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Zion

 

 

 

Another day of drudgery. That was all I'd ever known. I have no memories of my life before I came to live with Pack Hart at the tender age of four. Almost as soon as I arrived, I was pressed into servitude to the Alpha. Back then it was Alpha Elliot, and he wasn't so bad.

His son, who took over when I was ten, is a cruel man. He thrives on fear and relishes my screams.

Within days of Alpha Reuben taking over, I was moved from a small room in the servant's quarters, where at least it was relatively warm, to a cold cell beneath the Alpha's home. He'd informed me that was where a lowly Omega with such a weak wolf as mine, belonged. I was so weak, I couldn't even shift.

That was when the beatings began. Every perceived infraction incurred his wrath and his favorite tool for punishment was a whip.

Thin scars criss-crossed my back from the years of abuse.

It wasn't just Alpha Reuben who beat me. No, it was the Betas as well. Any any Alpha that I was loaned to while they visited had free reign to punish me for any perceived infraction.

But this was my lot in life.

“Mongrel, we have a special guest coming tonight. See that the largest guest room is prepared for his stay,” Alpha Reuben barked at me.

“Yes, Alpha,” I replied with my head down. Some days I had to bite my cheek until I tasted blood to keep from refusing a command. It felt wrong, deep in my bones, but refusal would get me a beating that would leave me barely able to move.

I scurried off to clean the guest room but I couldn't help but wonder who was coming. Whoever it was, they had to be important because this room was rarely ever used.

After dusting every surface and mopping the floors, I changed the bedding on the bed. Then I carried everything to laundry to be washed.

“Mongrel! Come here!” Alpha Reuben barked out as I passed his office.

I shuddered but I entered and stood with my head lowered awaiting his command.

“Your presence is required at dinner tonight. You will find clothing waiting in your room. Be sure to clean yourself up and make yourself presentable,” he growled.

“Yes Alpha,” I replied. When he waved me away, I fled his office. I had very little time to prepare before dinner.

I assumed my presence was required so that I could take care of all of his guest's needs. I would no doubt be serving him, and could look forward to punishments later. It always happened.

When I reached my room and saw the dress, I was confused. I'd expected something befitting a servant, but this dress was almost nice. Pushing my confusion aside, I quickly washed up, shivering in the cold of my room. I pulled the dress on then put my hair up in a twist. Then I stepped into my worn slippers and made my way to the dining hall.

Stepping into the room, I swallowed as all eyes turned toward me. There were more people here than I'd expected, mostly females of the pack. What was going on?

“You're late,” Alpha Reuben growled and I inclined my head.

“My apologies, Alpha,” I murmured.

“Never mind. Sit,” he ordered, motioning to the remaining chair beside him.

I swallowed and quickly made my way to the chair and sat. Alpha Reuben's hand landed on my thigh in a punishing grip and I struggled to keep from crying out.

“If you embarrass me tonight, you will pay dearly,” he hissed in my ear before he let go of my leg and turned his attention to the stranger on his other side.

Conversation flowed around me as dinner was served but I tried to tune it all out. It wasn't like any of it pertained to me.

“As you can see, we have quite a few eligible females to choose from,” Alpha Reuben said.

His words piqued my interest and I tried to listen without him knowing it.

“Yes, I can see that. Your pack has been blessed, Alpha Reuben,” the stranger replied. “You've yet to introduce me to our late arrival,” he added.

I swallowed. But of course the stranger had to remind him of my tardiness.

“Ah, yes, my apologies, Seneschal Emerson. This is my servant, Zion,” he replied, motioning to me.

“It's a pleasure to meet you, my dear,” Seneschal Emerson said around my Alpha.

“You as well,” I replied quietly. I still had no idea who he was, why he was here, or what he was ‘choosing’ a pack female for.

When the meal ended, I sat at the table unsure what my Alpha wanted me to do. The other females gave me dirty looks and fawned over Seneschal Emerson. The very sight made me want to gag.

“It was Zion, correct?”

I must have zoned out because I hadn't even seen the Seneschal approaching me. “Um, yes, Sir,” I replied.

“Why are you sitting here alone?” he asked.

“I…don't really socialize,” I replied, not sure what to say.

“Pity. Will you save me a dance?”

I blinked at him. “Dance?” No sooner was the word out of my mouth and music began. “Oh. Um, yes,” I added quickly.

