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To Lolo and Esther. We couldn't live our dreams without your support!








  
  One


The cold wind carried the promise of more snow as I raced toward the top of Mount Warrior, paws pounding the fresh layer of powder that covered my earlier tracks. Ominous gray clouds gathered overhead, and thunder echoed through the canyons. 
A storm was brewing.
Normally that thought might’ve thrilled me. I loved sitting on my back deck while lightning streaked the sky and the earth shook violently. When I was young, my father used to tell me the storms were Gaia expressing her anger with the humans. I tended to disagree. In my mind, they were reminders of the goddess’ power.
Tonight, however, was no ordinary night. The Twin Comets would grace our skies in a few hours, and the Ophiuchus wolves would celebrate with a gala. I wouldn’t have ventured so far from the pack lands alone—especially not right before such an important evening—but I felt uncharacteristically nervous about the celestial event.
The disquiet had started several months back father announced the Twin Comets’ impending passing. It had grown steadily until I could no longer pretend the feeling didn’t exist. I’d mentioned the sense of foreboding to my best friend Evera, who reminded me that the prophecy spoke of prosperity and peace for our pack. She assured me it was nothing to fear.
I still couldn’t shake the shadow of dread that followed me everywhere.
I picked up my pace as I entered Emerald Valley, cutting around the busy village and taking a scenic route for the last stretch before home. The alpha’s palatial house came into sight. His worry crackled along my spine, making my fur stand on end.
My father hadn’t heard from me since breakfast. For most twenty-somethings living on their own, this might’ve seemed like helicopter parenting. But for a father who was the pack’s alpha wolf, letting his only child move out was rather lenient—even if only next door.
Instead of going to the front door, I darted to the back of Dad’s house and leapt up the short flight of stairs leading to the deck. I shifted and shimmied into the jeans and sweater hanging on a hook by the glass doors. Even though I no longer lived under his roof, Dad still left clothes out for me right beside his, along with a pair of slippers just inside the back entranceway.
My father’s laughter rang through the house, a deep yet melodic sound I’d heard little in recent years. Not since the death of his best friend and Beta, Tavin Williams. For a time, I thought I might never hear it again. I paused to listen for several seconds.
“Drake?” Dad called from the living room. “I didn’t think you’d be gone so long.”
“Yeah, it’s me,” I replied, already walking toward the sound of his voice.
He stood in front of the stone fireplace, a glass of scotch in one hand. Our current beta, Tavin’s son, Finneus, was a few feet away. Both men wore tailored tuxedos and shiny loafers. Dad had brushed back his light hair and combed his beard. His hazel eyes sparkled as he watched the son-he-never-had fumble with the bowtie around his neck.
I experienced a slight twinge of jealousy, which I quickly tamped down. My father loved Finneus like his own, but he always made it clear I was his favorite. 
“Be a dear and end his misery before he chokes himself,” Dad said, waving me closer.
I eyed my father’s perfectly knotted bowtie pointedly.
“I’ve got this,” Finneus insisted, his fist clenching as he unraveled the two ends again. His dark eyes met mine. “Where have you been, anyway?”
I didn’t love his tone, but the whole bowtie thing really had him flustered, so I kept my voice mild when I answered.
“Out for a run.” I shrugged. “Why, did you need me?”
Finneus ignored my question. “You should be getting ready.”
Technically, he outranked me, yet he rarely barked orders at me like this. I frowned but refrained from snapping back.
“Go on, Drake,” my father added, his tone much less severe.
I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Be back soon,” I promised.
He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “I can’t wait to see this dress you keep talking about.”
I flashed him a smile. “Oh, I swear, it is worth every penny. The passing of The Twins only happens once in a lifetime. Literally. I couldn’t bear disappointing you and Gaia by wearing a subpar gown.”
My father loved to grumble about my clothing allowance, yet when I offered to get a job and pay for my own bespoke creations, he flat-out refused. The alpha’s only child could not sling beers at the village pub, after all. And, honestly, I wasn’t qualified to do much else.
Dad didn’t laugh or feign irritation. His expression went blank, the spark in his eyes dimming.
“Is everything okay?” I asked.
“Of course.” He clapped Finneus on the shoulder. “Tonight is a celebration, even if this isn’t the start of the prophesized dawn.”
“No other signs have appeared?” I arched an eyebrow in question.
Until recently, I wouldn’t have needed to ask, since Dad always discussed pack business with me. It was only recently he started filtering certain topics, namely anything to do with the prophecy. Maybe that was why I couldn’t banish the dark thoughts.
My father shook his head. “Not a single sign. Isn’t that right, Finn?”
“Hmm?” The beta dropped the ends of the bowtie and nodded. “I met with seers from five continents. None of them had anything to report.”
Their assurances did little to settle my queasy stomach. “The elders—”
“Have wrongly identified numerous astrological events as the start of the prophecy,” Finneus said, cutting me off.
Dad gave my shoulder another squeeze. “Go on and get ready, Drake,” he said, a finality to his voice that meant the discussion was over. I smiled dutifully and said my goodbyes before leaving the two men to their scotch and bowties.
When I opened the front door of his house, I blinked rapidly as knuckles tapped my forehead.
Penn Williams peered down at me, alarm darkening his gray eyes. “I-I’m so sorry,” he muttered, snatching his hand back.
We stared at each other for a long, awkward moment. I had known Penn my entire life, and he and Finneus had lived with us for a time after their father died. We hadn’t seen each other nearly as much in more recent years, not since Finneus had started sending his brother on missions that took him away from the mountains. Penn had always been cute, but while I wasn’t looking, he’d grown from a teenager into a man. An unbelievably handsome man.
