

  [image: Cover]




Aurora Benoit

Fated to the Tyrant Alpha


A Paranormal Werewolf Shifter Romance





  
    First published by Zeansyl Pub 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Aurora Benoit


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

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

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Author’s Note
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  



  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

If this story made your pulse quicken, shattered your heart only to rebuild it stronger, or left you breathless with a happily-ever-after that felt worth every tear, I would be endlessly grateful for a positive review.

Your reviews are the lifeblood that helps other readers discover these passionate worlds and gives me the strength to keep crafting stories where love doesn’t just conquer, but transforms, heals, and sets souls ablaze.

Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







POV: Una




I’m counting cash when Old Noreen ruins my life.

Three hundred dollars in twenties, smoothed flat and stacked neat. I tuck them in the hidey hole behind the crockpot, right next to my phone. Six months of Kennedy’s rental cabin, paid. Six months she can shift in private without anyone knowing her wolf is male. Six months of safety I just bought with dried morel mushrooms and careful negotiations with Shroomforager3000.

The phone goes dark as I power it off. Can’t risk it buzzing during dinner service.

“Una! Come get this!”

I hunch my shoulders and count to three. Old Noreen’s voice could strip paint off walls when she wants something. I straighten, my bad leg immediately protesting the shift in weight. The twisted muscles in my thigh burn, a constant reminder of the night Thomas Fane tore through our cabin and my mother shoved me under the bed.

I’m twenty-eight years old and I still remember the sound my leg made when his jaws closed around it.

“Una Hayes, I know you hear me!”

I turn. Noreen’s pointing at a tray loaded with five plastic pitchers, foam sloshing over the rims. My stomach sinks. That’s got to weigh thirty pounds, and she knows damn well my leg can’t take that kind of load without my balance going to hell.

She reads my face and snaps her fingers twice. “You’ll be fine. It’ll save you having to make another trip in twenty minutes, and then you can bury your nose in that phone to your heart’s content. Come on, girl.”

I cross to the prep counter, eyeing the tray. The pitchers are sweating condensation, making the plastic slick. One wrong step and I’m wearing five gallons of beer.

But Noreen’s doing me a favor, really. The faster I get this done, the faster I can disappear back here and avoid the meat market happening in the great room. I can hear them through the door—males shouting, females laughing that high-pitched sound that means they’re performing, not actually amused.

I grip the tray with both hands and lift. My arms are strong from years of hauling dishes and laundry baskets. It’s my leg that’s the problem. I shift my weight to my good side, using my bad leg like a crutch. Not graceful, but it works.

“There you go,” Noreen says, already turning back to the industrial stove. “Straight to the front table.”

Right. The lieutenants’ table. The one closest to Thorne Blackwood’s makeshift throne, where his top-ranked fighters sit and judge everyone who walks past. Perfect.

I take a breath and shoulder through the swinging door.

The great room hits me like a wall—noise and heat and the thick musk of too many wolves in one space. Males are sprawled at the long tables, legs stretched out into the aisles, their mates tucked against their sides or perched on their laps. The females look uncomfortable, crushed and crowded, but they smile anyway because that’s what you do when you’re mated and protected.

Better than the alternative, I guess.

I start my careful navigation between tables, my shoe squeaking against the linoleum with each dragging step. Beer sloshes over the pitcher rims. I’m already getting dirty looks.

Finn Murphy watches me approach his table with his usual scowl. He’s built like a truck and has the personality of roadkill, but he’s ranked in the cruiserweight division, so everyone treats him like he’s special.

I don’t make eye contact. That’s the trick to surviving in the Quarry Pack—sorry, Stone Valley Pack. Thorne renamed it when he became alpha, like that would make us forget what we are. You keep your head down, do your work, and pray no one notices you.

Invisibility is safety.

My bad leg wobbles as I edge past a group of younger males. One of them has his boots stretched across my path. I pause, waiting for him to move them.

He doesn’t.

I shift the tray to one hip and step over his feet, my leg screaming at the uneven weight distribution. Beer splashes over the rim of the front pitcher, soaking my fingers.

The male smirks at his friends. I keep walking.

This is fine. I’ve done this a thousand times. Get to the front table, unload the pitchers, head back to the kitchen. Simple.

Except Thorne’s voice suddenly booms from the dais, and the entire room loses its mind.

“Lochlan.”

The name cuts through the chaos like a blade. Everyone goes quiet for half a second, just long enough to hear Thorne’s next word.

He snaps his fingers and points to the open floor at his feet. “And Tye.”

The room erupts. Males howl and stomp their feet. Females shriek. Someone slams their fist on a table so hard the dishes jump.

I freeze in the middle of the floor, tray heavy in my aching arms, because I know what this means.

Beta challenge.

Lochlan Byrne has been picking fights for months, working his way up the ranks, getting closer and closer to Tye’s position. Everyone knows he’s gunning for beta. And if he wins tonight—if he actually beats Tye—then tradition says Thorne has to acknowledge the challenge or fight Lochlan himself.

My stomach knots. Lochlan’s an asshole who thinks females should present on command and defective wolves should be put down. If he becomes beta, if his crew gains power—

I shove the thought away. Not my problem. I just need to get these pitchers to the table and get out.

But I can’t stop myself from looking at the dais.

