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ELARA

The bucket handle bit into my palms as I dragged it across the marble floor, leaving a trail of soapy water in my wake. My knees burned—two raw patches of skin that had long since given up healing properly. I’d been scrubbing the packhouse floors since dawn, and the sun now hung high enough to slice through the tall windows, illuminating every streak I’d missed.

“You missed a spot, mutt.”

I didn’t need to look up to know who stood above me. Vivienne’s voice had a particular quality—sugar-sweet on the surface, but with an edge sharp enough to draw blood.

My shoulders tensed, muscles drawing tight like bowstrings. I kept my eyes on the floor, watching soap bubbles pop and disappear. One breath. Two. I counted them the way my mother taught me before she died, before everything turned to ash.

“Right there.” A designer heel—red-bottomed, worth more than I’d earn in six months—pointed to a spot directly in front of me. “Or are your eyes as worthless as the rest of you?”

Heat crawled up my neck, settling in my cheeks. My wolf, Luna, stirred somewhere deep inside, a weak flutter like a bird with broken wings. She’d never been strong, never shifted properly. Another disappointment in a long line of them.

“I’ll fix it,” I whispered, hating how small my voice sounded.

“What was that?” Vivienne crouched down, her perfect blonde curls catching the light. Her perfume—something expensive and floral—made my stomach turn. “I couldn’t hear you over the sound of your pathetic existence.”

Laughter erupted behind her. Three more she-wolves, all daughters of pack officials, all dressed in clothes that cost more than my monthly wages. My hands curled into fists beneath the water, soap stinging the cracks in my skin.

Don’t react. Don’t give them the satisfaction.

But my heart hammered against my ribs like it wanted to escape, and my throat felt too tight, like invisible hands were squeezing. I forced myself to breathe through my nose, to unclench my jaw before my teeth cracked from the pressure.

“She’s not even going to defend herself,” one of them said—Margot, I think. “How boring.”

“What’s there to defend?” Vivienne stood, smoothing her skirt. “Everyone knows what she is. Orphaned trash who couldn’t even keep her parents alive. I heard they died like cowards.”

My vision blurred. Not from tears—I’d learned years ago that crying only made them worse. Something else. Something hot and sharp that started in my chest and spread through my limbs like wildfire.

“My parents were heroes,” I said, still not looking up. My voice didn’t sound like mine anymore—it came from somewhere deeper, somewhere I usually kept locked away. “They died protecting this pack. Protecting ungrateful bitches like you.”

The slap came before I finished the sentence.

My head snapped to the side, cheek exploding in bright, stinging pain. I tasted copper—blood from where my teeth cut into my inner cheek. The bucket tipped, water flooding across the floor I’d just cleaned.

“You don’t speak to me like that.” Vivienne’s face hovered inches from mine, all pretense of sweetness gone. “You’re nothing, Elara. A charity case we tolerate because Alpha Kael is too merciful. Your parents’ sacrifice bought you a job as a maid. That’s all you’ll ever be.”

She kicked the bucket as she walked away, sending it clattering across the marble. Her friends followed, their laughter echoing off the high ceilings.

I stayed on my knees in the spreading water, hand pressed to my burning cheek. My whole body trembled—not from fear, but from rage I had nowhere to put. It built and built inside me with no outlet, turning my muscles rigid, making my chest ache.

Luna whimpered inside me. Even my wolf was weak. Pathetic.

Tomorrow, I thought, forcing myself to stand on shaking legs. Tomorrow is the Lunar Ceremony.

The thought sent a different kind of tremor through me. Once a year, during the full moon, unmated wolves gathered for the ceremony. Fate revealed itself in the form of mate bonds—that mythical, unbreakable connection between two souls.

I’d dreamed about it since I was a child. Dreamed that somewhere out there, someone existed who would see me—really see me—and recognize that I was worth something. Worth everything.

My mate would change everything. He’d have to be strong, someone with standing in the pack. Someone who could lift me out of this hell I’d been living in for five years.

I grabbed the bucket and started over, ignoring how my hands shook.




That night, I stood in front of the cracked mirror in my tiny room behind the kitchens. It wasn’t even really a room—more like a closet with a cot. But it was mine.

The dress hanging on the back of the door was my mother’s. Pale blue, simple, but well-made. I’d kept it preserved all these years, waiting for something important enough to wear it.

Tomorrow night, I’d walk into that ceremony wearing her dress. And maybe—just maybe—everything would change.

I touched my cheek where Vivienne had hit me. The skin felt hot, tender. By tomorrow it would bruise. I’d have to use makeup I didn’t own to cover it.

Through the small window, I could see the moon. Not quite full yet, but close. It pulled at something inside me, made Luna pace restlessly in the cage of my consciousness.

“Soon,” I whispered to her. “Soon we’ll find him.”

