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Chapter 1: The Rejection That Broke Me
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The night my life shattered smelled like rain, pine smoke, and betrayal.

I still remembered every second of it.

The torches around the Moonfang ceremonial grounds had burned bright against the darkness while hundreds of wolves gathered beneath the silver glow of the full moon. Music thundered through the clearing. Drums echoed like heartbeats. Pack members laughed and drank from carved wooden cups while elders blessed unions beneath the sacred altar stone.

And at the center of it all stood me.

Waiting.

Stupidly hopeful.

My hands trembled against the white ceremonial dress draped over my body. The fabric clung to my skin while cold wind swept through the clearing, carrying the scent of wet earth and cedarwood.

Everyone watched me.

Some smiled kindly.

Others whispered behind their hands.

Because every wolf in Moonfang knew tonight mattered.

Tonight Alpha Heir Caelan Thornridge would officially claim me as his mate before the entire pack.

At least, that was what I believed.

At eighteen years old, I still thought fate meant something sacred.

I still thought love could survive power.

I still thought the mate bond could never become a weapon.

I was wrong.

“Seraphina.”

The sound of Caelan’s voice had made my stomach twist with nervous excitement. I turned toward him as he stepped through the crowd dressed in black ceremonial leathers, silver markings painted across his throat and jawline.

Gods, he looked beautiful.

Tall.

Golden-eyed.

Powerful.

The future Alpha of Moonfang.

The male I had loved since childhood.

His expression was unreadable as he climbed the stone platform before me. Behind him stood his father, Alpha Magnus Thornridge, alongside the pack council and elders.

The moon hung directly above us.

A sacred sign.

The crowd fell silent.

I could hear my own heartbeat.

Caelan stopped inches away from me.

For a second, his scent wrapped around me. Cedarwood. Smoke. Winter air.

Mate.

My wolf stirred weakly inside me at his closeness.

I smiled despite my nerves.

“You’re late,” I whispered softly.

His jaw tightened.

That was the first moment something felt wrong.

Caelan wouldn’t look at me.

The air around him felt... cold.

Distant.

My pulse stumbled.

“Caelan?” I murmured.

An elder stepped forward carrying the ceremonial blade. The ancient silver markings carved into the weapon reflected moonlight across the clearing.

“Under the gaze of the Moon Goddess,” the elder announced, “we gather to witness the sacred claiming of fated mates.”

Excitement rippled through the crowd.

I looked at Caelan again.

Still no warmth.

No affection.

No bond pulling between us.

Fear crept slowly into my chest.

Then the elder handed Caelan the blade.

“Do you, Caelan Thornridge, accept the bond gifted to you by fate?”

The entire clearing held its breath.

Caelan stared at me.

But there was no love in his eyes.

Only torment.

Only conflict.

And something colder beneath it.

My wolf whimpered.

A terrible feeling spread through my body.

“Caelan...”

He inhaled sharply.

Then he spoke the words that destroyed me.

“I reject this bond.”

Silence.

The entire world stopped.

For one impossible second, I thought I misheard him.

The crowd erupted instantly.

Gasps.

Whispers.

Shock.

I couldn’t breathe.

The elder froze in horror. “Alpha Heir...”

“I reject Seraphina Valecrest as my mate,” Caelan said louder, his voice rough like it was tearing itself apart. “I sever all future claims between us.”

Pain exploded through my chest.

Not emotional pain.

Physical.

Agonizing.

I gasped violently as something inside me snapped like bone beneath crushing force.

My wolf screamed.

Then silence.

Complete silence.

I staggered backward.

“No...” My voice broke. “Caelan, stop...”

He wouldn’t look at me.

Why wouldn’t he look at me?

“Please,” I whispered.

The crowd watched me unravel.

Some looked horrified.

Others looked relieved.

Because Moonfang respected strength above everything else.

And rejected mates were considered weak.

Damaged.

Worthless.

Alpha Magnus stepped forward immediately. “The ceremony is concluded.”