Thorne Blackwood sits in his metal folding chair like it’s an actual throne, legs spread, forearms braced on his thighs. The massive stone fireplace behind him frames him in flames and shadow, and even though the chair is the same cheap fold-out furniture the rest of us use, somehow it fits him.

He looks like a king.

White tank top stretched across shoulders so broad they block out half the fireplace. Faded jeans that hug thighs thicker than most males’ waists. Tan work boots that have seen more fights than I’ve seen birthdays. It’s basically a uniform in this pack—every male wears some version of it—but on Thorne it looks different.

Dangerous.

His face is all harsh angles. Crooked nose from getting it broken too many times. Sharp jaw that could cut glass. Lips that barely curve even when he smiles, which isn’t often. And his eyes—dusky blue, almost gray—are watching the two males square off in the center of the room with the focused intensity of a predator.

I don’t usually look at Thorne. I make a point of not looking at higher ranks. But something about tonight makes it impossible to look away.

Tye and Lochlan bump fists in the center of the floor. They’re both big males, scarred from years of circuit fighting, muscles coiled and ready. This isn’t going to be a quick match.

And they’re blocking my direct path to the front table.

Fantastic.

I edge along the wall, searching for a way around them. The tray’s getting heavier by the second, and my arms are starting to shake. How long does Noreen think I can hold thirty pounds of beer?

The males collide with a sound like thunder.

The crowd goes insane again. Half the room’s shouting for Tye, the other half for Lochlan. It’s a two-man rugby scrum in the middle of the floor, all grunts and growls and the meaty sound of fists hitting flesh.

I’m stuck.

If I try to squeeze past them, I’ll get knocked over. If I go back to the kitchen and circle around, Noreen will have my head for taking so long. So I stand here, tray shaking in my arms, watching two grown males try to kill each other over rank.

Sweet Fate, it’s hot in here.

Sweat trickles down my temples. My flannel shirt sticks to my back, damp and clinging. Why is no one opening a window? The fire’s roaring behind Thorne’s chair, and there have to be fifty wolves packed into this room, and I’m standing here in long sleeves because unmated females aren’t allowed to show skin.

The rules are stupid. The whole pack is stupid.

I press my legs together as sweat dribbles down my inner thighs. Gross. I wore khakis today, and now they’re damp and uncomfortable and probably showing sweat stains.

My arms are getting weak. I switch my grip, holding the tray with both hands instead of one. My palms are slick. If I drop this, Finn Murphy will never let me forget it.

Tye and Lochlan roll across the floor, dangerously close to my feet. I step back, my bad leg nearly giving out. The tray tilts. Beer sloshes.

Come on. Just finish the fight already.

But Tye’s got Lochlan in a headlock now, and neither one’s giving an inch. This could go on for another ten minutes.

My stomach does something weird. A low cramp, except not quite. More like a flutter. Or a pull.

I swallow. My mouth is bone dry.

Maybe I’m getting sick? That would be just my luck. Get sick right before Annie’s supposed to make the town run, and I’ll have to go instead, risk breaking the “no human males” rule to sell mushrooms.

The cramp intensifies. Spreads.

Heat blooms in my core—sudden, violent, overwhelming. It crashes through my body like a wave, leaving my toes and fingertips tingling. My breath catches.

What the hell?

This isn’t fever. Isn’t illness.

It’s something else. Something primal and terrifying and completely outside my experience.

And then I feel her.

My wolf.

She’s been dormant my entire life. Twenty-eight years of silence, of feeling her like a ghost I could sense but never touch. Abertha says some wolves come late. That trauma can make them skittish. That mine will come when she’s ready.

She’s ready now.

She wakes up all at once—no gentle stirring, no gradual awareness. One second she’s asleep, the next she’s clawing at my ribs, howling, demanding. The sensation is so intense I nearly drop the tray.

My vision swims. Everything’s too bright, too loud, too much. I can hear individual heartbeats in the crowd. Can smell beer and sweat and something else, something sweet and warm that makes my mouth water.

My wolf yips and chases her tail inside me. She’s ecstatic. Desperate.

And through the chaos, one thought crystallizes with perfect, terrible clarity:

Mate.

Outside.

Now.

No. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. I don’t have a mate. I’ve never gone into heat. I can’t shift. This is—this is impossible.

But my wolf doesn’t care about impossible. She’s awake and she’s insistent and she knows something I don’t.

Him.

Him, him, him.

My gaze snaps to Thorne against my will.

I know better than this. You don’t meet an alpha’s eyes. That’s a challenge. Even from a lone female. Even if you’re holding a tray of beer and trying not to fall over.

But I can’t stop.

My neck won’t bend. My eyes won’t lower. I’m staring right at Thorne Blackwood, and I can’t make myself look away.

He’s watching the fight. Fingers steepled under his chin. Face impassive except for the slight curve of his lips—not quite a smile, more like satisfaction. He looks like a snake that just swallowed a rat.

And there’s a scent in the air now. New. Distinct from the usual pack smell.

Warm and sweet and sticky. Like melted toffee. Butterscotch bubbling in a pan. A drop of caramel on the tip of your tongue.

It coats my mouth. Makes me salivate.

I want to taste it. Want to breathe it in until my lungs are full of nothing else.

My wolf whines. A desperate, needy sound that vibrates in my chest.

Him, him, him.

This is Thorne Blackwood. The alpha. The tyrant who killed his own father and rebuilt the pack in his image. The male who fights on the circuit and makes examples of anyone who shows weakness.