I waved off his apology. “Your brother is losing a battle with his formal wear.” I eyed Penn’s bowtie. “Maybe you can give him a hand.”
His gaze narrowed as he stared past me into the house. He lowered his voice when he asked, “Does he seem weird to you?”
My nerves frayed further. “Weird how?” I asked.
Storm clouds rolled into his eyes as he shook his head. “Forget it. It’s just this party; he’s on edge. Basil has had him hunting down mystical signs for weeks now. I think it’s got Finn paranoid.”
Penn and Finn were the only people who referred to my father by his given name; no other pack members would’ve dared. Not even our more distant blood relations.
“But Finneus didn’t find anything,” I pointed out. “Why is he so uptight about it?”
“You know Finn.” Penn looked down at his shoes. “He doesn’t want to disappoint Basil.”
I understood the feeling.
Silence passed between us. My eyes swept Penn from head to toe as I chewed on my lip. The tux really suited him, accentuating his broad shoulders and trim waist. He’d tied his shoulder-length blond hair back and had even shaved in honor of the occasion. His stubble-free jaw was more defined than I remembered.
He caught me checking him out and quickly moved aside to let me pass, a smirk toying at the corners of his mouth. My cheeks flushed as I brushed by him.
“See you in a bit,” I called over my shoulder.
Crossing the lawn between my father’s house and mine, I berated myself for the awkward moment. Neither of the Williams brothers were datable—they were practically family—but they sure made excellent eye candy. They shared the defined jawline and cheekbones passed down from their late mother, but Finneus’ dark eyes and chestnut curls couldn’t have been more different than his younger brother’s lighter features.
I checked my phone, which I’d left on the table in the foyer before heading out on my run. Sure enough, there were five missed calls from Dad. He could’ve reached out to me through the alpha bond that allowed him to connect with all the pack members’ minds while in wolf form. The fact he hadn’t was hopefully a result of a repetitive conversation we had about boundaries. Still, I made a mental note to apologize for worrying him.
My place had two bedrooms. I’d converted one into a massive closet and dressing room since it wasn’t like I had any out-of-town guests… ever. Our pack kept to ourselves, and the exact location of our territory was not common knowledge. We were so far up in the mountains, no one just stumbled across us either.
I flipped on the curling iron and then undressed for a quick shower. There wasn’t enough time to linger beneath the hot spray. I wrapped myself in a silk robe and plopped down at the vanity to start my makeup.
Smoky eye shadow made my green irises pop. I used liberal amounts of highlighter to accent my cheekbones and finished with crimson lipstick. Once loose blonde curls tumbled down my back, it was time to get dressed.
From the front, the gown I’d commissioned was a gorgeous black slip that hugged my curves in all the right places. From behind, it was a showstopper. In the tri-fold mirror, I angled my body so I could see the gold snake winding across my back and holding the dress together like stays. The reptile’s emerald eyes glittered in the overhead light, along with the small ruby tongue.
Antonio, my go-to human designer, had outdone himself.
I slipped my feet into a pair of black heels and added a gold python bracelet around my wrist. Pounding on the front door echoed from below as I gave my reflection a last glance.
The beta’s irritation reached me all the way upstairs.
“Coming, Finneus,” I muttered.
I heard the door open, followed by his footsteps in the foyer. Not knocking at Dad’s house might’ve been acceptable, but I didn’t appreciate the intrusion. Even my father didn’t enter my place without an invitation.
By the time I reached the bottom of the staircase, Finneus had plucked a velvet cape with a hood from my coat tree and held it out to me. Either he’d finally won the war with his bowtie, or Penn had tied it for his brother.
“No way in hell I’m covering up this dress with that, I don’t care how cold it is,” I declared, twirling to show him the back.
“You look nice, Drake,” he admitted with grudging approval.
Personally, I thought nice was an understatement, but it was high praise from the beta.
Finneus offered me his arm. “Your father and Penn are waiting.”
I smiled up at him, noting the lines around his mouth and the shadows beneath his eyes. My expression faltered.
“Are you sure that everything is okay?” I asked, threading my arm through his.
He was quiet for a long moment as the two of us exited my house and started down the front walkway.
“Nothing that you need to concern yourself with,” Finneus said at last.
“I am the alpha’s daughter. Everything to do with our pack concerns me,” I said, my tone harsher than intended. “If you found something that suggests—”
“If I did, that would be between Basil and me,” he snapped, cutting me off mid-sentence. He sighed loudly, his voice less angry and more tired when he spoke again. “You have nothing to worry about, Drake. I told you that. Let it go. That’s an order.”
Wolfpacks, particularly ours, were steeped in tradition and hierarchies. I respected and accepted Finneus as my beta, though I would’ve appreciated him a lot more if he stopped throwing his power around like my father had named him his heir.
Eventually, that could happen, since our pack didn’t allow women to inherit the honor. But, at fifty-five, my father had several decades left in his reign. Finneus had a while to wait, and a lot could happen between now and then.
I squared my shoulders and straightened my spine as we neared the spot where my father stood with Penn and several pack elders. Everyone turned to look at Finneus and me. I knew the thought on all their minds—we made a handsome couple. They wanted us to marry, to keep the alpha bloodline strong, and the line of succession simple.
Luckily, Finneus was as amenable to that idea as I was—which is to say, not at all—and my father had never pressured us into the match. He did little things though, like sending Finneus to escort me from my house, as if we might fall in love if he threw us together enough.
Dad extended his hand to me, calloused fingers wrapping around mine. He spun me under his arm to get the full effect of the dress I’d promised would wow him.
“My beautiful daughter,” Dad mused. “You look so much like your mother.”
“Gaia, may she rest in sweet slumber,” the others said in unison.
