I'd stood at my office window watching the first gray light crawl over the Manhattan skyline and said nothing, because men like Blackwood don't call at six in the morning to discuss your father's legacy.

"We have a situation regarding the Omega."

There it is.

"She's become a liability. The Council has discussed it at length." A pause, timed with the precision of someone who has rehearsed this. "We've also taken certain precautionary measures. To ensure your cooperation."

"What measures."

Another pause. Shorter. The pause of a man who has already won and is simply managing the reveal.

"Margaret Chen is currently a guest at the Pack's supplementary property on West 47th. Room 3B. She's quite comfortable." His voice remained pleasant throughout. That was the worst part—the pleasantness, consistent and immovable as a wall. "There's someone with her who has certain materials at hand. Wolfsbane. Silver. The combination creates a particularly unpleasant situation for partial-bloods, as I'm sure you're aware."

Partial-blood. The Pack's precise, bureaucratic term for Margaret Chen, who has three-eighths wolf heritage and the silver sensitivity that comes with it, and who raised Diana alone in a Bronx apartment for fifteen years on the conviction that a Wolfless Omega girl was worth the same as anyone else. Who called me young man the one time Diana brought me to her table, in a tone that suggested she'd taken my measure and wasn't finished deciding.

"What do you want," I said. Not a question.

"What we've always wanted. Stability. A proper Alpha pairing. A Luna whose bloodline doesn't invite questions about Pack integrity." The pleasantness didn't waver. "You have until this afternoon's assembly. I trust that's sufficient time."

He disconnected before I could respond.

I stood at the window for eleven minutes. I watched the second hand on my watch move and I ran every option on the board—every legal counter, every play against the Council's network, every way to reach Margaret Chen in a building I didn't control with a man I couldn't identify before Blackwood's timeline expired.

There wasn't one.

Three years. I'd spent three years dismantling the Council's infrastructure from the inside, carefully, in the way that you dismantle something that will detonate if you move too fast. I'd been meticulous. Patient. Willing to take ground slowly because slow ground holds.

I had been too slow.

Ares went quiet when I reached the only conclusion remaining on the board. Not calm—he has never once in my life been calm, and he wasn't calm now. He went the specific quality of silent that means something has been damaged past the point where noise is still possible. A silence with a shape to it. A silence that knows what's coming.

Make it clean, I told him. Make her hate me enough to run. That's all we can do.

He didn't respond.

I put on the black suit and went downstairs.

The assembly hall fills around me while I stand on the dais and hold my expression exactly where it needs to be.

I learned this face from my father. He wore it at board meetings and contract signings and at my mother's funeral, and I hated it every time. The face that says: I have calculated this. I am not second-guessing it. You will not find the seam.

Diana comes in at quarter to ten.

She is wearing the ivory dress.

Don't look at her.

I look.

She's standing near the back of the hall, between two Gamma wives who have never once been kind to her, and she is holding herself with the particular composed stillness that I have watched her build piece by piece over three years—the posture of a woman who has learned that wanting things in public is an invitation to have them taken. She is keeping her expression neutral and her chin level and her eyes forward.

She thinks I am about to give her the world.

The chain in my breast pocket seems to double in weight.

Ares slams against my ribs hard enough that I feel it in my back teeth. A warning. A plea. Something between the two that has no human equivalent.

I know, I tell him.

I step off the dais.

Every step toward her is a step I take against the direct instruction of every animal instinct I possess. The Mate Bond—that particular biological gravity that the Pack's romantics call destiny and that I have spent three years understanding as something more structural, more binding, more dangerous than any contract I've ever signed—pulls in the opposite direction of where my feet are going. Ares is screaming. Not in language, not anymore. In pure frequency. The sound a compass makes, if compasses could make sound, when you force them away from north.

She is ten feet away. Eight. Six.

Her eyes are bright.

She thinks you're coming to claim her. Ares, one last time, his voice splitting at the edges. Sterling. Don't.

I reach for the chain at her throat.

The clasp releases without resistance. My palm is against the warm skin of her collarbone for less than a second—I feel her pulse jump at the contact, feel Ares lunge toward it with the whole of his desperate, furious weight—and then the chain is in my hand and I am already turning, already moving through the motion I rehearsed nine times in my head between four and six this morning, because improvising even one beat of this will end me.

The chain hits the iron grate.

Silver on iron. A small, bright, final sound.

Then fire.

I turn back. The document is already in my hand. I throw it, and the edge catches her cheekbone, and the sound she makes—barely anything, a fraction of a breath, not even a full gasp—goes through my sternum like the silver is in my own blood.

She looks down at the document on the floor.

I look at the wall behind her head.

Don't look at her face. You look at her face and this is over.