This can’t be right.

But my wolf doesn’t care about any of that. She only cares that he’s there and she’s here and there’s something connecting them, pulling them together like gravity.

I try to force my gaze down. Try to make my neck bend, my eyes lower. I focus as hard as I can, every muscle straining.

Nothing happens.

My body won’t obey.

I’m still staring at him. At his lips. At the way his tank top clings to every defined muscle in his chest and shoulders. At the thick cords of his neck, the sharp angle of his jaw, the harsh planes of his face.

Heat pools between my legs. Liquid and insistent.

I’m soaking wet. Aching. My breasts feel swollen, nipples tight against my bra. Every inch of skin is hypersensitive, begging to be touched.

What is wrong with me?

My hand starts to drift down before I catch myself. I’m in the middle of the great room, holding a tray of beer, surrounded by fifty wolves, and my hand is heading for the soaking mess between my legs.

I jerk it back to the tray, gripping hard enough to make the plastic creak.

This is Thorne Blackwood. He’s never looked at me twice in my entire life. He probably doesn’t even know my name. And I’m—I’m nobody. A lone female with a twisted leg who serves beer and keeps her head down.

This can’t be happening.

But the heat keeps building. The ache keeps intensifying. And my wolf keeps whining, louder and louder, until the sound fills my skull.

Him.

I lick my lips. They’re so dry they’re cracking.

My khakis are damp now, not just from sweat. My thighs are slick. I can feel it with every tiny shift of weight, every breath.

On the floor, Tye’s making his comeback. He’s got Lochlan pinned, one hand wrapped around the back of his neck, the other braced against the floor. It’s almost over.

Good. I need to move. Need to get out of here before—

Haisley Byrne appears from nowhere.

She doesn’t wait for Thorne’s nod of approval. Doesn’t ask permission. Just saunters up to the dais like she owns it, her hips swaying in a dress that’s too tight and too short for pack dinner.

I know what she’s going to do before she does it.

My wolf knows too. She goes rigid inside me, hackles raised.

Haisley wraps her arms around Thorne’s neck. Shoves her breasts into his side. Rises up on her tiptoes in those ridiculous heels she always wears.

And kisses him.

Full on the mouth. Tongue and everything.

Thorne goes rigid. His hands grip the armrests of his chair. But he doesn’t push her away.

He doesn’t pull back.

He just sits there, letting Haisley Byrne suck his face, and his eyes—his dusky blue eyes—are locked on mine.

No.

The sound that comes out of me isn’t human. It’s a wail, a yowl, something torn from the deepest part of my chest. It fills the room, drowns out the crowd, echoes off the rafters.

Ours.

No, no, no.

My wolf isn’t asking. Isn’t suggesting.

She’s taking control.

My spine rips out of my skin.

That’s what it feels like. Like someone’s grabbed my backbone and yanked it through my flesh, pulling everything inside out. Pain explodes through my body—white-hot, blinding, absolute.

I scream.

The tray hits the ground. Pitchers shatter. Beer sprays everywhere.

I collapse, my bones breaking with sick pops. Joints dislocate. Muscles tear. My jaw elongates, teeth sharpening, pushing through my gums. My hands curl into paws, claws erupting from fingertips.

I can’t stop it. Can’t slow it down.

This is shifting. My first shift. And it’s agony.

Everything breaks and reforms and breaks again. My ribs crack. My pelvis splits. My skull reshapes itself, and the pain is so intense I can’t even scream anymore. Just gasp and choke and pray it ends.

My vision goes strange. Colors drain away, replaced by shades of gray and brown. But everything’s sharper now. Brighter. I can see cracks in the linoleum I never noticed before. Dust motes floating in the air. The individual threads in Thorne’s tank top.

And I can smell everything.

Beer soaking into the floor. Sweat from the fighters. The woodsmoke from the fireplace. Meat from someone’s plate. Blood from Lochlan’s split lip.

And her.

Haisley’s coconut shampoo. Vanilla lotion. The cloying sweetness of her perfume.

She’s touching my mate. Rubbing her scent all over him.

A voice in the back of my head—faint, panicked, human—begs me to stop. Think. Wait.

But I’m not listening.

I am the wolf now, and that bitch is touching what’s mine.

I leap.

Or try to. My back leg doesn’t work right. It drags behind me, useless and twisted, the manifestation of my damaged human form.

But I don’t care.

I lunge forward, dragging my bad leg, baring fangs that feel too big for my mouth. Everything’s in the wrong proportions. My body’s unfamiliar, uncoordinated. There’s no color in my vision, just scent and sound and the overwhelming need to get that female away from him.

I raise my muzzle and howl.

The sound that comes out is pathetic. Small. Weak.

But it’s mine.

Behind me, males hoot and catcall. Someone yells something I don’t understand. The human words are meaningless now. Only scent matters. Only instinct.

Haisley pulls back from Thorne, her red lips curved in a smile.

Then she laughs.

She actually laughs at me.

My wolf snarls. I snap my teeth, trying to look threatening, but I know what I must look like. A runt. A three-legged runt with matted gray fur and a dragging hind leg.

I don’t care.

She can’t touch him.

Fight me. Shift and fight me. Let him go and come at me. I’ll tear your pelt from your hide. I’ll destroy you.

