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Chapter 1: The Human Wife
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Lily Haynes had been married to Damien Cross for six months, and he had never once touched her like a husband should.

Tonight, she stood beside him in the grand ballroom of the Cross Estate beneath crystal chandeliers and ceilings painted with old pack victories. Marble floors reflected the gold light. Champagne towers rose near the orchestra. Black-suited guards stood at every entrance with silver-weighted weapons tucked beneath their jackets.

The elite of the werewolf world had gathered under Damien's roof: pureblood Alphas, noble pack families wearing ancestral crests, Council donors dressed in custom diamonds, and women who had been raised since girlhood to believe a man like Damien Cross should have belonged to one of them.

The Cross Estate ballroom held four hundred guests tonight, and Lily knew the exact number because she had addressed the invitations herself — one of the few wifely duties Damien permitted her, presumably because calligraphy posed no security risk. She recognized perhaps thirty faces. The rest existed for her the way constellations existed: named patterns of distant light, arranged around a single fixed point.

Damien stood at the center of it all like gravity had been built around him.

He was a billionaire, an Alpha, and the undisputed ruler of the Cross Pack. When he walked, men lowered their heads. When he spoke, conversations died mid-sentence. Even the older Alphas watched him carefully, their smiles polished thin over fear.

Lily wore a midnight-blue silk gown that cost more than her childhood home, yet she felt like a piece of furniture wrapped in silk—expensive enough to admire, never asked what it wanted.

She kept her smile perfect. She kept her hand lightly rested on Damien's sleeve. She kept her shoulders relaxed even though every instinct in her body wanted to shrink beneath the weight of all those wolf eyes.

Six months had taught her the rules of surviving as Mrs. Cross: smile when they stared, stay quiet when they whispered, never flinch first.

Damien was pulled away by a group of pack elders near the center of the room, their voices low as they spoke of territory logistics and northern patrol lines. The moment his shadow left her side, the temperature around Lily seemed to drop.

Three pureblood women drifted toward her with champagne flutes in hand. They moved beautifully, all diamonds, silk, and bloodline confidence—daughters of high-ranking Alphas, women whose families had spent years positioning them near Damien, born into a world that treated Lily like an insult.

Their smiles were sharp enough to draw blood.

"You must be completely overwhelmed by all this, Lily," one of them said, her voice dripping with false sweetness. "It really is impressive how well you play the part."

Another leaned closer, eyes gliding over Lily's human frame with open amusement. "Human women are so brave. I would be terrified standing beside an Alpha I couldn't physically or spiritually satisfy."

The third woman stepped directly into Lily's space: Victoria Ashford, stunning and blonde, pureblooded and Council-approved, and openly furious that Damien had married beneath himself.

Her amber eyes flashed for half a second before settling back into a perfect social mask.

"The Council spent years preparing a proper Luna for him," Victoria whispered. "Then he brought home you."

Lily's fingers tightened around her glass.

She wanted to answer. She wanted to tell Victoria that she had not chased Damien Cross, that she had not begged for this title, this estate, this cold marriage, or the invisible noose of pack expectation around her throat.

She wanted to say that Damien had found her with nothing to her name—no family, no money, no protection—and offered her a life so far above poverty that refusing had felt impossible.

But she knew the rules of this mansion. One wrong word would embarrass Damien. One public mistake would become proof that the pack had been right about her all along.

Victoria smiled wider. "A Luna is supposed to strengthen her Alpha," she said. "Not decorate his arm."

Lily lifted her chin, forcing herself to breathe through the humiliation.

Then Damien's voice cut through the air like a blade.

"If my wife is decoration, then every woman in this room should be embarrassed she still outshines them."

The three women froze, and the hush rolled outward until half the ballroom had gone quiet mid-sentence.

Damien stepped back into the circle without hurry, but the pressure of his presence rolled ahead of him. He did not look at Lily first. He did not ask if she was all right. His dark eyes fixed on Victoria and the women beside her with terrifying calm.

Then he slid one heavy arm around Lily's waist and pulled her against his side. The warmth of him hit her through the silk of her gown. Her body reacted before her pride could stop it.

Damien's hand settled at the small of her back, possessive and steady, and the air thickened with his Alpha aura.

"The next person who forgets she carries my name," he said softly, "will leave this estate without theirs."

Victoria's champagne glass trembled almost imperceptibly in her hand. Her face paled beneath her perfect makeup. The other two women lowered their heads at once, muttering quick apologies before retreating into the crowd.

Lily's heart hammered against her ribs.