This was the expected response when someone mentioned deceased members of the alpha family. My mother had died giving birth to me. Against the advice of the elders, Dad never took a second wife and continued to mourn the loss of his true mate to this day.
My father pulled me close and dropped a kiss on my cheek. “I am so proud of the woman you’re becoming, Drake. She would’ve been, too.”
A lump formed in my throat. My father never showed affection in front of others, and he rarely mentioned my mother. The fact he felt both nostalgic and loving on this night of all nights didn’t sit well with me.
Just as I had with Finneus earlier, Dad slipped my arm through his and we started toward the Temple of the Alphas and the Twin Comets’ Gala. The others walked several paces behind us.
The ominous dread still weighed on me. It grew heavier when Dad spoke again, though I didn’t understand what he meant.
“I love you, Drake. Blood is blood. Never forget that.”






  
  Two


My father and I entered the gala arm-in-arm, as we always did for an official pack function. The clouds had cleared in the short time it took me to get ready, and stars now burned brightly in the night sky, visible through the glass domed ceiling of the temple’s grand ballroom. 
The band quieted until the music was nothing more than a soft orchestral hum to herald the arrival of the alpha. Pack members in black-tie attire inclined their heads as we passed. Dad patted the hand I had rested on his arm, nodding and muttering greetings as we made our way up the center aisle toward the dais.
My gaze wandered around the ballroom, taking in the decorations. Under Finneus’ watchful eye, the younger members of the pack had arranged dozens of round white-linen-covered tables, each with ten chairs and a dozen green and white roses in the center. Wall sconces provided flickering torchlight, which was more than enough illumination for shifters.
Finneus had hauled a large oil painting depicting the comets’ last passing from storage and mounted it behind the head table. Gold and green tapestries decorated the walls, all emblazoned with the Ophiuchus pack sigil—a wolf’s head on a serpent’s body. The beta had even brought out the Emerald Throne, an oversized antique chair typically reserved for very special occasions like marriage or the crowning of an heir.
My father and I ascended the ten steps up to the dais. Two young wolves—junior members of the pack from important families—hurried forward to pull out my father’s chair as well as mine on his left. The seat on Dad’s right belonged to Finneus.
The beta, followed by Penn and the Council of Elders, waited until my father and I took our places before making their own entrances and joining us on the dais. The rest of the pack remained standing around their tables until Dad raised his hand in a silent invitation to take their seats. Younger pack members hurried to fill champagne glasses for the alpha’s toast, which he gave to open every special event.
Once Dad was ready, his eyes cut to Finneus. The beta got to his feet, threw his head back, and let loose a howl that echoed off the domed ceiling and throughout the Snake Mountains the Ophiuchus called home. The pack responded as one, a chorus of wolves asking Gaia to bless our gathering.
My father joined in after several beats, his deep tambor reverberated in the ballroom and bound us as a single unit for those precious moments. People stomped their feet and beat their fists on the tables. The howls reached a crescendo and then died off abruptly. Finneus sat as Dad stood, holding his champagne flute in one hand.
“Tonight, we celebrate the passing of the Twin Comets, something that no living Ophiuchus wolf has witnessed.” My father surveyed the hundreds-strong pack of shifters under his command. “We have not only survived these last centuries, separate from our supernatural brethren, but we have also thrived, truly living by our mantra—Ophiuchus above all.”
His voice rose on the last words. I had heard the saying my entire life, yet it never failed to give me chills. The Ophiuchus had been self-sufficient for centuries. Unlike other shifters, we had no loyalty to fae and no alliances with other packs.
The crowd responded in unison. “Ophiuchus above all.”
The stomping and howls revived, with several of the males beating their tuxedo-clad chests. My gaze found Evera sitting beside her mother at a table near the dais as she rolled her eyes.
“Why?” my best friend mouthed with a toss of her dark red hair.
I swallowed the urge to laugh. Evera always snarked about how ridiculous the show of howling was, but I knew she secretly loved it when everyone gave over to their animal natures. We all did.
My father cleared his throat, and the ruckus died down at once. “Tonight’s celestial event may mark a new chapter in our illustrious history, one foretold in prophecy. A promise of peace and prosperity for the Ophiuchus.”
“Ophiuchus above all,” the pack said as one.
Pride made my father’s chest swell as he raised his champagne flute. “Tonight, we honor Gaia beneath The Twins, in the names of the first alpha couple.”
Once more, the audience repeated the phrase. My father brought the champagne to his lips and drained the glass. The rest of us followed suit as the band resumed playing.
Throughout the seven-course meal, a steady stream of pack members visited the head table to pay respect to my father. He took the time to chat with each one, rattling off questions about their children and lives, never once saying a wrong name. When they finished with Dad, most stopped to exchange pleasantries with me.
This forced small talk used to be my least favorite part of formal gatherings. Over the years, I’d come to enjoy speaking with pack members I didn’t typically encounter outside of these events. Aside from my father’s Council of Elders, the older wolves didn’t come into town much. Since completing my education, a lot of my school friends were too busy with jobs and families to hang out much.
Once the meal was finished and the small talk died down, that was when the real party started. Per tradition, my father took to the dance floor first. His gaze scanned the tables as he debated his choice of partner.
He usually selected one of the widowed wolves, and tonight was no different. Still, I was a little surprised with his pick—Evera’s mother, Grace. There had always been an odd tension between the two that dated back to before I was born. I’d heard Grace was close to both my parents growing up, but instead of becoming closer with the shared grief of my mother’s death, it tore her and Dad apart.
Finneus appeared beside my chair. “Dance with me?” His tone was brusque, like the offer was a command.
“Of course.” The pack expected it of us, so I took his hand and let him lead me away from the table to join my father and Grace. Finneus had never been great with social graces.