The thoughts aren’t words. They’re feelings, urges, animal instinct poured into the shape of meaning.

Haisley’s smile widens. She toes me in the ribs with the pointed tip of her heel.

Compared to the shifting pain, it’s nothing. A fly landing on my hide.

I manage to get close enough to nip at her calf. My teeth catch denim. The taste is wrong—fabric and detergent, not blood—but it’s something.

Not enough.

I want blood. Want to make her bleed for touching what’s mine.

Someone shouts. A single word I don’t process.

And then Haisley’s gone.

In her place stands a massive snow-white she-wolf.

She’s huge. Three times my size, maybe more. Thick muscle under a pristine pelt. Scars hidden beneath fur that speak of fights won, challenges survived. Her eyes are ice-blue and pitiless.

She looms over me, lips pulled back from fangs the size of my paws.

I should run. Should submit. Should show my belly and hope for mercy.

But my wolf doesn’t know how to do any of that.

She only knows that this bitch touched our mate.

Haisley doesn’t hesitate.

She goes for my throat.

Her jaws close around my collarbone, fangs sinking deep. Pain explodes through me—new, fresh, searing. She shakes me like a rag doll, and I hear something crack. Bone or cartilage, I don’t know.

I try to fight back. Try to twist away, snap at her face, anything.

But she’s so much stronger.

I’m weak. Untrained. A wolf who’s existed for less than five minutes.

And she’s going to kill me.

Her teeth grind deeper. Blood fills my mouth—my own blood, hot and copper-sweet. My vision starts to go dark around the edges.

This is it. This is how I die.

Rejected by my mate. Killed by his lover. Bled out on the floor of the lodge while fifty wolves watch and do nothing.

The darkness closes in.

And somewhere in the distance, I hear a roar that shakes the walls.

“Enough.”
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POV: Thorne




I lean back in my metal folding chair, arms crossed, watching Tye and Lochlan circle each other on the open floor. The pack’s roaring, stomping their feet, but I’m tracking every move. Tye’s favoring his left side—still sore from training this morning. Lochlan’s cocky, chin up, guard too low. He thinks he’s got this.

He doesn’t.

My wolf stirs, restless. Has been all evening. I shift in the chair, the metal groaning under my weight. Something’s off. I can’t name it, but the hairs on the back of my neck are standing up.

“Come on, Tye!” someone shouts.

Lochlan lunges. Tye sidesteps, but barely. They collide in a tangle of limbs. Good. Lochlan needs to be taken down a few pegs. He’s been getting mouthy lately, challenging wolves closer and closer to my rank. This’ll shut him up.

My wolf paces. Agitated. I roll my shoulders, trying to shake the feeling.

Then the scent hits.

Sweet. Desperate. Wrong.

My wolf surges, slamming against my ribs. Fangs flash in my mouth before I can control it. What the hell? I grip the armrests, breathing hard through my nose. The scent is coming from the kitchen door.

The fight forgotten, my eyes snap to the small figure standing near the wall. Una Hayes. Tray in her hands, face pale, sweat dripping down her temples.

And she’s staring right at me.

My wolf goes insane.

He wants out. Wants her. Wants—I don’t even know what he wants, but the need is clawing up my throat. I force him down, teeth gritted. Una’s eyes are wide, her chest heaving. She’s shaking.

Then her spine arches. She screams.

The tray crashes to the floor. Beer and plastic pitchers scatter everywhere. Una drops like her strings were cut, convulsing on the linoleum. The pack goes silent. Everyone’s staring.

“Sweet Fate,” someone breathes.

Her body contorts. Bones crack—loud, wet pops that echo through the sudden quiet. Fur sprouts along her arms, her legs. She’s shifting.

At twenty-eight.

My wolf howls inside me, frantic. I’m halfway out of my chair before I catch myself. What am I doing? I slam back down, fingers digging into the metal until it bends.

Una’s small gray wolf stumbles to its feet. Three legs. One hind leg drags uselessly behind her. She’s tiny—barely bigger than a coyote. But her eyes. Gray-blue, wild, fixed on the dais.

Fixed on me.

My wolf rumbles. A sound I’ve never made before. Possessive. Protective.

Una’s wolf limps forward, dragging that bad leg. She’s heading straight for—

Haisley.

Haisley Byrne stands next to my chair, one hand still on my shoulder from when she kissed me. Her eyes go wide. Una’s wolf bares her teeth, snarling.

“Is she serious?” Haisley laughs. “The runt wants to fight me?”

My wolf snarls. Don’t call her that.

I shove the thought away. What’s wrong with me?

Una’s wolf launches herself at Haisley. It’s clumsy, desperate, but the intent is clear. She’s going for Haisley’s throat.

The pack erupts. Shouts, laughter, howls. Males jump to their feet for a better view. This is entertainment. A crippled wolf attacking the alpha female’s daughter.

I should stop this.

I can’t move.

My wolf is screaming at me. Intervene. Protect her. She’s ours. But that’s insane. Una Hayes isn’t mine. She’s nobody. A mouth to feed. A lone female who can’t even shift properly.

If she’s big enough to challenge, she’s big enough to take her beating.

That’s pack law. I don’t intervene in female fights. Ever. Especially not in front of everyone. I’d never live it down.

But my chest is rumbling. A growl building in the back of my throat. My claws extend, digging into the armrests. The metal shrieks.