Damien had defended her—fiercely, publicly, completely.

But when she looked up at his cold, unreadable profile, the truth settled bitterly in her chest.

He had defended her the way a king defended a crown locked behind glass.

Not because it was loved.

Because it was his.
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Chapter 2: The Bond That Burns
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"Smile," Damien murmured near her ear as the orchestra shifted into a slow waltz. "The entire room is watching us. Let's give them the show they came for."

Before she could refuse, he guided her onto the center of the dance floor. The crowd parted for them.

Under hundreds of watching eyes, Damien Cross and his human wife became the picture of perfection. His hand gripped her waist. Her fingers rested in his. The scent of him wrapped around her—cedarwood, rain, expensive cologne, and something darker underneath, something that didn't belong in a ballroom.

"You should not let them see they hurt you," he said as he turned her across the marble.

Lily looked up at him, resentment cracking through her practiced smile. "Maybe you should stop giving them reasons to think they can."

Something cracked across Damien's flawless mask before he could stop it. Pain moved across his face—not anger, not the flare of annoyance she expected, just pain, there and gone so fast she almost missed it.

It stunned her enough that she forgot the room, forgot Victoria, forgot the hundreds of eyes waiting for proof that she did not belong beside him.

Then heat erupted in her wrist.

Lily gasped.

The Luna bond Damien had forced into place three weeks ago clawed awake inside her. It should have warmed beneath her skin. That was what the pack stories promised. The bond between Alpha and Luna was supposed to bloom like moonlight in the blood, a sacred thread of protection, desire, and belonging.

This did not bloom.

It burned.

A violent spike of heat tore through her wrist and shot up her arm. It wrapped around her chest and throat like liquid silver poured into her veins. Her knees buckled.

Damien caught her instantly. His arm locked around her waist, holding her upright before anyone could see her fall. To the ballroom, it probably looked romantic. An Alpha pulling his wife closer during a dance.

But Lily saw his face.

Damien Cross, the man who feared nothing in his own kingdom, had gone pale. Terror lived in his eyes.

He knew exactly what the pain meant.

Without a word to the guests, Damien guided her off the dance floor and into a dim corridor near the VIP entrance. The music softened behind them, swallowed by the heavy walls.

He gripped her right arm and pulled back the silk sleeve of her gown. His thumb brushed over the pale skin of her wrist where the spiritual mark lived beneath the surface.

There was nothing visible—no scar, no bruise, no mark of the fire that had just ripped through her body.

Lily yanked her hand back. "Why does it hurt?"

Damien said nothing. He stared at her wrist as if it were a loaded gun.

"Damien, look at me." Her voice trembled despite her effort to steady it. "Bonds aren't supposed to burn."

His jaw tightened. A muscle feathered in his cheek. Finally, he lifted his eyes. They were dark enough to swallow the light.

"Not here," he said.

Lily's stomach dropped.

That was not an answer.

It was confirmation.

Before she could demand more, a pack guard appeared from the shadows at the far end of the corridor. His face was drained of color. He did not even glance at Lily before leaning close to Damien's ear.

The guard whispered quickly, but Lily caught fragments.

"North hall."

"Cameras failed."

"No scent trail."

"Black flower."

Whatever color remained in Damien's face drained out at the last two words.

His expression did not twist with rage the way it did when another Alpha challenged him. His shoulders did not square for battle.

Instead, something old and cold moved behind his eyes—not the fear of an enemy, but the fear of a ghost.

"Take her upstairs," Damien ordered. His voice dropped into a register that brooked no argument. "Lock down her wing. Nobody goes in. Nobody comes out."

"Damien—"

"Now."

The guard moved at once.

Lily was escorted up the grand staircase with two more wolves falling into step behind her. The farther they moved from the ballroom, the quieter the estate became, music and laughter fading behind them until silence pressed against the walls like a living thing.

Lily looked up. The security cameras in the ceiling corners were dead—not blinking, not damaged, just lifeless.

The guards around her were sweating. Their hands hovered near their weapons. One kept glancing toward the dark end of the hall as if expecting something to crawl out of it.

Werewolves were apex predators.

They were not supposed to tremble inside their own Alpha's fortress.

"What's happening?" Lily asked, stopping in the middle of the corridor. "What did that guard tell Damien?"

The lead guard did not meet her eyes. "Nothing, Mrs. Cross. A minor perimeter glitch. Please keep moving."

Lily did not believe him.

The air had grown unnaturally cold. Her breath misted faintly in front of her lips. Beneath the estate's usual scent of polished mahogany and expensive smoke, something else bled into the corridor—midnight roses and iron.