Evera caught my eye and then glowered in Finneus’ direction. Once upon a time, she’d had a crush on the beta. They went on one date, and he never called her again. Evera still held a grudge all these years later. It didn’t have to do with him personally so much as the rejection in general.
Finneus splayed his fingers across the small of my back and wrapped his free hand around one of mine. My skin warmed slightly beneath his touch, and I wondered if maybe I could see a future with him. He was attractive, and as far as my options went, he wasn’t the worst.
He was a technically good dancer. Every step was textbook perfect, yet he lacked grace. It made dancing with him feel almost clinical. At least he didn’t step on my feet.
More couples came to the dance floor as one song gave way to the next. Penn appeared beside us and tapped the beta’s shoulder.
“You’re needed at the southwest boundary post,” he muttered.
Finneus nodded and nudged me toward his brother. “Dance with Penn while I check on the issue.”
Penn glowered, but Finneus hurried off without another word.
“Wow, is dancing with me some kind of punishment?” I asked as Penn rested his hand on my waist.
His fingertips brushed my bare skin, his touch heating me from the inside. I told myself it was the champagne I’d drank during dinner. Penn was not the inspiration behind this sudden rush of desire.
Heat crept up my neck. Two improper thoughts about the same guy in one day was a record for me. Most failed to hold my interest beyond an initial attraction.
“It’s not you. I hate dancing,” Penn said, maneuvering us around much more inebriated couples.
He spun me beneath his arm and then pulled me close again. I rested my hand on his chest, his warmth washing over me as snowflakes landed on the glass dome above. The reverse-snow-globe atmosphere had a romantic feel that made me want to brush my mouth across Penn’s lips—just to see if they were as soft as they appeared.
“What’s going on at the boundary post?” I asked to fill the silence and drown out my increasingly graphic thoughts.
Penn shook his head, and a thick lock of blond hair fell loose from the leather tie at the nape of his neck before brushing at the corner of his dark eyelashes. “It’s nothing. Probably another false alarm. But you know Finn. He insists on investigating every potential breach himself.”
I narrowed my eyes, staring up at Penn. “What do you mean ‘another false alarm?’ Have there been others recently?”
My father and I had dinner together several nights in the past week, but he hadn’t mentioned security concerns once.
“None that turned out to be threats,” Penn said.
His words did not dispel my mounting worry.
The song changed again to something faster, more upbeat. An arm caught me by the waist and pulled me from Penn’s grip.
“Open wide!” Evera thrust a champagne bottle in my face.
I laughed and pushed the bottle back toward her. “Tempting. But if my father sees me guzzling champagne, he won’t be impressed.”
Evera shrugged and offered the bottle to Penn. “If anyone needs to unwind, it’s you,” she teased him. “You’re nearly as uptight as your brother these days.”
“I’m good,” Penn said, voice devoid of emotion.
Evera raised the bottle. “Well then here’s to the death of your personality. Remember when you used to be fun?” Without waiting for an answer, she lifted the bottle to her lips and gulped.
Penn’s expression didn’t change as he turned to me. “Excuse me. I should go see if Finn needs help.”
“You shouldn’t give him such a hard time,” I told Evera as we watched Penn go.
She nudged me toward a group of our friends on the edge of the dance floor. “He shouldn’t be so serious.”
“Is that what you say about me when I’m not around?” I teased.
Evera feigned outrage. “Please, Drake. I thought you knew me better than that. If you get boring, I’ll be the first to let you know.”
Our circle of friends made room for Evera and me.
“You wanna share that bottle, E?” Ander Wade asked, eyeing my best friend’s ample cleavage. He spared me a brief but decidedly less lecherous glance. “How are you doing tonight, D?”
I smiled. “I can’t complain.”
Evera took another swig of champagne before passing the bottle to Ander.
“I love your dress. It’s so pretty,” a small voice said from beside me. The girl had been several years behind us in school and, even in heels, she stood a head shorter.
“Thank you, Belinda. You look beautiful as well.”
The younger woman beamed, pleased I knew her name. That was just part of being the alpha’s daughter. Like my father, I knew every member of our pack, their hobbies, their strengths, and their weaknesses.
“Th-thank you, Drake,” Belinda stammered.
Ander snorted and exchanged an eye roll with the guy standing on his right, Oscar Santiago—another of my classmates from back in our school days. Evera snatched the bottle out of Ander’s grasp.
“Don’t be assholes,” she snapped.
I turned my attention back to Belinda, whose cheeks flamed with humiliation. “Where’s Donnelle tonight? I don’t believe I’ve seen him.”
Belinda tucked her brown hair behind her ears. “Oh, um, my brother is on duty. Beta Williams has all the enforcers working tonight.”
My smile froze in place. Multiple security breaches in the past week. Extra wolves patrolling our borders. None of it boded well for my nerves.
“Who wants to place bets on whether the comets are actually going to trigger this prophecy everyone is so excited about?” Ander asked, voice dripping with sarcasm.
Oscar had his arm around his mate, Stacey, who was one of the more docile members of our pack. “What’s the wager?” he asked.
Ander considered the question. “Let’s say, a round of drinks at Full Moon.”
Evera caught my eye but spoke to the guys. “Don’t you think betting on the prosperity of our pack is… I don’t know, tacky?”
Stacey stepped away from Oscar, a small frown on her delicate features. “I agree with Evera.” She looked at him pointedly. “Tonight is a celebration in honor of Gaia.”
Her gentle yet firm tone had the desired effect on her mate. Oscar hung his head and muttered, “You’re right, babe. You always are.”
Ander rolled his eyes and imitated cracking a whip.
Oscar tipped his chin up and pulled Stacey to his side, wrapping an arm around her waist and placing a palm on the slight curve of her belly. “I’m not ashamed of it either.”