I find the Alpha Tone and I climb inside it the way you climb inside a structure that will hold when everything else is falling—let it override what's underneath, let it rewrite the room, let it do the work my body is no longer capable of doing on its own.

"This Omega attempted to exploit a fabricated bond claim to elevate her status within this Pack."

The words arrive in my ears as though someone else is saying them. As though I am at some remove from the mouth producing them. I catalogue their landing the way you catalogue damage in the aftermath of something irreversible—watching the Pack flinch and realign, watching the dominance hierarchy reassert itself in the vacuum this moment is creating, watching the Elders on the dais settle into their chairs with the quiet satisfaction of men whose plan is executing on schedule.

"The claim is rejected. The bond is severed. As of this moment, she holds no status, no protection, and no right of belonging within Shadow Moon territory."

Ares has gone somewhere I can't reach.

"Pack Warriors. Remove her."

They move. Marcus—fifteen years of clean, honorable service, a man who taught Diana to identify edible plants when she was twelve, who has never in my presence done a single unkind thing—moves with the others. His face is professionally empty. The Tone has him, the way it has everyone in this room, the way it was designed to.

I watch him take her arm and burn the image into my memory because I owe it to both of them to remember every cost this night is extracting.

Diana says my name.

Sterling—

I turn my back.

Ares, from wherever he's gone, makes a sound I feel rather than hear—low, total, the sound of something structural giving way. Not a howl. Wolves howl when there's still something to fight for. This is the sound that comes after.

Please.

One word. Her voice, stripped of everything she uses to protect herself—every layer of composure and careful neutrality and deliberate stillness, gone in a single syllable. Just Diana, underneath all of it, saying the only thing she has left to say.

I hold my expression.

I hold Ares.

I hold everything.

The great doors open. February pours in—fourteen degrees, a wind with no mercy in it. The doors close.

Silence.

Around me, the Pack exhales. The Elders resume their positions. Blackwood, second from the left on the dais, catches my eye across the room and gives me the smallest nod. The nod of a man whose account has been settled.

I look at the fireplace.

The chain is gone. Fully melted into the grate, lost in the flame, irretrievable.

"Alpha." Callum materializes at my left shoulder—my Beta, the best second I've ever had, the one person in this room who knows enough of the truth to be genuinely dangerous with it. His voice is pitched below Pack hearing range. Careful. "She's outside. It's fourteen degrees and she has no coat."

"I know."

A beat of silence with a great deal inside it.

"Callum." The Tone doesn't come out. What comes out is quieter than that, and carries more. "Don't."

He goes still. Processes. Makes the decision that a good Beta makes when his Alpha is doing something catastrophic for reasons the Alpha cannot explain: he steps back, keeps his mouth shut, and hates me for it in the clean, professional way of a man who will still be standing next to me tomorrow and knows it.

I move to the window overlooking the front approach.

She is already past the tree line.

Ivory dress. No coat. Arms wrapped around herself against the cold, spine absolutely straight, head level. Not running. Walking—with the deliberate, controlled pace of someone who has decided that the manner of her leaving is the one thing still within her control, and she is not going to give anyone watching the satisfaction of watching her run.

Ares finds her the way he always finds her—without effort, without searching, through the snow and the glass and the forty feet of altitude between us. Like a compass. Like a law.

Go to her, he says, from wherever he's retreated to. His voice, when it comes, is nothing I've heard from him before. Not rage. Not demand. Something exhausted and absolute—the voice of something that has fought until fighting is no longer a concept it can access. Please. Sterling. Go to her.

I press my forehead against the cold glass.

My breath fogs the window. Her outline blurs—pale against the gray-white dark, a woman being swallowed one step at a time by a storm I sent her into.

She doesn't look back.

I knew she wouldn't. Diana has never once given anyone the satisfaction of watching her break. Whatever I have just done to her—whatever I have just done to us, to the thing that connected us at some level I have no adequate language for—she will carry it forward. She will walk into that storm and she will not look back and she will survive it.

Because she doesn't know what you know, Ares says quietly. She thinks this was a choice you made freely. She thinks you looked at her and decided she wasn't worth it.

She disappears into the white.

Gone.

I straighten up. Turn back to the room. Go to discuss Pack business with the men who made me do this, and my face, I am told later by Callum, is perfectly composed throughout.

He doesn't speak to me again for three days after that.

Neither does Ares.

The silence they both leave behind is the loudest thing I have ever heard—louder than the chain hitting the grate, louder than her voice saying please, louder than the doors closing.

I deserve every second of it.
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​Chapter 3: The Seed of Revenge 
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POV: Diana

The clinic smells like antiseptic and old coffee and the particular brand of fluorescent despair that only exists in places where people come when they have nowhere else to go.