Just like that.

Finished.

As if my life had not just been destroyed before hundreds of wolves.

Tears burned my eyes.

“Caelan,” I choked out.

Finally, he looked at me.

And gods...

His expression nearly shattered me worse than the rejection itself.

He looked devastated.

Not cruel.

Not triumphant.

Destroyed.

Why?

If he wanted this, why did he look like he was dying too?

“Don’t,” he said quietly.

The word confused me.

Then Alpha Magnus grabbed his shoulder hard enough to bruise.

“Leave,” the Alpha ordered me coldly.

Humiliation flooded every inch of my body.

The whispers started instantly.

“She was rejected...”

“The bond failed...”

“Maybe her bloodline is weak...”

“Poor thing...”

I couldn’t breathe beneath their stares.

My knees nearly buckled as I stumbled off the platform.

No one stopped me.

No one helped me.

Not even Caelan.

Especially not Caelan.

I ran.

Branches tore against my skin as I fled into the forest beyond the ceremonial grounds. Tears blurred my vision while agony ripped through my chest again and again.

The mate bond wasn’t supposed to hurt like this.

Something was wrong.

Terribly wrong.

My wolf kept screaming inside me.

Then suddenly...

Nothing.

Silence.

Absolute silence.

I froze deep within the woods.

Cold terror spread through me.

“No...” I whispered shakily.

I reached inward desperately for my wolf.

Nothing answered.

Not even a flicker.

My breathing turned frantic.

“No no no...”

Wolves were never fully separated from their inner beasts unless—

Death.

Or forbidden magic.

Panic consumed me.

I collapsed onto the forest floor, clutching my chest while rain finally poured from the sky above.

My wolf was gone.

Gone.

The bond rejection hadn’t only broken my heart.

It had destroyed part of my soul.

And somewhere far behind me, hidden beneath thunder and rain...

I heard Caelan howl.

The sound was full of agony.

But I hated him too much to care.

Three years later.

“You’re staring at the fire again.”

I blinked slowly as old memories loosened their claws from my throat.

An older rogue woman named Mira tossed another branch into the flames while eyeing me carefully from across the tiny cabin.

Outside, wind rattled the weak wooden walls.

Snow fell heavily tonight.

The mountains near rogue territory became deadly during winter.

“I was thinking,” I muttered.

“That’s dangerous.”

A faint smile tugged at my lips despite myself.

Mira snorted before returning to skinning a rabbit near the fire.

“You barely touched your food.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You said that yesterday.”

I leaned back against the chair quietly.

The cabin smelled like smoke, herbs, and damp wood. Small. Cramped. Safe enough.

Or as safe as anything could be near rogue lands.

Three years.

Three years since my rejection.

Three years since my wolf vanished.

Three years surviving among rogues, thieves, and forgotten wolves abandoned by their packs.

Most days blurred together now.

Hunt.

Trade.

Survive.

Sleep lightly.

Repeat.

The scar inside my chest never truly healed.

Rejected wolves rarely recovered fully.

Especially females.

Especially those who lost their wolves afterward.

I had become something worse than weak.

I was empty.

Mira studied me silently for a moment. “You had the nightmare again.”

Not a question.

I looked away.

“Mm.”

“The Alpha boy?”

My jaw tightened instantly.

“He isn’t an Alpha.”

Not anymore.

I heard rumors sometimes from traveling rogues. Caelan Thornridge still ruled as Moonfang’s heir, but tensions inside the territory had grown violent lately.

Good.

Let his kingdom rot.

Mira sighed heavily. “Hatred keeps wounds open, girl.”

“Wisdom from a rogue criminal?”

She grinned. “Exactly.”

Despite everything, affection warmed briefly in my chest.

Mira found me half-dead near the rogue borders two winters ago after I nearly froze during a blizzard. Most rogues would have robbed me and left me to die.

She didn’t.

That alone made her unusual.

“You should leave this place someday,” Mira muttered.

“Where would I go?”