I grinned at the happy couple. “Congratulations, you guys.”
Oscar held a finger to his lips. “Shhh. We haven’t told your father yet.”
It was customary in our pack to first gain the alpha’s blessing before announcing a pregnancy, even to family. Oscar and Stacey had bonded nearly a year ago, and I knew she’d been worried they might not conceive.
“My lips are sealed,” I promised.
Evera’s eyes lit up as realization dawned. “This is so exciting!” she squealed. “When are you due? Drake and I will plan your shower.”
Stacey covered Oscar’s hand with her own. “We have a meeting with the alpha tomorrow. Once we secure his blessing, you can start planning the party.”
Ander clapped his friend on the back, his chiseled expression devoid of snark. “Congratulations, man. I really am happy for you guys.” He raised his glass. “To the next generation of Ophiuchus wolves.”
The music changed tempo again. Ander led Belinda to the dance floor as Stacey and Oscar lost themselves in their bubble of bonded bliss.
“Did I miss something? Are Ander and Belinda dating?” I asked.
It was a little odd to find her with my friends, since she didn’t typically hang out with us.
Evera shook her head. “Nothing serious. I think they’re just messing around.”
I studied my best friend. “Are you and Ander still messing around?”
She watched him twirl Belinda beneath his arm. “No. You were right. He’s not mate material.” Evera blew out a sigh. “Let’s go get more champagne.”
We started toward the bar but only made it halfway there before we encountered Finneus. He gave Evera a cordial nod and placed a hand on my elbow.
“Drake, Basil wants you to take your seat. The comets will be visible soon.” He steered me toward the dais.
I glanced over my shoulder at Evera and called, “I’ll find you afterwards.”
The elders had already reclaimed their seats at the head table, but my father and Penn were absent. I spotted my father on the dance floor, still with Grace. They were deep in conversation, both wearing tense expressions. When the song ended, he joined us on the dais, and she returned to her table.
“It was nice of you to entertain Mrs. Mathews tonight,” I said when Dad eased down between Finneus and me.
He smiled sadly. “She was your mother’s best friend. Don’t forget that, Drake.”
“I know,” I replied, surprised he’d mention my mother twice in one evening.
Finneus leaned over and gestured to the glass ceiling. I heard the collective intake of breath, followed by the soft gasps as two streaks of light appeared among the stars.
“They’re beautiful,” I breathed.
They truly were a sight to behold. Mesmerizing, even. The celestial magic called to my wolf like nothing ever had. My two halves found a perfect balance. For a moment, I was both at once. Tears stung my eyes, though I didn’t understand why.
Dad squeezed my hand. I looked up at him. Gold blazed around his hazel irises.
“I love you, Drake,” he whispered.
My father, Finneus, and I stood. This time, Dad started the howl. I counted to five in my head, and then turned to catch the beta’s eyes so we could join in together at the right moment. But Finneus was looking at my father instead of me. He leaned over to speak directly in Dad’s ear. My wolf hearing still detected his words.
“One warrior must fall so the true warrior can rise,” he hissed.
The metal blade reflected the light from the twin flames hurdling overhead for a split second before Finneus plunged the dagger into my father’s chest.






  
  Three


Though it all happened so quickly, it took an impossibly long time for my father to fall. I watched as Finneus tore the dagger from Dad’s chest. In one fluid motion, he shoved our alpha into his throne-like chair and sliced the blade across his throat. 
Scarlet blood sprayed the tablecloth as his white shirt turned red beneath the cummerbund. Shock paralyzed me, and I could do nothing more than stare at my father’s rapidly blinking eyes. His hand reached for mine, the gentle touch snapping me out of my horrified daze.
I bent over him, fingers fumbling on his slick skin to staunch the bleeding.
His lips moved to whisper his final words, meant for my ears alone. “One must fall, so another may rise.”
“W-w-what?” I leaned closer so my ear was right beside his mouth. All I heard was his powerful death rattle—a sound that would haunt my every waking hour for years to come.
When he slipped into the great pack lands beyond, a piece of my heart left with him. From the day I entered this world, he was my everything. Without him, I had nothing.
I was nothing.
Tears stung my eyes even as my mind tried to deny the truth. This had to be a nightmare. My father, the Ophiuchus alpha, couldn’t be… dead.
A growl born of pain and rage rumbled in my chest.
“How could you?” I hissed at Finneus, never taking my eyes off Dad’s lifeless gaze.
The beta ignored me. He had bigger concerns. Elder Lindie Thompson, my father’s widowed cousin, leapt from her chair at the head table and shifted. Her large, once-black wolf now had streaks of gray threaded through its fur. Hatred burned in her glowing yellow eyes.
Finneus raised the dagger as though to throw it at her. “Stand down,” he barked, authority heavy in his command.
Another fissure fractured in my chest. His voice carried the weight of an alpha. Even I could not deny it, and his will didn’t affect me the same way as it did the average pack member.
Lindie whined and pawed at the ground but didn’t advance. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement. Several pack enforcers, including Belinda’s brother, Donnelle, gathered at the base of the dais.
Fear broke through the anguish. Finneus hadn’t just murdered my father. He’d planned a hostile takeover, and he intended to defend his new position with deadly force. He would kill Lindie and anyone else who came forward.
Finneus raised his hand to halt the enforcers’ advance.
“There is no need for more bloodshed,” he declared in a voice that reverberated inside my head. “The choice is yours, Elder Thompson. You have been a loyal member of this pack, serving faithfully under two alphas. Kneel to my will, and you can serve a third.”
I held my breath while Lindie considered the offer. A selfish part of me prayed to Gaia she would submit, just so I wouldn’t lose another relative at this damned gala. The stubborn streak inside me hoped she would fight.