Not fresh.

Older than that, like blood that had been waiting a long time to be found.

The guards locked her inside her bedroom and shut the heavy oak doors with an ominous click.
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Chapter 3: The Black Rose
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Lily stood still until the guards' footsteps retreated.

Her room was enormous, luxurious, and suffocating. Velvet curtains framed sealed windows. A fire burned low in the marble hearth. Her bed was large enough for two people who had never slept in it like husband and wife.

She paced the floor, pressing one hand to her wrist as the burning faded into a dull throb. Then she crossed to the marble vanity to remove her jewelry.

The moment she looked into the mirror, her pulse stumbled.

A single rose lay on the polished surface, black rather than the deep red or purple she would expect from anything grown to look dramatic. The petals were so dark they seemed to drink the light from the room.

There was no vase, no water, no thorns. The stem had been stripped smooth with careful, almost ceremonial precision.

Her bedroom had been locked from the outside. The guards had stood at the only door. The windows were sealed.

The flower did not smell alive.

It smelled preserved, ancient, like something that had been waiting centuries to be delivered.

Lily reached for it with trembling fingers. The moment her skin brushed the velvet petal, the bond at her wrist screamed.

Pain shot through her arm hard enough to steal the breath from her lungs. But this pain was different from the burning on the dance floor.

Damien's bond felt like a cage tightening around her bones.

The rose felt like a key turning in a lock.

Recognition.

A whisper slid through her mind, elegant and cold and devastatingly familiar.

Not wolf.

Lily jerked away, chest heaving.

The bedroom doors burst open.

Damien stormed inside, his eyes wild, his breathing rough as if he had run through the entire estate to reach her. The moment his gaze landed on the vanity, he stopped dead.

Lily had never seen him lose control of his face like that. His skin went pale. His hands curled into fists.

Then he crossed the room and snatched up the rose like it was a weapon. His fingers crushed the petals. A thick, dark liquid seeped between them, staining his skin deep red.

"Who sent that?" Lily demanded, backing away from him. "Damien, who is inside this house?"

He kept his back to her. "No one you need to know."

"That means someone I do need to know." Her fear finally cracked open into anger. "Look at the cameras. Look at your guards. You are terrified."

Damien did not answer her. He turned toward the guards gathered at the threshold, and his voice became an Alpha's roar.

"Sweep every inch of this estate. Double the perimeter. Check every window, every mirror, every drainage pipe in a five-mile radius." His blood-stained hand tightened around the ruined rose. "If anything moves without a heartbeat, kill it."

The guards scattered.

Damien turned back to Lily, his expression hardening into stone.

"You will stay in this room tonight. You will not touch the doors. You will not look out the windows. You will not leave this bed. Do you understand me?"

It sounded like protection.

But Lily looked at the locked doors, the dead cameras, and the red stain drying on his hand.

She knew what it was.

A prison.

"No," she said.

Damien's eyes narrowed.

Lily stepped forward before fear could stop her. "I am done staying quiet. What is wrong with our bond?"

His face shut down. "Lily, go to sleep."

"No." Her voice rose, sharp with six months of swallowed humiliation. "You parade me downstairs as your perfect wife, but the moment we are behind closed doors, you look at me like I am a catastrophic mistake you are trying to contain."

Damien's jaw locked.

"You forced me into that Luna ritual," she continued. "You dragged me into this world. You made me your wife in front of everyone. And now whatever you put inside me is burning me alive."

His eyes snapped open. The distance between them disappeared.

Damien stepped closer, his shadow swallowing her. His hand lifted toward her face, fingers hovering an inch from her cheek. They trembled with a hunger so desperate it made her breath catch.

He wanted to touch her.

She could feel it in the tremor he couldn't quite hide.

Then he forced his hand back to his side.

"If I touch you the way I want to, Lily," he said, his voice rough with something darker than anger, "you will ask questions I cannot answer."

The words hit harder than a confession.

Before she could speak, Damien turned and walked out. The heavy oak doors shut behind him. The lock clicked from the outside.

Lily stood in the center of the room, shaking. The black rose was gone. Damien had taken it.

The bedroom was empty, safe, and completely sealed.

But when Lily returned to the vanity to steady herself against the marble, she noticed something beneath the base of the silver mirror.

One black petal.

It had fallen where Damien had not seen it.

Lily picked it up carefully. Hidden beneath the petal was a folded scrap of parchment so thin and translucent it looked like skin. Her fingers trembled as she opened it.