“Good.” He walked away and I watched as he began dancing with the other females.

“Your presence is no longer required,” Alpha Reuben hissed in my ear.

“The Seneschal requested I dance with him,” I replied without thought.

“Are you defying me?” he growled.

“No, Alpha,” I said quickly.

“Then why are you still here?”

I got up from the table and all but fled the dining hall. I heard footsteps behind me and knew it was one of the Betas. No doubt the Alpha ordered him to punish me.

Just as I reached my room, a hand snaked out to grab my upper arm. I fought the urge to try to shake it off.

“Alpha Reuben sends his regards,” Beta Benson growled before he pushed me into my room. “Did you really think your impudence would go unpunished, mongrel?”

“No, Beta Benson,” I replied with a resigned sigh.

“Let's get rid of this,” he snarled, ripping the dress from my body. “On your hands and knees,” he ordered.

I dropped onto the cold stone floor and shivered. The sound of his belt slipping through his belt loops was loud in my ears.

“You better keep that mouth shut. If the Seneschal hears, your punishment will be even worse,” he growled before he brought the belt down on my backside.

I jerked with the first hit and had to lock my muscles in place to keep from trying to get away. As the beating continued, tears streaked my face. I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste blood in order to keep the screams in.

I lost count of how many times the belt came down. I could feel wetness and knew he broke the skin in a few places. If they didn't send Joshua in with the ointment to close the wounds, I knew moving would be difficult come morning.

The sound of heavy breathing was loud in the suddenly silent room. I felt the air move and I knew Beta Benson was leaving. He'd done what he'd come there to do.

The door closed behind him and I crawled to my mat and curled up on my side as tears continued to course down my cheeks.

The sound of the door opening had me stiffening.

“It's me.”

Joshua’s quiet voice reached me and I relaxed slightly.

“I've been sent to tend the wounds,” he told me as he knelt beside me. “It's not fair, what they do to you,” he added.

“It is what it is,” I replied with a slight shrug. “Wishes can't change our station.” I hissed as he smeared the cool ointment on my broken and bruised skin.

“You'll be good as new by morning,” Joshua said as he finished.

“Thank you,” I murmured. I was mentally, emotionally, and physically drained and all I wanted to do was sleep.

“Goodnight, Zion,” Joshua said before he left.

I pulled my threadbare blanket over my naked form and let exhaustion pull me under.
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“Get up, mongrel!”

My eyes snapped open at the snarled words from Alpha Reuben. I scrambled to stand, the blanket wrapped around me to ward off the chill. I had no idea what time it was.

“Breakfast is in three hours. You better have the dining hall ready in time to dress for breakfast, or else.”

“Yes, Alpha,” I replied. He stormed out, slamming the door behind him, and I shuddered.

I quickly dressed in my regular clothes and rushed to the dining hall. I groaned when I saw the mess that was left from the night before.

Two other servants joined me and we managed to get it back in order. As soon as we were done, I rushed back to my room. Another simple, but modest, dress waited for me and I washed up and dressed quickly. I put my hair in a braid and practically ran to the dining hall. I didn't want to be late again.

Still, despite being on time, Alpha Reuben glared at me. I took my seat next to him and looked at my plate.

“Good morn’, Zion. I thought you were going to save me a dance last night,” Seneschal Emerson said to me.

I scrambled for a plausible excuse. I couldn't tell him the truth. “My apologies, Seneschal Emerson. I suddenly felt unwell and Alpha Reuben graciously allowed me to retire early,” I finally told him.

“I see. And how are you feeling today?”

“Much better. Thank you,” I replied. I glanced up and saw several of the females glaring at me. They clearly didn't like that he was talking to me. Not that it mattered. He'd be gone soon and things would return to normal. I turned my attention back to my food, trying to ignore the dirty looks they were giving me.

When the meal was nearly finished, Alpha Reuben stood. “Thank you for coming. I know you are all wondering why Seneschal Emerson is here. I will let him explain.” He motioned to the wolf in question and he stood.

“Thank you, Alpha Reuben. As I am sure you are all aware, King Silas has yet to choose a Luna. He has devised a way to do so. One woman from each pack will be chosen to represent their pack in the Luna Gauntlet.”

“What is the Luna Gauntlet?” one of the females asked.

“A series of challenges and events to find the perfect Luna,” Seneschal Emerson replied.