The blood of the alpha ran strong in my cousin’s veins, and pride demanded she not back down. My heart felt like it was filled with helium. A voice inside my head whispered that I should be the one to challenge the beta, but my limbs refused to obey. I crouched, frozen with conflicting thoughts, beside my father’s body. I watched as the gray and black wolf charged Finneus.
A scream stuck in my throat. I knew the outcome before it happened. Not because of any extrasensory gift. My father had appointed Finneus his beta, but the older Williams’ brother had earned the title. He was a magnificent fighter and had exceptional aim. The instant the dagger left his fingers, I knew the blade would find its mark between Lindie’s eyes.
My sharp intake of breath drew Finneus’ attention. All emotion had fled his dark gaze as he appraised me, gleaning a certain amount of satisfaction at the sight of me kneeling before him. I started to stand, but Finneus cocked his head to the side and spoke in a silky-smooth voice.
“Think very carefully right now, Drake. Your death benefits no one, but I won’t have dissent in my ranks.”
He gestured toward the doors, which flung open on cue. A line of wolves I didn’t recognize sauntered inside the ballroom. They had the desperate, hungry stench of strays as they padded in, snapping at the tables as they passed. They snapped and snarled, saliva dripping from their canines, as they passed the tables of the highest-ranking pack members before standing in front of the dais.
“Strays,” Finneus confirmed to me. “All under my command.”
My wolf clawed at my insides, demanding to break free and tear out his throat. The traitorous asshole stabbed my father and now he’d brought stray wolves into Ophiuchus pack lands to secure his pretender’s throne. For that, the beta deserved to die.
Be smart, a voice whispered from the darkest depths of my mind. You can’t beat Finneus in a physical battle. Be patient.
Irritatingly, this was true. I was a decent fighter, but nowhere near as good as Finneus. Instead of pouncing, I remained silent, tears still burning my eyes. I glared up at the man I’d considered family. His lips parted and formed a manic grin.
“Good girl, Drake,” he said, condescension lacing every word. “Now sit.”
I felt the tug in my mind, his attempt to impose his alpha will on me, but I wasn’t compelled to act. It was my choice to sit, just as it had been Lindie’s choice to attack. I clasped my bloody hands in my lap and glared up at the beta.
“Alpha,” he corrected as though reading my mind. “I am your alpha, Drake.” He turned to address the pack. “Did you all hear me? Basil Aspen has fallen. I, Finneus Williams, am Ophiuchus Alpha.” His emotionless gaze scanned the crowd, followed by the head table, before finally landing on me.
“You will say the words eventually, Drake,” he muttered under his breath.
Finneus cleared his throat and turned back to the pack. “The Prophecy of the Twin Comets is neither legend nor myth but a promise from Gaia herself.” His voice rose with each word. “To move forward, we must first shed what was, to prepare for what is to come. The dawn of the Age of Ophiuchus is upon us. Eternal prosperity and power is within our grasp. As alpha, I will lead you into a future where Ophiuchus wolves no longer hide in the shadows. We will rule the realm as we have ruled the Snake Mountains for centuries.”
Finneus’ gaze swept the head table. “Do any of you challenge my authority as alpha?” His eyes cut briefly to Lindie’s crumpled body laying broken in a pool of blood.
The remaining elders bowed their heads and spoke in a collective voice. “Ophiuchus above all.”
Finneus’ gaze bore into me as though trying to drill a pressure hole in my stubborn refusal to pledge loyalty to an imposter. He sniffed, annoyed but unwilling to press the matter. Yet. Instead, he directed his attention to the crowd and repeated the question.
This time, someone accepted the offer. Lindie’s eldest son, Lionel, rose from the same table where Evera and Grace sat. He was one of my father’s enforcers and had served under Finneus’ command for years, despite being older and technically Dad’s closest male blood relation.
“I, great-grandson of Bartel Aspen, challenge you, Finneus Williams, for the position of alpha,” Lionel declared.
The throng of strays turned toward the threat and bared their teeth. Lionel’s fellow enforcers looked to Finneus for direction. The beta accepted Lionel’s challenge without blinking an eye, proving he was not one-hundred percent coward.
Lionel never stood a chance, yet his scrappy black wolf grappled claw and fang. Finneus’ enormous tawny wolf overpowered my distant cousin in under two minutes. Lionel managed to get in one good swipe of his sharp nails across the other wolf’s snout before Finneus’ jaws clamped around his throat. With that, another threat to the new alpha’s reign lost the battle and his life.
Hot tears of rage streamed down my cheeks. I had never felt so helpless or so useless in my life. Fury burned away the numbness inside of me. This type of thing didn’t happen in our pack. We weren’t like other shifters. Petty squabbles for dominance weren’t a part of our world. We respected tradition. Murdering an alpha went against everything the Ophiuchus believed.
And yet, no one else came forward to challenge the new alpha.
My gaze found Evera. She gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head, correctly guessing that my thoughts had veered into dangerous, reckless territory. For just a split second, I imagined myself rising and saying the words.
“No,” Evera mouthed, her eyes wide and she vehemently shook her head.
Finneus shifted back to his human form, Lionel’s blood dripping from his chin and staining his chest hair red. He threw his head back and howled. The strays joined in, as did the enforcers and the Council of Elders, then most of the pack did the same.
I sat motionless and prayed to Gaia to wake the fuck up from this nightmare.
Finneus held his arms parallel to the ground and slowly lifted them toward the heavens. All around me, the pack stood. In perfect unison, they fell to their knees in supplication. My broken heart shattered, the shards stabbing my lungs and making it hard to breathe.
This wasn’t right. Nothing would ever be right in my world again.