“Somewhere better.”

“There is no better.”

The old woman said nothing to that.

Because we both knew the truth.

Rejected wolves carried shame everywhere.

No pack wanted them.

No Alpha trusted them.

And females without wolves became targets.

Weak prey.

I survived because I learned how to disappear.

A sharp knock suddenly echoed against the cabin door.

Mira frowned immediately.

No one visited this deep near rogue territory.

Another knock came.

Harder.

My instincts sharpened instantly despite my missing wolf.

Danger.

Mira quietly reached beneath the table for her blade.

I stood slowly from the chair.

“Stay behind me,” she murmured.

I almost laughed at the irony.

She was sixty-three years old.

I was twenty-one.

Yet she still protected me like family.

The knock came again.

This time followed by a male voice.

“Open the door in the name of the Crown.”

Ice flooded my veins.

The Crown?

Mira and I exchanged alarmed looks.

Royal soldiers never came here.

Never.

Mira moved carefully toward the door while gripping her knife tightly.

The moment she opened it, freezing wind burst inside alongside the scent of wolves.

Powerful wolves.

Armed wolves.

Six soldiers stood outside wearing black armor marked with silver wolf crests.

Royal Lycans.

Fear twisted low in my stomach.

At the center stood a massive dark-haired male with scarred skin and icy gray eyes.

A commander.

His gaze landed directly on me.

Everything inside me went still.

“There she is,” he said quietly.

Mira stepped protectively in front of me. “What does the Crown want with her?”

The commander ignored her.

“Seraphina Valecrest.”

It wasn’t a question.

I forced myself not to flinch.

“Yes.”

He studied me carefully.

Too carefully.

Like he expected something different.

Then he reached into his coat and removed a sealed black scroll marked with silver wax.

The royal seal.

My pulse stumbled.

“By order of His Majesty King Malrik Dravenor,” the commander announced, “you have been summoned to participate in the Royal Luna Trials.”

The words hit me like cold water.

“What?”

Mira looked horrified. “No.”

The commander continued calmly. “All selected candidates are required to present themselves at the Blackthorne Palace before the next full moon.”

“There must be some mistake,” I said sharply.

“There is no mistake.”

“I’m not participating in some royal breeding ritual.”

One soldier smirked faintly behind him.

The commander remained expressionless.

“You do not have a choice.”

Anger flared through my shock. “Then tell your King to find another woman.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop.

One of the soldiers actually growled softly.

But the commander only stepped closer.

“You misunderstand the seriousness of this summons.”

His voice became deadly calm.

“Refusal is considered treason against the Crown.”

Silence filled the cabin.

Mira cursed quietly beneath her breath.

I stared at him in disbelief.

“This is insane.”

“Perhaps.”

His gray eyes narrowed slightly.

“But you will come.”

“And if I don’t?”

The commander held my stare without blinking.

“Then we return with chains.”

Rage and fear collided violently inside me.

Why me?

Why would the Crown care about a broken rejected wolf hidden near rogue territory?

None of this made sense.

“I have no wolf,” I snapped. “I’m not fit for your trials.”

A strange look crossed the commander’s face.

Almost like pity.

“That is not our concern.”

He handed me the sealed scroll.

His gloved fingers brushed mine briefly.

Cold.

“Be ready by dawn.”

Then the soldiers turned and disappeared back into the storm.

The cabin door shut heavily behind them.

Silence followed.

Only the fire crackled softly now.

Mira stared at me.

I stared at the black royal seal in my hands.

My chest tightened slowly.

King Malrik Dravenor.

The Lycan King.

Even rogues feared his name.

Stories about him spread across every territory.

Merciless ruler.

Executioner king.

Monster crowned beneath the blood moon.

And somehow...

He wanted me inside his palace.

A cold feeling crawled down my spine.

Because deep inside myself, beneath years of silence and emptiness...

Something stirred.

Not my wolf.

Something darker.

Something ancient.

And for the first time in three years...