“Shift, bitch,” Haisley spits. “Let’s do this properly.”

Haisley’s wolf erupts from her skin in a smooth, practiced shift. Snow white. Three times Una’s size. Battle-trained and brutal.

Una’s wolf doesn’t back down. She snaps at Haisley’s front legs, moving faster than I expected. But she’s dragging that bad leg. No balance. No leverage.

Haisley toys with her for a few seconds. Batting her away. Letting her get close, then dancing back. The pack’s eating it up.

Then Haisley’s done playing.

She lunges. Her jaws close around Una’s shoulder. Blood sprays across the linoleum, spattering the nearby tables. Una’s wolf yelps—high and sharp and terrified.

My wolf roars. I’m on my feet. When did I stand?

Haisley shakes Una like a rag doll. Violent. Efficient. Una’s small body goes limp, dangling from Haisley’s jaws.

The scent of blood fills my nose. Una’s blood. Sweet and copper and wrong, wrong, wrong.

I can’t breathe.

My wolf is tearing me apart from the inside. Shift. Intervene. Kill anything that touches her.

Una’s wolf hits the ground, unmoving. Blood pools beneath her gray fur. Her ribs barely move.

Haisley stands over her, licking her muzzle. Victorious.

The pack cheers.

I open my mouth. The word comes out before I can stop it.

“Enough.”

It’s not a shout. Just a single word. But it cuts through the noise like a blade. The room goes silent.

Haisley’s wolf freezes. She looks at me, confused. Then she releases Una and steps back, shifting to human form. Her mother Cheryl rushes over with a T-shirt.

I’m shaking. Why am I shaking?

My wolf paces, whining. Hurt. She’s hurt. Fix it.

I force my gaze to the small gray wolf on the floor. She’s shifting back—slow, agonizing. Bones reforming. Fur receding. And then Una’s there. Naked. Trembling. Covered in blood.

No one moves. The pack just stares.

No one offers her a shirt.

They’re backing away. Like she’s diseased. Contagious.

Moon mad.

My throat tightens. I should—what? Do something. But what? If I help her, if I show any weakness, Lochlan will challenge me before dawn. The pack would fracture.

Everything I’ve built would crumble.

Una’s eyes find mine. Gray-blue, just like her wolf. She’s curled on the floor, knees to her chest, arms wrapped around herself. Shaking so hard her teeth chatter.

Something in my chest cracks.

My wolf whimpers.

I scrub my hand over my sternum. It aches. Like something’s trying to claw its way out.

This doesn’t make sense. She’s not my mate. I would have known. Mates recognize each other at first heat—sixteen, seventeen, sometimes a little earlier or later. But not ten years later.

We rode the bus to Moon Lake together when we were kids. I sat three seats behind her for years. If we were mates, I would have known. My wolf would have torn those vinyl seats from their moorings to get to her the second she went into heat.

It never happened.

So she’s either deluded. Or she’s lying.

But my wolf doesn’t think so. He’s howling, desperate, clawing at my ribs.

I ignore him. Bury the feeling. Lock it down.

“Stand up,” I say.

My voice comes out harsh. Colder than I intended. Una flinches.

She can barely move. Her arms shake as she braces against the floor. Blood drips from the wounds on her shoulder, her side. But she pushes up on her good knee.

She can’t just stand. That bad leg won’t hold her. I watch her struggle, fighting the urge to go to her. To help.

Una rolls to her stomach. Pushes up. Staggers to her feet.

And there she is. Naked. Exposed. Every scar on her twisted leg visible. The puckered red marks on her thighs, her calves, from whatever attack mangled her as a kid.

She’s standing in front of the entire pack. Bare. Bleeding. Humiliated.

And she’s looking at me like I’m supposed to save her.

Something in my chest shatters.

“What the fuck?” The words come out like gravel.

My wolf whines. Stop. Don’t.

I can’t stop. The pack is watching. Waiting. I have to end this. I have to make it clear that this—whatever this is—isn’t real.

Una’s lips part. Her voice is barely a whisper. “You know why I did.”

I do. Wolves attack rivals who scent-mark their mates. It’s instinct. Biology.

But she’s not my mate.

“Speak for yourself,” I bite out.

She swallows. Her throat works. “You know why I attacked Haisley.”

My jaw clenches. Yeah. I know. The whole pack knows. Mates know each other instantly. The chemical reaction is undeniable. A female goes into heat, triggers the bond, and the male recognizes his fated mate. Then she recognizes him.

That’s how it works.

But it didn’t happen for us. Not ten years ago when it should have. Not ever.

So either the bond is broken. Or she’s lying.

“Humor me,” I say.

Una’s face crumples. Just for a second. Then she schools it back to blank. But I saw it. The hurt. The disbelief.

She thinks I should already know.

She hugs one arm across her breasts, trying to cover herself. The other hand drops to shield between her legs. Her good leg wobbles. She’s going to fall.

But she doesn’t. She straightens her spine. Lifts her chin.

“You’re my mate,” she says.

The pack erupts.

Gasps. Sputtering laughs. Someone whistles. The noise is deafening.

My wolf roars in agreement. Yes. Ours. Mate.

I shove him down. Hard.

No.

This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening.

I glance at my lieutenants. Tye’s eyes are wide, watching me carefully. Finn’s smirking—he thinks this is hilarious. Ivo looks uncomfortable. Gael’s just staring at Una like she grew a second head.