I fit right in.

I've been sitting in this plastic chair for forty minutes with my coat—Margaret's coat, the oversized wool one she keeps on the hook by her door that I grabbed on my way through her apartment at three in the morning, after I'd walked two hours through the storm and lost feeling in both feet somewhere around the FDR overpass—pulled tight around the ivory dress that is now a wreckage of damp and road salt and the particular grayness of New York winter at its most indifferent.

Margaret had taken one look at me in her doorway and not asked a single question.

She'd run a bath. Made tea. Sat on the edge of the tub while I stared at the ceiling and said nothing, and she hadn't pushed, because Margaret Chen has spent fifteen years understanding that there are things I need to arrive at on my own schedule or not at all.

She doesn't know why I'm here. She doesn't know what happened tonight. And I cannot tell her—not yet, not until I understand the shape of it myself, not until the thing inside my chest stops doing whatever it's doing that makes breathing feel like a mechanical process I have to consciously manage one inhale at a time.

I'd told her I needed a clinic in the morning.

She hadn't asked why.

The nurse who called my name mispronounced it. Dy-anna. I didn't correct her. I followed her back through the door and sat on the paper-covered examination table and answered the intake questions in the flat, cooperative tone of someone who has already spent significant portions of her life navigating institutions that weren't designed with her in mind.

The doctor is a woman in her fifties with reading glasses pushed up into her hair and the no-nonsense affect of someone who has seen enough to have shed the impulse toward unnecessary softness without losing the capacity for real care. She reviewed the bloodwork with the particular quality of focused attention that precedes unwelcome information.

She looks up at me over the chart.

"Ms. Chen." A pause—calibrated, not cruel. "When did you last eat a full meal?"

Three days ago, probably. "Recently."

She writes something. "Your white cell count is low. Your iron is significantly depleted. And your core temperature when you came in was thirty-four point two degrees." She sets the chart down on the counter. "You were in early-stage hypothermia. You understand that?"

"I understand that."

"You walked here from—"

"I understand that," I say again.

She holds my gaze for a moment. Decides something. "There's something else in the bloodwork I need to discuss with you."

The paper on the examination table crinkles when I shift my weight. Outside the narrow window above the sink, New York is doing what New York does—indifferent, continuous, entirely unmoved by the fact that my entire life was dismantled twelve hours ago in a room full of people who watched and did nothing.

"You're pregnant," the doctor says. "Approximately eight weeks."

The fluorescent light above me hums.

Eight weeks.

Eight weeks ago Sterling had pulled me into the shadows of the Pack library after a Council session that had run four hours past midnight. The room had been dark, lit only by a single lamp on the long oak table. His hands had been at my face, thumbs brushing my cheekbones as he pressed his forehead to mine.

The memory is vivid, almost physical.

He had backed me against the bookshelves, the scent of old paper and leather mixing with his cedar and warm skin. “Diana,” he had whispered, voice rough with need, “I can’t stop thinking about you. Not even here.” His mouth had found mine—deep, hungry, claiming. His hands slid down my sides, gripping my hips and lifting me slightly so he could press his body fully against me. I had felt him hard and insistent through his slacks, and a low moan had escaped me as he rocked against me slowly, deliberately.

Nyx had surged forward then, whispering Mate with a hunger that matched his. I had tangled my fingers in his hair, pulling him closer as his hand slipped under my dress, fingers tracing the edge of my underwear before pushing the fabric aside. He had stroked me with practiced precision—two fingers sliding through slick heat, circling my clit until my legs trembled. “So wet for me already,” he had murmured against my throat, teeth grazing the skin. “Always so ready.”

I had bitten back a cry when he pushed two fingers inside me, curling them just right while his thumb continued its relentless rhythm. His other hand had cupped my breast, thumb brushing the nipple through fabric until it ached. The bond had hummed between us even then—raw, electric, pulling us closer. I had come hard against his hand, gasping his name into his mouth as pleasure crashed through me in waves.

He hadn’t stopped. He had dropped to his knees right there in the library shadows, pushed my dress higher, and replaced his fingers with his mouth. His tongue had been relentless—licking, sucking, devouring—until I came again, thighs shaking around his shoulders, fingers gripping the bookshelf so tightly my knuckles turned white.

Only then had he stood, freed himself, and thrust into me in one deep stroke. The stretch had been perfect, the angle hitting every sensitive spot as he moved inside me—hard, deep, possessive. The bond had flared brighter with every thrust, feeding his pleasure back to me until I couldn’t tell where I ended and he began. When he finally knotted me, locking us together, the second climax had torn through both of us simultaneously, leaving us panting, trembling, foreheads pressed together in the dark.