Finneus’ gross display of power made me physically ill. Even the wolves most loyal to my father couldn’t resist their new alpha’s will. Dad had never wielded his ability like this. His leadership style made the pack want to pledge their loyalty to him. They bowed to his dominance by choice, not compulsion.
Finally, the howls died down. Finneus found the only person still standing, back by the entrance—Penn. The brothers locked eyes, silent messages passing between them. Penn’s expression was blank as he strode toward Finneus, but he didn’t stop at his brother. No, the backstabbing jackass marched up onto the dais and straight over to my chair.
His warm fingers wrapped around my arm. “Come on, Drake,” he said, tugging me from my chair.
Fury caused me to lash out, and my bloody palm left a crimson stain on his cheek. The slap echoed in the silence, though he didn’t flinch.
“Make this easier on everyone, especially yourself,” Penn insisted, squeezing my arm.
I shook my head, refusing to leave my father’s body there like a spectacle to gawk at. Penn leaned closer, his lips brushing my ear. I raised my hand to strike him again, but he caught my wrist.
“He will kill you in front of everyone to make a point, Drake. Do you think Basil would want that ending for you?”
My teeth ground together, but I held my tongue and swallowed the bitter retort on my lips. Finneus had killed my father and two members of my extended family. I had no doubt the traitor would dance naked over my dead body given a chance.
“Obey him, and you will live.” Penn nudged me away from my father.
Not one of the elders would meet my gaze. Cowards. The enforcers were no better. Traitors.
They stared anywhere but at me. The strays’ glowing yellow eyes tracked my every move as Penn led me to Finneus, who still stood over Lionel’s corpse.
“Are you going to kill me, too?” I spat.
His dark eyes studied me for a long moment. My heartbeat sped up as cold sweat trickled down my spine. I held my head high, chin tipped toward the sky. If he wanted me dead, he would look me in the eye and say it to my face.
“No, I don’t think that’s necessary,” Finneus said at last. “As I said, no one benefits from your death.”
My shoulders sagged, though I couldn’t decide whether it was from relief or disappointment. A new alpha didn’t leave the daughter of his defeated predecessor alive for any good reason.
“Take Drake back to her house, Penn.” Finneus narrowed his gaze, directing his next words at me. “You will stay there until I send for you.”
Penn still had a hold on my arm. His fingers dug into my flesh, a warning not to argue or say something I might regret. “Please, Drake,” he murmured.
I glared up at Finneus for another beat before allowing his brother to lead me away. My pulse pounded so loudly in my ears that I didn’t hear the feet running to catch up with us. It wasn’t until her cold fingers wrapped around mine that I registered Evera’s presence.
Her expression was equal parts wrath and panic. She said nothing because there was nothing to say. No platitude would make the situation better. No words could change the fact my father was dead.
My father was dead.
He had been both Mom and Dad since the day I was born. It had always been just the two of us. Even after Tavin died and the Williams’ brothers came to live with us, Dad had gone out of his way to make sure we still had those father-daughter moments.
And now… I was alone.
Penn released my arm once we were several yards from the temple; far from Finneus’ watchful gaze. He fell back to walk behind Evera and me. Any other time, I might’ve thought it a kind gesture meant to give us space and the illusion of privacy. But I knew better. The asshole’s heart was just as frozen as his traitorous brother’s.
When we reached my porch, Penn turned to Evera. “Go home.”
Her eyes went round. “I’m staying with Drake.”
Penn’s gaze cut to me briefly. “No, you’re not. Go home, Evera.”
I glowered at him while speaking to her. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”
She hesitated and then wrapped me in her arms. “Be strong,” she whispered.
I gently pulled out of her embrace and gestured with my eyes. “Go and be with your mother. I’ll see you soon.”
Truthfully, I didn’t know that I would. Finneus wasn’t likely to permit me visitors. The fact he hadn’t stopped her at the gala was a minor miracle, and I didn’t expect him to be so generous in the future.
I watched her go, cold settling in my bones as I wondered if I would ever see her again. The thought was too much to handle with the image of my father’s final moments so fresh in my mind. In the blink of an eye, I had lost my world. My heart couldn’t withstand another blow.
I turned and stepped through the doorway. Penn started to follow me, but I whirled on him.
“You aren’t welcome here,” I snapped.
Gold ringed the storm clouds in his irises. “Afraid you don’t have a choice. I need your phone, too. Alpha’s orders.”
Maybe because it was just the two of us, or the fact my shock had worn off. Maybe I just didn’t have anything left to care about. Whatever the reason, I finally found my voice and the words I should’ve said to Finneus.
“You and your alpha can go fuck yourselves.”
I slammed the door in Penn’s face.






  
  Four


I stormed upstairs. Penn had the good sense to wait until I reached the master bedroom before daring to enter my house, and he didn’t set foot on the second floor. Still, I shoved a chair under the doorknob. It wouldn’t prevent Penn from busting in if he wanted, but the obstacle would slow him down and warn me if he intruded. 
My blood-stained hands trembled, my breaths coming too quickly. I looked down at the dress I’d been so excited to wear for the gala. Dark red streaks smeared across the fabric. My throat constricted. I hated the gown as though it had plunged the dagger into Dad’s chest.
Claws shot from my nail beds. I raked the sharp points across the silk, ripping and tearing at the material until it lay in shreds around my feet. I wanted to cry and scream and destroy the room, to create devastation in the physical world that matched the turmoil swirling inside of me.
For an irrational second, I actually thought that if I could just speak to my father, everything would be okay. He could fix any problem. 
The bite of reality slapped me like a hurricane-force wind. Broken things could be fixed. Shattered ones could not. Nothing and no one could repair the damage done to my life with a single stroke of the dagger’s blade.