They’re all waiting. Waiting for me to handle this.

The whole pack is waiting.

Lochlan’s in the crowd, arms crossed, a satisfied smile on his face. He’s waiting for me to slip. To show weakness. To give him an opening.

I can’t.

Dread crawls up my spine, cold and heavy.

I have to end this. Now.

“It is known that I have no mate,” I say.

Each word is a stone. Heavy. Final.

Una’s face goes white.

My wolf howls. Thrashes. No, no, no.

I keep going. I have to.

“If I had a mate,” I say slowly, “would she be weak?”

Una flinches.

“Would she be incapable of defending herself?”

Her eyes shimmer. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry.

“I am alpha.” I gesture to the pack. They’re hanging on every word. “Would Fate give us you to lead by my side? To protect us?”

My tone isn’t cruel. It’s not mocking. It’s cold. Rational. Like I’m explaining something to a child.

Or a mad woman.

Una doesn’t take it back. She just stares at me. And I can feel it. Something between us. A pull. Breast to chest. Like an invisible thread.

It’s impossible.

My jaw clenches so hard my teeth ache.

“Go back to the kitchen,” I say.

I turn away. Dismiss her. Like she’s nothing.

Like the thread between us isn’t real.

I sit back down on my throne. My metal folding chair. The fireplace at my back. The pack watching.

Inside, everything feels wrong. My wolf is tearing me apart. Screaming. Raging. Begging me to go back. To claim her. To fix this.

But I can’t.

If I acknowledge her claim, the pack fractures. Lochlan challenges. The males who still long for the old ways—my father’s ways—they’ll see it as weakness. A crippled mate. A broken Luna.

Everything I’ve built in twelve years. Gone.

I can’t let that happen.

I snap my fingers. Point at Tye.

“Get her out of here.”

Tye moves immediately. He crosses the floor, grabs Una’s elbow. She doesn’t resist. Doesn’t fight. Just lets him haul her toward the back corridor.

She stumbles. Tye catches her. Steadies her. Keeps moving.

I watch them disappear through the doorway. The screen door slams.

She’s gone.

The room is silent for a heartbeat. Then the noise starts. Laughter. Catcalls. Someone makes a joke about moon madness running in families. Another voice corrects him—Una’s parents are dead. Can’t inherit crazy from corpses.

The laughter gets louder.

I sit perfectly still. Face stone. Hands gripping the armrests.

The scent of her blood is everywhere. In my nose. On my tongue. My wolf is clawing at my chest, trying to get out.

I won’t let him.

I can’t.

My hands shake. I squeeze the armrests tighter. The metal groans. Bends under my grip.

Someone asks if we’re finishing the matches. I wave them on. My voice sounds normal. Controlled.

Inside, I’m screaming.

The pack goes back to their business. Tye and Lochlan’s fight is forgotten. New matchups are called. Males move to the center floor. Life continues.

I sit on my throne and don’t move.

Tye returns twenty minutes later. Sits down at the lieutenants’ table without a word. I don’t ask where he took her. Don’t ask if she’s okay.

I already know she’s not.

The bond—no. Not a bond. The feeling—it’s still there. Throbbing. Aching. Like a wound that won’t close.

My wolf whines. Paces.

I ignore him.

An hour passes. Maybe two. I lose track. The pack eats, drinks, fights. Everything’s normal.

Except nothing is.

Finally, I can’t take it anymore.

I stand. The pack quiets, watching. I don’t say anything. Just head for the exit. Tye follows.

“Alpha?”

“Gym,” I bite out.

I need to hit something. Need to work this—whatever this is—out of my system.

At the gym, I head straight for the punching bag. Gael’s already there, stretching. He sees my face and moves to hold the bag without being asked.

Good. He’s learning.

I drive my fist into the leather. Once. Twice. The impact jolts up my arm, satisfying and painful.

My wolf snarls. Not enough.

I hit harder. Gael sways, feet sliding back. He braces. Holds steady.

I fall into a rhythm. Jab, hook, cross punch, kick. Watch Gael cling to the bag to stay upright. Repeat.

I can still smell her blood.

Still see her face when I said those words. Would Fate give us you?

My wolf whimpers.

I put more power behind the next kick. Gael flies backward, crashes into a metal beam. Blood drips down the back of his head.

“What the hell, man?” He touches his skull. His fingers come away red.

“My bad.” I head over, help him up. “Must be the wolf.”

Gael squints at me. “Your wolf’s been weird all night.”

“Yeah.”

I don’t explain. Can’t explain. Don’t even understand it myself.

My wolf has always been simple. He’s an animal. He wants meat and blood. He sees it, he wants it, he goes for it. We don’t commune. Don’t have conversations. We just are.

But tonight he’s acting like someone else entirely. Someone desperate. Frantic.

Like when a pup is being attacked.

That’s what it felt like. Watching Haisley tear into Una. My wolf thought a pup was in danger.

But Una’s not a pup. She’s twenty-eight. A grown female.

And she’s definitely not my mate.

I would have known.

Wouldn’t I?

I shake my head. This is insane. Una Hayes has gone moon mad. That’s the only explanation.

She attacked the alpha female’s daughter. Claimed to be my mate. Got herself nearly killed.