Eight weeks ago I had told myself it didn’t mean what Nyx insisted it meant. Eight weeks ago I’d been very careful and very rational and very determined not to build anything on a foundation I couldn’t verify.

Eight weeks ago I’d failed at all three.

"Ms. Chen." The doctor's voice is careful. Measured. She's watching me with the clinical attention of someone monitoring for a specific type of response. "Given your current physical state, I need to be direct with you. Your body is under significant stress. Your organ function—" she glances at the chart "—your liver enzymes are elevated. Your heart is showing signs of strain consistent with prolonged exposure and acute shock." A pause. "Carrying a pregnancy to term in your current condition would be extremely high-risk. I want you to understand what that means."

I look at the wall behind her head.

There is a poster about hand-washing technique. Seven steps, illustrated with small blue diagrams. I read through all seven without retaining any of them.

"What are you telling me."

"I'm telling you that your body is not in a condition to support a pregnancy safely." She says it cleanly, without softening it into something that requires interpretation. I respect her for that. "I'm telling you that if you continue this pregnancy, the risk to your health is substantial. And I'm telling you that you have options, and that whatever you decide, we can support you through it."

She slides a form across the counter toward me.

I look at it.

The header is in standard clinic font, black on white, bureaucratically neutral: Consent for Termination of Pregnancy.

Below it, the standard language. Date, signature, witness. Clean and simple and final.

I pick it up.

Outside the clinic's glass front doors, visible from where I'm sitting through the exam room's interior window, the street is doing its ordinary morning business—cabs, pedestrians, a delivery truck idling at the curb. And above all of it, mounted on the building across West 34th Street, a LED billboard the size of a tennis court cycles through its rotation with the cheerful indifference of something that doesn't know what it's doing to the person looking at it.

The image changes.

Sterling.

Sterling and Victoria Ashford, standing in the atrium of the Voss Financial Tower, her hand on his arm, both of them arranged for the camera with the practiced ease of people who have been photographed their entire lives. His face is the one I know—the composed, controlled, calculated face that I have now learned the inside of in a way I didn't have language for twelve hours ago. The face that looked at me last night and then looked at the wall behind my head.

The ticker below the image reads: VOSS-ASHFORD MERGER CONFIRMED: SHADOW MOON'S STERLING VOSS AND VICTORIA ASHFORD ANNOUNCE FORMAL ENGAGEMENT. CEREMONY EXPECTED SPRING.

The paper in my hand makes a small sound.

I've gripped it too hard. The corner has crumpled against my fingers.

There he is, Nyx says. She's been quiet since last night—that terrible, extinguished quiet that I'd thought might be permanent. But her voice arrives now, from somewhere deeper than grief, in a register I haven't heard from her before. Not the soft, wondering Mate she used to breathe when he entered a room. Something harder. Something that has had twelve hours to calcify around its own pain and emerge as something else entirely. Look at him. Look at what he did, and then look at what he's doing right now, and tell me what you're going to do about it.

I look at the form in my hand.

I look at the billboard.

The doctor is watching me. She's good at waiting—the practiced patience of someone who has sat in this room with many women in many versions of this moment and has learned that the waiting is part of the work.

"How high is the risk," I say. "Specifically."

She doesn't flinch from the question. "Significant. But not unsurvivable, with the right medical support and significant lifestyle changes." A beat. "It would not be easy."

"I'm familiar with not easy."

She holds my gaze. "I'm sure you are."

I look at the form one more time.

Your body is not in a condition to support this.

You could die.

You have options.

All true. All reasonable. All the things that the rational, clear-eyed version of myself—the one who survived a Wolfless childhood on the margins of a Pack that considered her a rounding error, who taught herself Pack law from library copies because she couldn't afford the seminars, who has been making hard calculations since before she was old enough to understand what a hard calculation was—would weigh and process and arrive at a sensible conclusion from.

The ticker on the billboard cycles. VOSS-ASHFORD MERGER CONFIRMED.

Sterling's face on a screen the size of a building, his expression composed and controlled and utterly, professionally empty of the things he said to me in the dark eight weeks ago.

This Omega attempted to exploit a fabricated bond claim.

Fabricated.

Something moves through me that isn't grief and isn't rage and isn't either of the things I've been cycling through since the doors of Pack House closed behind me. Something that arrives from further back than any of that—from the part of me that is oldest, that formed before I had the vocabulary to name what I was or what I was worth, that has been quietly keeping score through every slight and dismissal and closed door and casual cruelty for twenty-three years.

The part of me that does not forgive.

He took everything from us, Nyx says. Her voice has fully changed now—it is nothing like the soft, wondering thing she used to be. It is cold and it is clear and it is absolutely certain. Our name. Our place. Our Pack. And he's standing on a billboard making sure the whole world watches him do it. So what are we going to do, Diana?