The handwriting inside was elegant, sweeping, and old—not Damien's and not anyone else's from this house.

The ink formed one sentence.

Ask your husband why your bond burns instead of blooms.
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Chapter 4: The Petal's Path

[image: ]


The thin piece of skin-like parchment felt like ice against Lily's palms. Alone in the suffocating silence of her locked bedroom, she stared at the sweeping, archaic ink.

Ask your husband why your bond burns instead of blooms.

As if summoned by the words, the invisible brand around her right wrist throbbed with a low, rhythmic heat—not the agonizing sear from the dance floor, but a persistent reminder of the leash Damien had wrapped around her soul.

She stared into her vanity mirror, trying to find a trace of the woman she used to be before she became a billionaire Alpha's captive ornament. Instead, her eyes drifted downward to the marble surface.

The single black velvet petal she had rescued from beneath the mirror was changing.

It wasn't drying up.

It was weeping.

A thin, dark red liquid began to ooze from the velvet edge, pooling onto the white stone. It didn't pool like water; it moved with deliberate intent.

Like a vein finding its own path, the crimson line crawled across the vanity, dropped over the edge without losing its form, and slid silently across the hardwood floor straight toward her locked bedroom door.

The petal wasn't just a leftover threat. It was an invitation, and the path it showed her disappeared beneath the gap of the door.

Lily looked at the heavy oak barrier, then back to the creeping trail. Damien had told her to stay. He had commanded her to act like a blind, obedient pet while the foundation of his empire cracked around them.

But Lily Haynes was done waiting for permission to survive.

She approached the door, her heart hammering against her ribs, and wrapped her fingers around the cold brass handle, expecting the rigid resistance of the deadbolt.

Instead, a soft, heavy click echoed through the wood.

The handle turned effortlessly.

The lock hadn't given because a guard turned a key or because a digital system glitched. It cleared because something older and more absolute than the Cross Pack's technology had simply overruled Damien's authority.

Her own breathing sounded too loud in the sudden quiet, each exhale visible now that the cold had followed her out of the room. Lily stepped into the corridor.

The hallway was entirely, unnaturally empty. Damien had ordered a full lockdown, yet the two massive, silver-armed guards who were supposed to be standing sentinel outside her room were gone.

Up and down the corridor, the recessed lighting flickered hard, then died altogether, plunging the wing into shadow. The security cameras mounted in the corners were dead, their lenses frosted over with a thin crust of ice.

The air had dropped below freezing in minutes, and underneath the sterile smell of expensive floor polish, the scent hit her again—elegant and suffocating.

Midnight roses and old, oxidized iron.

She stepped forward, and behind her the heavy bedroom door swung shut on its own, locking with a bone-chilling snap.

There was no going back.

She was on the trail now.

The estate at night was a different animal than the estate by day. Daylight made it a museum — marble, flowers, curated wealth. Darkness stripped that pretense away and let the building's true function show through: reinforced doors disguised as paneling, sight lines engineered for defense, the subtle wrongness of windows too narrow for a human body that she had never consciously registered until now. Damien hadn't renovated a mansion. He had built a fortress and upholstered it.

The crimson thread guided her through the labyrinth of the Cross Estate. Lily moved like a ghost, using every trick she'd learned during six months of domestic captivity—which floorboards near the eastern gallery groaned under a human's weight, where the security rotations lagged by forty-five seconds, which narrow service corridors connected the family wing to the lower levels.

As she crept down a stone staircase, the distant, frantic shouts of Damien's enforcers echoed through the ventilation system, hunting for an intruder.

None of them came near her.

The thread didn't just lead her—it calculated, slithering through shadows, pausing when a patrol was near, diverting her away from danger.

Whoever was pulling the string knew this fortress better than she did.

The trail stopped on the ground floor, at the base of a massive glass door etched with heavy letters:

NORTH GARDEN—RESTRICTED.

The North Garden had been forbidden since her first week, when Damien warned her away, claiming the area was a hazard from old structural damage.

But looking through the glass now, the garden didn't look broken.

It looked preserved.

Beyond lay a gothic landscape of frozen soil, twisted black hedges, and stone archways, sealed off from the rest of the world. Low fog clung to the ground, obscuring the sky so completely that not a drop of moonlight reached the center.

The cold radiating off the glass was different from the winter air behind her — older, denser, the kind of cold that felt less like weather and more like something holding its breath. Lily pressed her palm flat against the door and felt it answer, faint and rhythmic, like a second pulse beneath her own.
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