Now I need to figure out what to do with a crazy female. This pack doesn’t lock up females anymore. I ended that shit when I killed my father. We don’t hurt the weak, the young, the defective.

But I can’t have her attacking packmates either.

I need to talk to Abertha. The crone will know what to do. Some herb or spell or—something.

Una’s pack. I’m not going to exile her to the foothills to die like my dad would’ve done.

But I can’t have her here, making these claims, disrupting everything.

“Fallon!” I snap. “You’re up.”

The pup jogs over, nervous as hell. I start today’s lesson with an uppercut to his jaw. He ducks wrong. I catch him anyway.

Good. Let him learn.

I work through the pack’s young males one by one. Training. Correcting. Hitting harder than I should because my wolf won’t settle.

Tye appears at my elbow eventually. “You didn’t smell anything on patrol earlier?”

I stop mid-punch. “What?”

“You asked if we smelled anything. Tracks. Signs.” He’s watching me carefully. “You were sensing a threat.”

Was I?

“I don’t know,” I admit. “Something felt off.”

Tye nods slowly. “Yeah. It did.”

We don’t say what. We both know.

Una Hayes shifting on the floor. Attacking Haisley. Claiming me as her mate.

That’s what felt off.

But it’s over now. Done. I shut it down. The pack saw me reject her claim. Life goes on.

So why does my chest still ache?

Why does my wolf keep pacing, whining, begging to go find her?

I drive my fist into Fallon’s ribs. He yelps.

“Stop clinching,” I growl.

I’m not thinking about Una. I’m not thinking about the way she looked at me—like I was supposed to save her.

I’m the alpha. I did what I had to do.

My wolf doesn’t agree. He’s snarling at me. Furious. Betrayed.

But he’s wrong.

He has to be.

Because if Una Hayes really is my mate, then I just rejected her in front of the entire pack.

And there’s no coming back from that.

I hit the bag again. Harder. Gael staggers.

My wolf howls.

I ignore him. Lock him down. Bury the feeling so deep it can’t claw its way back up.

Una Hayes is not my mate.

I would have known.

I have to believe that.

Because if I don’t, then everything I just did—everything I just said—makes me exactly like my father.

A monster.

And I can’t be that.

I won’t.

My fist connects with the bag one more time. Gael goes flying. Six feet. Crashes hard.

The gym goes quiet.

I’m breathing hard. Shaking. My wolf is screaming.

Tye’s watching me. So is everyone else.

I need to get out of here.

“That’s enough for tonight,” I say.

My voice sounds normal. Controlled.

Inside, I’m falling apart.

I head for the showers. Strip. Stand under scalding water until my skin turns red.

But I can still smell her.

Blood and fear and something sweet underneath. Something that makes my wolf crazy.

I scrub harder. Trying to wash it away.

It doesn’t work.

When I finally drag myself back to my cabin, it’s past midnight. The pack lands are quiet. Everyone’s asleep.

Except me.

I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling. My wolf paces. Whines.

He wants to go to her. To check if she’s okay. To make sure she’s safe.

I won’t let him.

Can’t let him.

But the ache in my chest doesn’t fade. If anything, it gets worse.

I press my palm over my sternum. Right where it hurts.

What’s wrong with me?

No answer comes.

Just my wolf, howling in the dark.

And somewhere on the hill behind my cabin, in the lone female cabin, Una Hayes is probably doing the same.

Bleeding. Alone.

Rejected.

My fault.

I close my eyes. Try to sleep.

I can’t.

All I see is her face. All I smell is her blood.

All I feel is my wolf, tearing me apart from the inside.

And I have no idea why.
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POV: Una


The cold hits me first. Then the smell—rotting food and stale beer from the dumpsters. I’m naked, standing in the dark behind the lodge where Tye dumped me like actual trash.

I’m shaking so hard my teeth chatter. Not from cold. From whatever the hell is happening inside my body.

The heat is back.

It crawls through my veins, thick and syrupy, worse than before. My skin prickles. My breasts are so swollen they ache. And between my legs—Sweet Fate, I’m dripping. Slick runs down my inner thighs, and I press them together, humiliated even though no one’s here to see.

My chest throbs. Right above my sternum, there’s this sensation—like someone took a fishhook, jammed it through my breastbone, and tied the other end to something far away. Something that’s pulling. Always pulling.

The bond.

I know what it is even though I’ve never felt it before. Every mated female in the pack talks about it eventually, usually with this dreamy look in their eyes. The connection to their mate. The awareness of him, always, like a second heartbeat.

Mine doesn’t feel dreamy. It feels like a wound. Torn and jagged and bleeding inside me where no one can see.

My wolf whimpers.

Help. Please.

She’s begging through the bond, sending the plea down that invisible tether to wherever Thorne is. Inside the lodge probably, back on his throne, pretending I don’t exist. Pretending he can’t feel this.

But he has to feel it. That’s how mate bonds work. Instant recognition. Undeniable pull. He should be out here right now, unable to stop himself from coming to me.

Unless he’s stronger than the bond.

Unless I really am that worthless.

The thought makes something crack inside my chest—not the bond, something deeper—and I stagger forward. My bad leg drags, rubber shoe squeaking against gravel. I need to move. Need to get away from here before someone comes out and sees me like this.

Naked. Rejected. Leaking need all over myself like an animal in heat.

My wolf surges without warning.