I look at the form one final time.

Then I tear it.

Not dramatically. Not with shaking hands or a heaving chest. I tear it the way you tear a contract that was never going to serve you—cleanly, deliberately, in half and then in quarters and then in eighths, until the consent form is a pile of white confetti on the examination table that the clinic's cleaning staff will sweep up later without knowing what it was.

The doctor watches me do it without expression.

"I'll need prenatal vitamins," I say. "And a referral to a high-risk OB who doesn't ask unnecessary questions. And I'll need everything in writing, because I've learned recently that verbal agreements aren't worth the air they're delivered in."

A beat of silence.

The doctor takes her glasses down from her hair, puts them on, and opens a new page in the chart.

"All right," she says.

Outside, the billboard cycles again. Sterling's face. Victoria's hand on his arm. MERGER CONFIRMED.

I look at it one last time and make a decision that will take five years to execute and a Manhattan law degree to weaponize.

You wanted to erase me, Sterling Voss.

Nyx is no longer whispering. You took my name. My Pack. My place in the world. You stood in front of everyone who ever mattered and called what we had a fabrication.

I gather Margaret's coat around me and pick up my bag.

This child is not your weakness. This child is the evidence.

I walk out of the exam room. Through the waiting area with its plastic chairs and its fluorescent light and its old coffee smell. Through the glass doors and onto West 34th Street, where the morning is cold and ordinary and entirely indifferent to the fact that I have just made the most consequential decision of my life.

I don't look at the billboard again.

I don't need to.

I know exactly where I'm going.
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​Chapter 4: The Queen's Price
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📍 POV: Diana

Five years changes everything.

Five years of seventy-hour weeks at Hargrove & Associates, starting as a paralegal who nobody looked at twice and ending as the partner whose name they put on the letterhead when they wanted opposing counsel to reconsider their life choices. Five years of New York Bar prep in hospital waiting rooms while the high-risk OB adjusted my medication and told me I was pushing too hard. Five years of Margaret watching Leo on the nights I couldn't leave the office, sending me photos of him asleep in his tiny three-piece pajamas with a caption that just said he's fine, go win.

Five years of becoming someone Sterling Voss has never met.

The elevator opens on the forty-third floor of Hargrove & Associates and I step out into the kind of silence that expensive carpet and better soundproofing creates—the hush of a place where serious money is discussed in measured tones by people who've learned that volume is for people who aren't certain they've already won.

My heels make no concession to the carpet. Italian leather on hardwood threshold, then the brief softness of the corridor, then the glass-and-marble anteroom outside Conference Room A, where my assistant Marcus—not the Pack Warrior Marcus, a different Marcus entirely, one who makes exceptional coffee and has never once asked me a question I didn't want to answer—is waiting with a leather portfolio and an expression that means the client arrived early and is making the room uncomfortable.

"He brought four people," Marcus says quietly. "Two legal, two personal security. He's been standing since he arrived. Hasn't touched the water."

Dominant wolves don't sit in rooms they don't control. "Which chair did he take?"

"None. He's at the window."

Of course he is. High ground. Sight lines. The instinct is so deeply written into Alpha biology that they follow it in boardrooms without knowing why.

I take the portfolio. "Give me sixty seconds, then send in coffee. One cup. Mine."

Marcus doesn't ask about the client's preferences. He knows me well enough by now to understand that the architecture of a first meeting is never accidental.

I push open the door to Conference Room A.

The room is exactly as I designed it when I made partner—a long table of black walnut, eight chairs, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Midtown with the kind of view that reminds visitors they are not, in fact, the most significant thing happening in this city today. Deliberately intimidating. Deliberately mine.

Sterling Voss is standing at the window with his back to the door.

Five years.

I close the door behind me with a click that is perfectly calibrated—audible, deliberate, the sound of someone who has just taken control of a room—and I take three seconds to look at him before he turns.

He's wearing charcoal Brioni. No tie, top button open, because some things apparently don't change in five years. His shoulders are the same. The particular quality of stillness he carries—that predatory, coiled patience that Alpha wolves wear like a second skin—is the same. The dark hair, slightly longer than he used to keep it. The way he fills a room without appearing to try.

Nyx.

She's been quiet for five years. Not gone—I've never made the mistake of thinking she's gone—but dormant, submerged, sealed behind the wall I built out of necessity and maintained out of discipline. She stirs now, just slightly, the way a compass needle moves when something magnetic comes too close.

I know, I tell her. Stay down.

Sterling turns.

His eyes find me immediately—that direct, searching quality I remember, the frequency-tracking thing that used to make me feel like the only person in any room. His gaze moves from my face to my suit to the portfolio in my hand, cataloguing, assessing, running whatever calculation Alphas run when they're trying to establish where something lands in a hierarchy they haven't yet mapped.