I was afraid fate had not finished destroying me yet.
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Chapter 2: Chosen by the Crown
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I did not sleep that night.

Not even close.

The royal scroll sat untouched on the table beside the dying fire while snow hammered against the cabin roof hard enough to shake the walls. Mira pretended to sleep in her chair across the room, but I knew she was awake.

I could hear it in the uneven rhythm of her breathing.

Every few minutes, she glanced toward me.

Like she expected me to disappear before dawn.

Honestly, I considered it.

Run deeper into rogue territory.

Hide in the mountain caves.

Cross into the southern wildlands where no royal soldiers patrolled.

But eventually they would find me.

The Crown always found what it wanted.

I stared down at my trembling hands.

The firelight exposed faint scars across my knuckles from years of survival. Hunting traps. Rogue fights. Harsh winters. A far cry from the soft girl who once stood beneath moonlit ceremony torches dreaming about forever.

That girl was dead.

Good.

She had been weak.

“You’re grinding your teeth again,” Mira muttered from across the room.

I exhaled sharply and leaned back in my chair.

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

A bitter laugh almost escaped me.

Outside, wolves howled somewhere beyond the forest. Rogues. Hungry ones from the sound of it.

Mira slowly sat upright, her old bones cracking softly. “You can still leave before sunrise.”

“And spend the rest of my life hunted by royal Lycans?”

“You already live like prey.”

The truth in her words stung.

I rubbed tired fingers against my forehead. “Why me?”

Mira’s expression darkened.

“That’s the question that bothers me.”

Mine too.

The Lycan Crown did not randomly summon forgotten women from rogue territory. Especially not broken females without wolves.

It made no sense.

Unless—

My stomach tightened.

No.

There was no way this had anything to do with Caelan.

Moonfang was powerful, but not powerful enough to influence the Crown directly.

Besides, no one cared about rejected mates after the damage was done.

We were discarded things.

Forgettable things.

Mira rose from her chair and crossed toward me slowly. She placed a steaming cup of herbs on the table beside my elbow.

“Drink.”

“It smells terrible.”

“It keeps nightmares away.”

“I think that ship sailed years ago.”

“Drink anyway.”

I obeyed quietly.

The bitter liquid nearly made me gag.

Mira smirked. “Good. Means it’s working.”

For a few moments silence settled between us again.

Then her voice softened.

“You’re frightened.”

I stared into the fire.

“Yes.”

It felt strange admitting that aloud.

Fear had become something private over the years. Hidden beneath survival instincts and cold indifference.

But this?

This felt different.

Bigger.

Like standing at the edge of something waiting to swallow me whole.

Mira folded her arms. “Tell me what you know about the King.”

“Only rumors.”

“Rumors exist for reasons.”

I swallowed slowly.

Everyone knew stories about King Malrik Dravenor.

Children feared him.

Alphas obeyed him.

Enemies vanished around him.

The first pure-blooded Lycan ruler in generations.

Stronger. Faster. More violent than ordinary wolves.

Some said he executed traitors himself instead of using guards.

Others claimed his beast had become unstable after the death of his parents during the northern wars.

But the darkest rumors involved women.

Women summoned to Blackthorne Palace who were never seen again.

Candidates.

Potential queens.

Future mates.

Dead girls.

A chill moved through me despite the fire.

“Do you think the stories are true?” I asked quietly.

Mira’s face hardened.

“I think powerful men are dangerous.”

That answer told me enough.

The cabin fell silent again until eventually the fire dimmed low enough to fill the room with shadows.

Dawn was coming.

And with it, the end of the small miserable life I had built here.

Mira stood first.

“I’ll help you pack.”

I blinked at her. “You think I’m actually going.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

The blunt honesty nearly made me laugh again.

Gods.

How had my life become this absurd?

Three years ago I lost everything because one male rejected me.

Now the most feared king in the kingdom wanted me dragged into his palace.

Fate clearly hated me.

I rose slowly from the chair.