Excited whispers filled the room and I struggled to not roll my eyes at them.

“Pack Hart is the last pack to be chosen from, simply because it's the furthest from the palace.” He looked around the room and everyone, but me, seemed to be holding their breath.

“I have chosen Zion to represent Pack Hart.”

I stared at the man. I had to have misheard him.

“What?” one of the females screeched. “You can't be serious! She's a lowly, weak servant! She can't even shift!”

Other voices joined hers and I had to keep my head down to keep from growling at them.

“SILENCE!”

Alpha Reuben's voice echoed in the room and everyone was instantly silent.

“Thank you, Alpha Reuben,” Seneschal Emerson said. Then he addressed the others. “My decision is final.” He turned to me. “We leave in an hour. Be ready.” He nodded at the Alpha and strode out.

“How did you do it?” Alpha Reuben hissed at me.

“Do what?” I asked, confused.

“How did you influence him? Did you sneak out of your room and offer him your body if he picked you?”

“What? No! I had no idea why he was even here,” I replied.

“She had to have, Alpha!” Celeste, one of the females shouted, having heard us.

“No, I swear, I didn't,” I insisted, shaking my head.

Alpha Reuben's hand came up and I prepared myself for the hit. It never came.

“Think Alpha. If she's hurt, the Seneschal will know,” Beta Carl said, stilling the Alpha's hand.

“Don't get too comfortable, mongrel. We all know you will fail quickly. Then you'll be right back here,” Alpha Reuben snarled. “Get out of my sight,” he added.

“Yes, Alpha,” I said and scurried from the dining hall. I reached my room and quickly packed the few things I owned. Nothing I owned was Luna quality, but it was all I had.

“Ah, there you are. Right on time,” Seneschal Emerson said when I reached the main hall. “Ready, my dear?”

“Yes. Thank you,” I replied.

I felt eyes on me as I left the Alpha's house at the Seneschal's side, but I refused to look around. I knew Alpha Reuben was right. I would be back soon, but at least I was getting away for a short time.

Once we were in the car, Seneschal Emerson turned to me. “We have a few hours until we reach the palace. Upon arrival, you will be introduced to the other candidates. Do try to mind your manners. Many of them come from wealthy families.”

I nodded my head. I got his meaning loud and clear. They were poised and polished while I lacked the same class. Why had he chosen me?

“After the introduction, a maid will escort you to your room where you will find attire befitting a queen. There is a dinner party tonight and all candidates must attend. I trust I do not need to tell you how to behave.”

“No, Seneschal,” I replied.

“Relax, my dear. You are here for a reason,” he told me.

My head snapped up and I stared at him. “How did you…?”

“It is written all over your face. If you hope to get far in the Gauntlet, you need to learn to shield your thoughts better,” he responded.

“I will keep that in mind,” I assured him.

Silence filled the car then, and I watched as the countryside passed us by. As we neared the palace, my gaze was drawn to the massive structure.

It was all white stone, with several spires reaching into the sky. I shivered as we got closer, it felt like electricity had passed through my body, and then the sensation faded away. “What was that?” I asked.

“Border protection spell. Only those welcome by the king can pass through it without harm.”

“That makes sense,” I said with a nod.

We stopped in front of the palace and the door beside me was opened. A hand entered, to help me out, and I took it. A soft gasp escaped me when I got a good look at the palace up close. It was breathtaking.

“Come. They are waiting for us,” Seneschal Emerson said, motioning me toward the door.

I followed behind him. “My bag,” I started and he cut me off.

“It will be taken to your room for you.”

“Oh. Okay.” I stepped into the palace and my eyes widened at the opulence. A massive crystal chandelier hung above the main hall, crystals in shades of green and blue hanging from it. The white walls gleamed with accents of blue, green, and gold adorning them. The marble floor, which was white with gold veins running through it, was polished to a shine, and there wasn't a speck of dust anywhere that I could see.

“This way,” Seneschal Emerson said and I followed him through the hall to a set of double doors. They stood open and voices filtered out.

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves and stepped inside behind him.

“Ladies. Allow me to introduce the final candidate. Zion of Pack Hart.” Then he introduced the other twenty one candidates. I wasn't sure if he made the introductions quickly because he wanted to trip me up or just wanted to be done. If it was the former, he was going to fail. I'd always had a knack for memorizing names and matching them to faces. If it was the latter, if he'd had to personally select all twenty two candidates, I didn't blame him.