He doesn't recognize me.

I watch it happen—or rather, watch it not happen. Watch his eyes move across my face with the thorough attention of a man who notices things and finds nothing there that triggers memory. The Diana he knew was twenty-three years old and wearing an ivory dress and looking at him like he was the answer to a question she'd been asking her whole life.

I am thirty-three years old and I am wearing a suit that cost more than his first car and I am looking at him like he is a billing opportunity.

Good, Nyx says. Keep it exactly like that.

"Mr. Voss." I don't extend my hand. I move to my chair at the head of the table—not the middle, not the side, the head, my table, my room—and set the portfolio down with the unhurried precision of someone who has nowhere more important to be and knows it. "I'm Diana. I'll be handling your consultation today."

A flicker. Barely anything. His nostrils—

He caught it.

Not recognition. Not yet. But Ares, underneath all that Italian wool and boardroom composure, has caught something in the air that his host's conscious mind hasn't processed yet. I watch the almost imperceptible tightening across Sterling's shoulders. The fractional pause before he moves to the table.

The white rose.

I'd switched perfumes three times in five years before accepting that it wasn't the perfume. It's me. The scent that Nyx produces, that I apparently produce, that has nothing to do with anything I apply from a bottle and everything to do with whatever I am at a biological level that I've spent two decades being told doesn't exist.

I uncap my pen.

Sterling's eyes go to it.

The pen is sterling silver—I bought it specifically, deliberately, on the morning I made partner, as a private joke that I am the only person in the world positioned to appreciate. I roll it between my fingers the way I always do when I'm thinking—a habit I developed in law school, turning it end over end in my right hand while I read briefs, while I drafted arguments, while I sat in courtrooms and waited for opposing counsel to finish making mistakes.

Sterling has gone completely still.

Not the controlled stillness of an Alpha managing a room. Something different—the stillness of a man whose body has just received information that his mind hasn't caught up to yet. His eyes are fixed on my hand. On the pen. On the specific motion of it rotating between my fingers.

He's seen that before, Nyx murmurs. He just doesn't know where.

I let him look. I let him sit with whatever is moving through him—the almost-recognition, the biological alarm that Ares is almost certainly setting off in the background of his consciousness right now, the dissonance of a man who is certain he's never met this woman and equally certain that something about her is not new.

Then I open the portfolio and look at him across the table.

"Your office contacted mine on Tuesday," I say. "The matter was described as inheritance-adjacent with a Pack governance component. My rate for matters involving Pack law is ten thousand dollars an hour, billed in thirty-minute increments, non-refundable after the first session." I pause. "I assume that's not a problem."

Something moves through his expression. The faintest recalibration—a man reassessing the room he thought he'd already mapped. "That's an aggressive rate."

"It's an accurate rate. If you'd like a less accurate rate, there are seventeen other family law firms in this building." I turn a page in the portfolio. "Your file indicates you're dealing with a challenge to your Alpha succession. Specifically, the Council's position that your lack of a marked Luna creates an instability in the Pack's leadership structure." I look up. "Is that correct?"

The muscle in his jaw tightens. "That's one characterization."

"What's yours?"

"The Council is attempting a political maneuver using an archaic Pack statute as the mechanism." His voice has shifted—the boardroom courtesy peeling back to something more direct underneath. "There's a clause in the Shadow Moon charter that requires the Alpha to have a confirmed Mate bond within seven years of ascension. I'm at year six."

"And your mate is—"

"Absent." The word lands flat. Final. Something moves behind his eyes that I file carefully away. "The Council's position is that an unconfirmed bond with an absent Mate is functionally equivalent to no bond. They're using it to push a candidate of their own choosing."

Victoria, I think. Still trying to claw her way into a seat she was never going to earn.

"So you need to locate your absent Mate," I say, "before the Council moves to invoke the succession clause."

"Yes."

I roll the pen between my fingers.

His eyes drop to it again. That stillness returns—deeper this time, the quality of a man exerting significant effort to stay in the room he's in rather than the one his instincts are trying to pull him toward. Underneath the cedar and expensive restraint of whatever he's wearing, I can smell it—the faintest thread of something darker, warmer, the scent that Ares produces when he's losing the argument Sterling's human mind is trying to have with him.

He's close, Nyx says. Her voice has an edge I haven't heard from her in five years. Not the soft compass-pull. Something sharper. He's almost there.

I close the portfolio.

"Mr. Voss." I set the pen down on the table between us—deliberately, precisely, like placing evidence in front of a jury. "Let me make sure I understand the engagement. You want me to locate a woman who left your Pack's territory five years ago and has not, to your knowledge, made any attempt to return or make contact."