The shift rips through me and I don’t have the strength to fight it. Bones break and reform—faster this time but no less agonizing. My spine arcs. My jaw cracks and extends. Fur bursts from my skin in a wave of prickling pain.

Then I’m on four legs, panting, the world sharp and strange around me.

Colors are muted—greens and browns faded to gray and silver. But scents explode in my nose. Rotting vegetables from the dumpster. Oil stains on the gravel. The lingering musk of Tye’s wolf from when he dragged me out here.

And underneath it all, faint but unmistakable—Thorne’s scent. Sugar cubes and butterscotch. It coats the back of my throat, makes my wolf whine with longing.

No.

I push forward on three legs, my hind leg dragging uselessly behind me. It’s worse as a wolf than as a human. The leg is fully formed but the muscles don’t work right. Dead weight that throws off my balance with every step.

I don’t care. I stumble into the tree line, branches catching at my fur, thorns scraping my sides. The underbrush is thick here, untended, and I crash through it like a drunk.

Running.

That’s what I’m doing. Running from the lodge, from the pack, from the mate who looked at me like I was something stuck to the bottom of his boot.

But the bond won’t let me run far.

With every step away from the lodge, the pull gets stronger. The fishhook in my chest yanks backward, trying to drag me home. Not to the cabin. To him. My wolf knows exactly where he is—can sense him like a compass pointing north.

He’s still inside. Still surrounded by his lieutenants and his admirers. Still acting like nothing happened.

My wolf howls without my permission, the sound ripping from my throat raw and desperate. It echoes through the trees, and I feel the exact moment it reaches him.

The bond flares. Just for a second. Like he heard me. Like he felt something.

Then it goes cold again. Distant. Rejected.

I run harder.

My bad leg catches on a root and I go down, muzzle hitting the dirt. I scramble back up, tasting blood and earth, and keep going. The trees blur past. My heart pounds so loud I can hear it in my ears.

But I can’t outrun the bond. Can’t outrun the heat building in my core, the need clawing at my insides, the desperate howling of my wolf who doesn’t understand why our mate won’t come.

Mate. Need mate. Where is mate?

My wolf is frantic, confused, hurt. She keeps trying to turn back toward the lodge. Keeps sending distress calls through the bond that disappear into nothing.

I force her forward until my legs give out.

I collapse at the edge of a blackberry thicket—the wild kind, thorns as long as my dewclaws, branches tangled into an impenetrable wall. There’s a small gap at the base, barely big enough for a wolf my size.

I crawl inside.

The thorns catch my fur, scrape my skin, but I don’t stop until I’m deep in the center where the brambles form a kind of cave. It’s dark here. Safe. Hidden.

I curl into the tightest ball I can manage, nose tucked under my tail, and my wolf finally stops fighting me.

We’re alone.

The heat hits in waves.

One moment I’m shivering, the next I’m burning up. My skin feels too tight. My wolf wants to shift back to human but my human side can’t handle being that vulnerable right now. So we stay trapped between—neither fully wolf nor fully woman, just hurting.

The bond screams.

That’s the only word for it. It’s not a quiet ache anymore. It’s a full-throated shriek inside my chest, demanding I go to him, present to him, beg him to claim us.

My wolf takes over.

She sends another call through the bond—not a howl this time but something deeper. Primal. The call a female makes when she needs her mate. When she’s ready.

Here. I’m here. Please come. Please.

Nothing.

She tries again. And again. Howling into the void of the bond, pouring everything we feel down that connection—the pain, the need, the desperate longing.

He doesn’t come.

Hours crawl past. The moon rises, bright enough to filter through the brambles in silver streaks. My wolf can’t stay still. She paces in the tiny space, dragging the bad leg, wearing a path in the dirt.

The heat crests higher.

It’s not just uncomfortable anymore. It hurts. My wolf needs to mate—needs it like she needs air. Her body is screaming for it, preparing for it. I can smell myself, sweet and desperate, and it’s mortifying even though there’s no one here to witness it.

My haunches lift without my permission.

I’m presenting. Here, alone in a blackberry thicket, my wolf is presenting to a mate who isn’t coming.

She holds the position, trembling, waiting. Her tail curves to the side. Her back arcs. Every instinct is firing, telling her this is right, this is what we’re supposed to do, our mate will come and make everything better.

But he doesn’t come.

The bond pulses with each heartbeat—alive, aware, connected to him somewhere out there. I can feel him. Not his emotions, not his thoughts, but his presence. Like a distant star I can’t look away from.

He’s still at the lodge. I know because the bond would feel different if he was moving, searching. It would pull differently if he was coming to me.

He’s not coming.

My wolf finally understands.

She drops from the presenting position, collapsing onto her side, and the sound she makes—I didn’t know wolves could sob. But that’s what it is. A broken, gasping sob that shakes her whole body.

Why? Why doesn’t he want us? What’s wrong with us?

I don’t have an answer. I’m asking the same questions.

The heat doesn’t care that I’m breaking. It keeps building, keeps demanding, keeps trying to drive me back to him. My body doesn’t understand rejection. It only understands that somewhere out there is my mate and I need him.

Time blurs.

I drift in and out of consciousness, the heat dragging me under into fever dreams. In one, I’m nine years old again, hiding under my parents’ bed while a massive silver wolf tears through our cabin. In another, Thorne is here, pressing against my back, his teeth at my
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