I fell to my knees and hugged myself tightly as though trying to keep the fractured pieces of me together. Dad would never hold me again. I would never hear his voice or smell his aftershave. We would never again laugh at an inside joke that was only funny to the two of us. The days of him grumbling about the cost of my clothes were over.
Hysterical laughter bubbled in my throat as I grabbed handfuls of my tattered gown and tossed them in the air like confetti.
Three sharp knocks on the door brought me back from the edge of madness. I felt Penn’s presence in the hallway. His muffled voice called out to me.
“The alpha is on his way. He expects you downstairs when he arrives.”
My hands clenched into fists. Finneus expected me to follow his orders? Yeah, well, I had expected him to honor his promise to serve my father and our pack loyally. That didn’t stop the bastard from bringing strays into Ophiuchus territory who’d mutinied against the rightful alpha.
I said nothing to Penn. He must not have anticipated a response because he retreated almost immediately after delivering his brother’s message. I climbed to my feet and strode to the bathroom. I would go downstairs to meet with Finneus when I was good and ready—once I’d scrubbed the blood from my hands and the tears from my face.
Weakness was no longer a luxury I could afford. When we were younger, Finneus used to call me Ice Princess because I rarely showed emotion. I had hated the nickname. It made me sound so haughty and uptight.
“You want an ice princess, Finneus? Congratulations. You made one,” I muttered to the steam filling the bathroom as I stepped beneath the hot spray.
I let myself cry. Great racking sobs that shook my entire body. The grief threatened to consume me. Oddly, it was the memory of Penn’s whispered words on the dais that helped me pull myself together.
“Do you think Basil would want that ending for you?”
The audacity to speak my father’s name after his brother’s betrayal filled me with rage all over again. Still, Penn’s point was as valid then as it was now. I wouldn’t disappoint my father or disparage his memory by crumbling in the face of adversity.
Dad had raised me on the notion that there were several types of power. He trained me to fight and taught me the difference between strength and stupidity. Under his command, the Ophiuchus wolves had known only peace, but he’d prepared me for a day when that might no longer prove true.
That day had come, and I needed to be strong not stupid.
I scrubbed my skin until the water swirling around the drain ran clear. Then, I found a pair of black sweats in my dresser, wound my wet hair into a bun, and marched downstairs.
Finneus, Penn, and three of the strays in human form waited in my living room. Finneus had put on fresh jeans and a t-shirt, but Dad’s blood still tinged his nails crimson. My stomach turned over, yet I managed to keep my expression blank.
“What do you want?” I demanded.
Five sets of eyes followed my every move as I descended the stairs. One of the strays stared at me hungrily—a lean muscled man with tattoos on his neck. Someone had given him nice, clean clothes, and he nearly looked like he could be a member of our pack.
Except for the eyes. They were more green than yellow, a sign of poor health in a shifter. Not to mention the wild look that suggested he spent more time as a wolf than a man.
Penn growled his displeasure. “She’s the daughter of a former alpha, show her respect.”
The stray sniffed, and the scent of my disgust made him grin.
“Leave us.” Finneus gestured vaguely to the door.
All the men moved to obey, except for Penn. He remained in the corner of my living room, perfectly positioned to keep his eyes on everyone at once. Finneus waited until the strays had stepped outside and closed the door behind them before inviting me to sit on my own sofa.
I stopped several feet in front of him and crossed my arms. “This is my house, Finneus. You have no right to stomp in here without invitation to demand an audience.”
He squared his shoulders. “I have every right. I am the alpha. Every inch of the pack lands belongs to me, including the property your house sits on.”
I narrowed my gaze. “A real alpha has the courtesy to knock.”
Penn stood at an angle behind his brother, just visible enough in my periphery to be distracting. He pursed his lips and grumbled my name.
Finneus shook his head like I was a foolish, naïve girl who couldn’t face reality. Sadly, he wasn’t entirely wrong.
“This little defiant act is old. It’s tired and boring. Your father’s Council of Elders has accepted me as the Ophiuchus alpha.” He took a step closer. “The only two members of the pack who challenged my authority are dead.” Finneus towered over me. “The choice is simple. Swear loyalty to me and live. Refuse and die.”
Penn’s jaw clenched; his gaze so intense I worried he might pop a blood vessel while trying to warn me to keep my mouth shut.
“Why don’t you take some time to think it over?” Finneus suggested in a tone that said he found the offer very generous. “I wouldn’t want you to make any hasty decisions while grieving your loss.”
It took every ounce of willpower to not strike out at him. He made it sound like my father had succumbed to old age or illness. Finneus had always displayed a level of audacity unprecedented in a beta, but this was too far.
He waited, as though daring me to rise to the words he dangled in the air like carrots. The shower had done wonders to clear the haze in my head, and I finally stopped running solely on adrenaline and rage. I refused to give him the satisfaction of taking the bait or shying away in the face of his physical intimidation.
“While your loyalty is still in question, you are not to leave your house without an escort,” Finneus continued like there had been no pause in his speech.
My eyebrows shot up. “Who?” I demanded.
Finneus’ smile gave me chills. “There is only one person I trust with such an important assignment. My beta.”
I glared past him at his brother, and Penn didn’t avert his gaze. Fresh hatred boiled inside of me.
“Three additional enforcers will remain with you at all times,” Finneus continued.
My mind immediately went to the trio standing on my porch. “I won’t have strays.”
“You really aren’t in a place to make demands,” he reminded me. After a moment, Finneus seemed to reconsider. “Prove to me you can behave, and I will consider your request.”
I ground my molars together so hard, I thought they might crack. Finneus wanted to push me to the brink, and he knew just how to do it. Surrounding me with unfamiliar wolves would further my isolation from the pack. Shifters didn’t fare well as solitary creatures, particularly not those of us raised in a pack. Finneus intended to starve me of my inherent
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