"Correct."

"A woman who, under Pack law, you formally rejected and exiled at a public assembly."

The air in the room changes.

Sterling's eyes come back to my face. Whatever the controlled Alpha mask was doing a moment ago, it does something different now—not quite cracks, but shifts, the way ice shifts when the temperature underneath it changes. "That's—a characterization of the legal record, yes."

"It's the legal record," I say. "I don't characterize. I read."

A beat of silence. Across the table, something moves through him that he doesn't let reach his face—but Nyx can smell it. Ares, underneath the cedar and the composure, bleeding through.

"So." I lean back in my chair and look at Sterling Voss across the black walnut table, and I let myself feel, for exactly one second, the particular quality of satisfaction that five years of seventy-hour weeks and one very specific long-term plan have been building toward. Then I put it away. "Here's my professional assessment. You want me to find a woman you legally, publicly, and irrevocably discarded. A woman who, by every provision of the Renunciation agreement you filed, has no legal obligation to you, your Pack, or your succession crisis." I pause. "And you want me to do this for what purpose, exactly? To bring her back?"

His jaw is tight. "To give her the opportunity to—"

"To give her the opportunity," I repeat. "That's generous."

The word lands exactly where I intend it to.

Sterling goes very still.

I pick up the pen again. Roll it once between my fingers. Watch his eyes follow it with the helpless attention of a man responding to something he doesn't have a name for.

Then I smile. Not warmly. The smile I've spent five years calibrating—the one that opposing counsel has described in court filings as unsettling and that I consider the most accurate review I've ever received.

"Here's what I can offer you, Mr. Voss. I can locate your absent Luna. My investigative network is the best in the city, and Pack matters are my specialty." I let the pause sit for exactly the right number of seconds. "My rate for the search is ten thousand an hour."

His eyes are on my face now. Searching. That almost-recognition flickering behind them like a light behind frosted glass.

"However." I set the pen down again. "If the woman you're looking for has retained independent legal counsel—or chooses to, upon being located—and if her interests happen to include a full accounting of the assets she was entitled to under the Mate Bond prior to its rejection, including five years of accrued Pack protections, territorial rights, and any applicable damages under Pack law for wrongful exile—" I meet his eyes directly "—then I'll represent her. Pro bono. Free of charge. Every hour, every filing, every hearing. On the house."

The room is very quiet.

Sterling's hand, resting on the table, has gone still in the way that hands go still when the person they belong to is using every available resource to maintain outward composure.

"You're telling me," he says, very carefully, "that you'll help me find her, and then potentially help her destroy me."

"I'm telling you I'll help you find her," I say. "What she does after that is entirely her choice." I tilt my head. "Do we have a deal, Mr. Voss?"

He looks at me across the table—the black walnut and the portfolio and the sterling silver pen between us—and I watch Ares press against the inside of his eyes, gold flickering at the edge of the dark irises, and I watch Sterling push it back down with the visible effort of a man losing a war of attrition with his own biology.

"One question," he says.

"Clock's running."

"Your name." His voice has dropped to something quieter. Something careful. "Diana." He says it the way you say a word you're testing the weight of. "Diana what?"

I hold his gaze for three seconds.

Then I pick up the pen, uncap it, and slide a fresh page of the portfolio across the table toward him.

"Sign the retainer, Mr. Voss," I say. "Then we can discuss whatever you'd like."
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​Chapter 5: The Five-Year-Old Prosecutor
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POV: Sterling

She didn't sign the retainer.

She slid it back across the table with two fingers—not pushed, not rejected, just repositioned, the way you move a chess piece you're not done thinking about—and told me her assistant would follow up with the formal engagement letter by end of business Thursday. Then she stood, gathered her portfolio, and walked out of Conference Room A with the unhurried precision of a woman who has never once in her professional life been the one waiting for a callback.

I sat in that room for four minutes after she left.

Ares spent all four of them trying to climb out of my skin.

That scent, he kept saying. Not words, exactly—Ares rarely bothers with words when sensation will do—but the impression of it, the biological insistence of it, pressing against the inside of my skull like a frequency I couldn't tune out. That scent. Sterling. That SCENT.

I know, I told him.

You don't know. You're not listening. You never listen.

I listened to him the whole cab ride back to Voss Tower. I listened while my assistant ran through the afternoon's schedule and I answered in the correct places without retaining any of it. I listened while Callum—who has worked for me for eight years and has the particular skill set of a man who knows when not to ask questions—handed me a Scotch I didn't request and positioned himself near the door in case I needed the room cleared.

White rose.