The wooden floor creaked beneath my boots while I gathered the few belongings I owned.

Two spare shirts.

A hunting knife.

A worn cloak.

The silver pendant my mother left me before she died.

That was it.

My entire life fit inside one weathered leather bag.

Pathetic.

Mira watched quietly while I packed.

“You should take the wolfsbane powder too.”

I frowned immediately. “Against royal Lycans?”

“Against anyone.”

Fair point.

I tucked the small pouch carefully into my bag.

The sky outside slowly brightened from black to gray.

Snow still fell heavily.

Then came the sound.

Hoofbeats.

Multiple.

Right on time.

My pulse quickened instantly.

Mira cursed softly beneath her breath.

“They’re early.”

“No,” I whispered while staring toward the frost-covered window.

“They’re making sure I don’t run.”

A hard knock rattled the cabin door.

The commander’s voice followed.

“Dawn has arrived.”

Mira muttered several creative insults under her breath before opening the door.

Freezing air burst inside alongside the scent of snow and wolves.

The commander stood there again dressed in black armor lined with silver fur. Behind him waited several mounted soldiers atop massive dark horses.

Gray eyes settled on me immediately.

“You’re prepared.”

Not a question.

I lifted my bag silently.

His gaze flicked toward Mira. “You have our gratitude for sheltering Crown property.”

My entire body stiffened.

Property?

Mira’s expression turned murderous.

“She’s not property.”

The commander remained unmoved. “That is not your decision.”

Anger flashed through me instantly.

“I can speak for myself.”

“Good,” he replied calmly. “Then perhaps you can explain why the King specifically requested a female with no surviving wolf.”

The room went dead silent.

Cold flooded my veins.

“What?”

The commander studied me carefully.

Interesting.

Like he was measuring my reaction.

“You didn’t know.”

It wasn’t a question this time.

I tightened my grip on my bag. “Know what?”

But he had already stepped aside.

“We leave now.”

Panic stirred low in my chest.

“Wait.”

The commander paused near the horses outside.

Snow drifted across the dark morning air between us.

“What does the King want with me?”

For the first time since arriving, something human flickered across the commander’s scarred face.

Sympathy.

“Pray the answer is mercy.”

Then he mounted his horse.

And suddenly I regretted every decision that had brought me to this moment.

Mira grabbed my wrist before I could follow.

Her grip felt surprisingly strong.

“Listen carefully to me.”

I met her eyes.

“If things feel wrong in that palace,” she whispered harshly, “you run.”

“I won’t survive alone against the Crown.”

“You survive better than you think.”

Emotion tightened unexpectedly in my throat.

Mira had never been sentimental.

Not once.

Which somehow made this worse.

I pulled her into a quick embrace before I could stop myself.

She froze briefly in shock.

Then her arms wrapped tightly around me.

“Try not to stab any royals unless necessary,” she muttered roughly.

“No promises.”

She pulled back with watery eyes she would absolutely deny having later.

“Go.”

So I did.

The snow crunched beneath my boots while I climbed onto the waiting horse beside the commander. The soldiers formed around us immediately.

A cage made of wolves.

The commander glanced toward me. “Ride close. Rogue patrols have been active.”

I almost laughed at the irony.

The royal Lycans were far more frightening.

With one sharp command, the group surged forward into the frozen wilderness.

And just like that...

I left my old life behind.

The journey toward the capital took four days.

Four long, exhausting days trapped beside armed Lycans who barely spoke unless necessary.

The commander finally introduced himself during the second night beside a mountain campfire.

“Commander Rhys Calder.”

I poked quietly at the fire. “Seraphina Valecrest.”

“I know.”

Right.

Stupid comment.

Rhys was unlike most wolves I had met.

Calm.

Controlled.

Dangerous without needing to prove it.

The soldiers obeyed him instantly.

Even his silence carried authority.

But something about him unsettled me.

Not because he seemed cruel.

Because he seemed cautious around me.

Like he expected something unpredictable.

On the third night, I finally snapped.