As soon as he was done, I saw the looks the others gave me. Almost all of them wore dresses of varying grandeur, showing off their family’s wealth. Two, however, were a little more modestly dressed.

“Now, the rest of you know the rules, but I will repeat them for our new arrival. You are not allowed in the west wing of the palace, without an invitation. As none of you know the palace layout, you are to remain in your rooms unless you have an escort to guide you. King Silas will apprise you of the rest of the rules in the morning. Now, if you'll excuse me, your maids will be here shortly to escort you to your rooms,” Seneschal Emerson said and left.

The two who were more modestly dressed, Eve and Chelsea, approached. “Welcome to the fun,” Eve said.

“Lovely, another one. And this one is even worse. Is that dirt under her nails?” one of the others, Alisha, hissed to the women around her. She was clearly pretending to be quiet but made sure I heard her.

Chelsea rolled her eyes. “That's Alisha Harper, queen bitch. Just Ignore her.”

“That's not exactly queen behavior,” I said and from the glare she gave me, I knew she heard.

“What was that, mongrel? As if you'd have any idea how a queen should act,” Alisha hissed at me. “I don't even know why they let trash like you in the palace, much less in the Luna Gauntlet.”

“Because everyone has a fair shot at being chosen as Luna,” came a voice from behind me.

I turned at the same time the others gasped. The man in front of me was absolutely gorgeous. Tall, broad shouldered, with blonde hair that touched his collar and smokey gray eyes that took in everything.

“Prince Arcadius, I didn't mean-”

“Save it. I heard what you said,” he replied, cutting her off.

“Yes, Your Highness,” she murmured.

“I don't believe we have met,” he said to me. “Prince Arcadius Doucet. And you are?” he asked.

“Zion Hart,” I replied, my voice coming out a croak.

“Lovely name for a lovely woman,” he said with a wink. “Ah, here are your maids now. Ladies,” he added with a nod.

We all watched him go and I noticed Alisha and several others glaring at me. Just great.

“Hello, Miss. I am Nylah. I will be your maid while you are here. If you follow me, I will show you to your room.”

“Thank you Nylah,” I replied.

“I don't care what your name is, just do your job,” I heard Alisha snarl at her maid and I felt bad for the woman.

Shaking my head, I followed Nylah through the palace, up a massive staircase to the third floor, and down a long hallway.

“Here we are, Miss,” she said, opening the door for me.

“Please, call me Zion,” I told her. “It's okay. I don't expect to be here long,” I added at the shocked look on her face.

“As you wish. You have two hours before I will be back to help you dress for the dinner party. I suggest you rest for only a short time before bathing.”

“Thank you. I will be sure to be ready when you arrive,” I told her.

Once she left, I flopped down on the bed. It was the softest mattress I'd ever laid on and all I wanted to do was stretch out and sleep. But I couldn't.

I reluctantly got up and went to unpack my meager belongings only to find it already done for me. I wandered into the huge walk-in closet and stared at the dresses hanging there. The rich fabrics were nothing I'd ever seen before, much less worn.

Shaking my head, I made my way into the bathroom. Dove gray marble with traces of silver veins covered the floor and the shower stall. A clawfoot tub sat near the shower, and a double sink with the same marble as the floor finished off things.

Sighing, I searched the cabinets and found bath oils. Choosing a vanilla scented one, I started filling the tub and poured some oil into it.

Stripping, I eased into the tub and groaned as the heat enveloped me. When the tub was full, I turned the water off and leaned back, closing my eyes while I relaxed.

I wasn't sure how much time passed, or when I relaxed enough to drift off, but I came up sputtering and coughing up water. “Shit,” I grumbled.

I climbed out of the tub, dried off, then tugged on the robe that hung on the back of the door. Then I sat and brushed my hair, hoping it dried enough to keep from making my dress damp.

A knock at the door had me moving to it. I opened to find Nylah standing there. “Please, come in,” I said and stepped back.

“Thank you, Miss…Zion,” she said, stepping in.

I watched her go to the closet and rummage before she came back out with a gown in blue.

“This will do nicely,” she said. “Sit, I will fix your hair first,” she added, motioning to the chair in front of the vanity.

I sat and watched in the mirror as she twisted my long hair up off my neck, pinning it in place with jeweled pins. “There, those should hold,” she murmured.

Then, after I put on
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