Not a perfume. I know perfume—I know the specific Tom Ford that Victoria used to douse herself in before Pack functions, know the Chanel that the Council wives favor, know the synthetic floral of every boardroom I've sat in for the past five years. This wasn't any of that. This was underneath everything. This was biological. The kind of scent that Ares catalogs in a completely different register from the rest of his sensory input—not pleasant or unpleasant but significant. Flagged. Stored in the part of wolf memory that doesn't forget anything it marks as essential.

I'd smelled it once before.

Five years ago.

Don't, I told Ares, when he started to take that thought somewhere I wasn't ready to go. Don't do this to me right now.

He did it anyway. He always does.

The engagement letter arrived Thursday morning, as promised.

Diana. Senior Partner, Hargrove & Associates. The letterhead was understated in the way that real money is always understated—no unnecessary flourishes, just the firm name and the address and the line underneath that listed her practice areas in clean, unambiguous type: Family Law. Pack Governance. Asset Recovery. Contested Succession.

No last name on the letter. Just Diana.

I'd noticed that in the meeting. Filed it alongside the pen and the scent and the way she'd looked at me across that table—not with the careful deference that most people arrange on their faces when they're sitting across from the Alpha of Shadow Moon Pack, but with the flat, assessing attention of someone running their own calculation and not particularly concerned about whether I approved of the results.

I signed the retainer.

Callum processed it without comment, which is how I knew he had opinions.

By Friday afternoon, she had already filed three preliminary motions on my behalf that my previous legal team hadn't thought to attempt in six months of billing me for the privilege of their inadequacy. I reviewed them in my office with the particular quality of attention that competence always commands from me regardless of the source—clean arguments, precisely cited, structured with the architectural efficiency of someone who understands that the best legal brief is the one that leaves the opposing counsel no room to stand.

She's good, Ares said, with a grudging quality that I'd never heard from him before.

Yes.

She's very good.

I'm aware.

Sterling. A pause. The kind he uses when he wants me to pay attention to something I'm already trying not to pay attention to. The scent is still in the conference room. The cleaning staff hasn't aired it out yet. It's been there for three days and I can still—

"Mr. Voss." My assistant's voice through the intercom. "Ms. Diana is here for the four o'clock. She mentioned she has a scheduling conflict at five-thirty, so she'd like to start promptly."

"Send her up."

I put the motions down. Stood. Moved to the window—not for the view, but because standing behind a desk when someone enters your office is a territorial signal that I'd rather not send to a woman who has already demonstrated she'll file a motion about it.

She came in without knocking.

Not rudely. She knocked on the door frame—once, the sound of someone acknowledging a formality without being governed by it—and then pushed the door open and walked in, and the white rose scent arrived ahead of her like a weather system and Ares went absolutely haywire.

There, he said. RIGHT THERE. Sterling—

"I've reviewed the preliminary motions," I said, before he could finish the thought. "The argument in the third filing—the one challenging the Council's standing to invoke the succession clause unilaterally—where did you find the precedent?"

"Pack v. Harrow, 1987." She set her portfolio on the conference table along the side wall—not my desk, the table, her territory claimed efficiently and without drama. "It's an Eastern Seaboard Pack governance case that never made it into the standard reference texts because the Council suppressed the filing record. I found it in the New York State Archive." She opened the portfolio. "It establishes that a succession clause cannot be invoked by Council vote alone without the Alpha's written acknowledgment of the Mate Bond's legal dissolution. Which you never provided."

I turned from the window. "Because I never dissolved it."

Something moved through the room that wasn't quite air.

Diana's hand stilled on the portfolio page.

One second. Maybe less. Then she was moving again, turning pages, her face arranged in the composed professional neutrality that I was beginning to understand was the face she wore when something had landed closer than she intended to let it.

She felt that, Ares said. Quieter now. Intent. She felt exactly what I felt. Sterling, I'm telling you—

"The legal position is that the Rejection constitutes dissolution under most Pack statutes," she said. Her voice was even. Precise. The voice of a woman who has decided that this conversation is about law and is enforcing that decision with every tool available to her. "But Harrow distinguishes between social Rejection and legal dissolution. If you never filed the formal termination paperwork with the Pack registry—"

"I filed the Renunciation agreement," I said. "I didn't file a termination."

She looked up.

I held her gaze and watched something work its way through her expression—not quickly, not dramatically, but the way tectonic things move, slow and enormous and reshaping the landscape without announcing themselves.

"Those are different documents," she said.

"Yes."

"The Renunciation severs the social bond. The termination severs the legal one." She set the pen down. "You're telling me the legal bond is still active."

"I'm telling you what I filed. The interpretation is yours."

Ares was pressed against the inside of my chest with his full weight, every instinct he possessed trained on the six feet of air between me and the woman across the room, and I was holding him with
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