“You keep staring at me.”

Rhys looked up from sharpening his blade.

“So do you.”

“I’m trying to figure out why the Crown dragged me out of rogue territory.”

He slid the blade slowly back into its sheath. “You ask many questions.”

“And nobody answers them.”

“That should tell you something.”

Frustration clawed through me.

“I’m not some criminal.”

“No.”

His gray eyes locked onto mine across the fire.

“That would be easier.”

A chill moved through me.

“What does that mean?”

Rhys leaned back against a fallen log.

“You know what the Luna Trials are?”

“Women competing to marry the King.”

“Not exactly.”

The fire crackled between us.

Snow drifted softly through the dark forest surrounding camp.

“The Crown has searched for years,” Rhys continued quietly. “Most candidates are noble daughters from powerful bloodlines.”

“And?”

“And none survived.”

Ice settled in my stomach.

“What do you mean survived?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

That terrified me more.

Finally he spoke.

“The King rejects them.”

Relief nearly came before I noticed Rhys’s expression.

“No female survives the rejection intact.”

Cold horror spread through me slowly.

Because I understood exactly what he meant.

Bond rejection.

Pain.

Destruction.

My chest ached faintly at the memory.

“The King forms temporary bond connections during the trials,” Rhys explained. “A Lycan’s instincts are... stronger than ordinary wolves.”

“And when he rejects them?”

Rhys stared directly into the flames.

“They break.”

The fire suddenly felt too hot.

Too close.

“Then why would women agree to this?”

“Power.”

Bitterness edged his voice.

“Queenship. Influence. Ambition.”

I looked away toward the snowy darkness.

“And what if I refuse during the trials?”

“You won’t.”

I frowned sharply. “You seem very confident.”

Rhys finally looked at me again.

“The King specifically requested you.”

Silence.

My pulse began pounding slowly.

“Why?”

For the first time since meeting him, Rhys hesitated.

That alone terrified me.

Then he said quietly:

“Because after three years... you’re the first female whose bond rejection did not kill her.”

The world seemed to tilt sideways.

“What?”

Rhys stood before I could press further.

“We ride at dawn.”

Then he walked away.

Leaving me alone beside the fire with rising panic crawling through every inch of my body.

Because suddenly this did not feel random anymore.

It felt planned.

And somehow...

I had been chosen.

By the fourth day, the mountains disappeared.

The capital emerged shortly after sunset.

And gods...

I understood immediately why everyone feared the Lycan King.

Blackthorne City stretched across the frozen valley like a kingdom built from shadows and blood. Massive stone walls surrounded thousands of buildings glowing beneath torchlight and moonfire lanterns.

At the center rose the palace.

My breath caught instantly.

It towered above the city like a monster carved from obsidian stone. Huge black spires pierced the storm-dark sky while silver banners snapped violently in the wind.

Beautiful.

Terrifying.

Alive somehow.

The entire structure radiated power.

Ancient power.

I tightened my grip on the saddle unconsciously.

Rhys noticed.

“First time seeing the capital?”

“Yes.”

His gaze moved toward the palace.

“It gets worse inside.”

That did not help.

The massive gates opened as our horses approached. Royal guards lined the entrance wearing dark armor marked with silver wolf crests.

Every single one watched me.

Not openly hostile.

But intensely curious.

Whispers spread quietly among them as we passed.

“That’s her?”

“She’s smaller than I expected.”

“No wolf scent...”

“Why would the King choose her?”

My skin crawled.

I kept my eyes forward.

Do not show weakness.

Do not react.

The horses entered the palace courtyard moments later.

And suddenly the scale of everything became overwhelming.

Towering pillars.

Marble staircases.

Black fountains flowing red beneath moonlight.

Armed guards everywhere.

Noble wolves crossing the courtyard in expensive furs and jeweled clothing.

This world felt impossibly far from the tiny cabin near rogue territory.

I did not belong here.

A servant hurried toward Rhys immediately. “Commander Calder. His Majesty requests her presence tonight.”

My stomach dropped.

Tonight?

Rhys dismounted smoothly. “Prepare her.”

The servant bowed quickly.

“Yes, Commander.”

Before I could speak, another servant approached and gestured toward the palace entrance nervously.

“This way, my lady.”

Lady?

That almost made me laugh.

I slid from the horse slowly, exhaustion settling deep into my bones after days of travel.

Rhys stepped closer before I could follow the servants.

His voice lowered enough that only I could hear.

“One piece of advice.”

I looked up at him warily.

“When you stand before the King...”

Something dark flickered briefly across his scarred face.

“...do not lie to him.”

Then he walked away.

And for the first time in years...

Real fear settled deep into my chest.

Because something told me my life was about to become far more dangerous than rejection ever was.

The palace doors opened.

Warm air flooded over me carrying the scents of candle wax, expensive perfume, smoke, and wolves.

So many wolves.

Predators.

Powerful ones.

The servant motioned nervously. “Quickly.”

I stepped inside.

And the giant black doors slammed shut behind me.
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Chapter 3: The Monster King
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The palace swallowed sound.

That was the first thing I noticed.

Despite the dozens of servants moving through endless hallways and the distant echo of boots against marble floors, the silence inside Blackthorne Palace felt unnatural. Heavy. Watchful.

Like the walls themselves were listening.

I followed the servant through towering corridors lined with black stone pillars and silver chandeliers. Moonlight spilled through massive arched windows, painting the polished floors in pale silver.

Everything here looked expensive.

Ancient.

Deadly.

The servant walking ahead of me kept glancing back nervously.

As if he expected me to collapse.

Or attack him.

Or maybe run.

Honestly, I considered the last option.

But every corridor contained armed guards dressed in black armor. Most were larger than ordinary wolves. Their scents carried stronger dominance too.

Lycans.

I tried not to stare.

The stories were true then.

The royal bloodline really was different.

“Where are you taking me?” I finally asked.

The servant nearly jumped at the sound of my voice.

“To the west chambers, my lady.”

“I’m not a lady.”

He gave me an uncomfortable smile. “Anyone summoned personally by His Majesty receives formal treatment.”

That was not reassuring.

We climbed another enormous staircase before reaching a set of silver doors carved with wolves and crescent moons. Two female servants waited outside holding folded dresses over their arms.

The moment they saw me, both women froze.

One blinked rapidly.

“That’s... her?”

The other elbowed her hard.

“Ow.”

“Watch your mouth.”

I frowned immediately. “What exactly is happening?”

Neither answered.

The older servant forced a smile instead. “His Majesty requested you attend tonight’s court gathering.”

I stared at her.

“In this?” I gestured toward my worn traveling clothes.

Her expression twitched.

“No.”

Before I could protest, the women ushered me inside the chamber.

The room stole my breath.

Huge velvet curtains framed tall windows overlooking the glowing capital below. A massive bed sat near the far wall surrounded by silver candleholders and black fur rugs. Shelves filled with books lined one side of the chamber while steaming water waited inside an adjoining bathing room.

This place was larger than the entire cabin I shared with Mira.

“You expect me to stay here?”

The younger servant nodded quickly. “These are the Queen Candidate chambers.”

I nearly laughed.

Queen candidate.

Gods.

If the wolves from Moonfang could see me now, they would choke on their own disbelief.

The older servant laid the dresses carefully across the bed.

“You should bathe quickly. Court begins soon.”

“I’m not attending a royal party.”

The younger servant looked horrified. “You can’t refuse a summons from the King.”

Apparently refusing powerful males was becoming a dangerous habit.

I rubbed tired fingers across my forehead. “Fine.”

The women visibly relaxed.

Then the older servant hesitated.

“You should know...” Her voice lowered. “Many women would kill for these chambers.”

I looked around the room slowly.

“Then they’re welcome to them.”

Her expression shifted strangely.

Almost pitying.

“You may feel differently
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