I didn’t let myself think about what would happen if my mate was someone weak. Someone poor like me. Didn’t let myself consider that fate might be just as cruel as everything else in my life.

Instead, I pictured him: strong, powerful, someone who would look at Vivienne and her friends with contempt. Someone who would take my hand and tell them I was his, and they’d have to bow to me.

The fantasy felt so real I could almost taste it—sweet and intoxicating, like honey on my tongue.

My stomach growled, reminding me I’d skipped lunch to avoid another confrontation. I had half a stale roll hidden in my drawer, saved from yesterday’s kitchen scraps.

I ate it slowly, making it last, while the moon climbed higher in the sky.

Tomorrow. Everything would change tomorrow.

I had to believe that. Because if I didn’t—if I let myself accept that this might be my life forever—the rage building inside me would have nowhere to go but out. And I wasn’t sure I could control what would happen then.

Luna stirred again, stronger this time. She could feel it too—the ceremony approaching, fate’s hand hovering over us.

Let him be strong, I prayed to whatever gods might be listening. Let him be powerful enough to save me from this.

I didn’t know then that prayers like that were dangerous. That fate had a twisted sense of humor.

I didn’t know that the next time I knelt on the ground, it wouldn’t be to scrub floors.

It would be because my heart was being ripped from my chest.

But that was tomorrow’s nightmare. Tonight, I let myself hope.

Tonight, I was still naive enough to believe that finding my mate would be the beginning of my happiness.

Not the beginning of my destruction.
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ELARA

The forest clearing thrummed with energy that made my skin prickle and my wolf pace restlessly beneath my ribs. I stood at the edge of the gathered crowd, my mother’s blue dress suddenly feeling too thin, too exposed. Around me, unmated wolves shifted and whispered, their excitement a living thing that buzzed in the air like electricity before a storm. The full moon hung overhead, massive and silver, bathing everything in its otherworldly glow. My fingers twisted in the fabric of my skirt, the only outlet for the nervous energy that made my legs want to run, to flee back to my tiny room where at least I knew what to expect.

The clearing had been decorated for the ceremony—white flowers strung between the trees, candles flickering in glass jars, creating pools of golden light that danced across excited faces. She-wolves wore their finest dresses, hair elaborately styled, makeup perfect. The males stood straighter, chests puffed out, already sizing each other up. I felt like a weed among roses, my simple dress and hastily braided hair marking me as exactly what I was—someone who didn’t belong. The bruise on my cheek throbbed beneath the cheap concealer I’d borrowed from one of the kitchen staff. In this light, I prayed no one would notice.

Vivienne stood near the front with the other high-ranking pack members’ daughters, her white dress practically glowing in the moonlight. She looked like a goddess, and she knew it. Her eyes scanned the crowd with the confidence of someone who expected to be chosen by someone important, someone worthy of her station. When her gaze passed over me, her lips curved into a smirk that made my stomach clench. I forced myself to look away, to focus on breathing, on the ceremony that was about to begin.

The drums started—a deep, primal rhythm that seemed to sync with my heartbeat. My pulse picked up speed, hammering against my throat until I could feel it everywhere—in my wrists, behind my eyes, in the tips of my fingers. Luna surged forward in my consciousness, more alert than she’d been in months. Something was happening. Something was coming. The air itself seemed to thicken, pressing against my skin, making it hard to draw a full breath.

Then he appeared.

Alpha Kael Thorne emerged from the tree line, and the entire clearing fell silent. It wasn’t a gradual quiet—it was instant, absolute, as if someone had stolen the voice from every throat. My breath caught somewhere between my lungs and my mouth, trapped there as I stared at him. He was tall, broad-shouldered, moving with a predatory grace that made every instinct I possessed scream danger. His dark hair was slightly too long, falling across his forehead, and even from this distance I could see the sharp angle of his jaw, the cruel curve of his mouth. He wore all black—simple, expensive, fitting him like a second skin.

Power radiated from him in waves I could almost see. It pressed against everyone in the clearing, a physical weight that made weaker wolves drop their eyes, unable to meet his gaze. He was beautiful the way a blade was beautiful—lethal, perfect, designed to cut. My heart stuttered in my chest, then kicked into a rhythm so violent I pressed my hand against my ribs to make sure it wasn’t trying to escape.

He walked to the center of the clearing where the pack elders waited, his Beta and Gamma flanking him. I couldn’t look away. None of us could. This was what an Alpha looked like—what real power looked like. Every movement was controlled, deliberate, like he’d calculated the exact amount of effort needed and refused to waste a single ounce more. Dangerous. That was the word that kept circling in my mind. He was utterly, completely dangerous.

The head elder, Marcus, raised his hands to the moon. “On this sacred night, under the witness of our ancestors and the blessing of the Moon Goddess, we gather to honor the bonds she has chosen. May those who are fated find each other. May the bonds be recognized and accepted.” His voice carried across the clearing, formal and reverent. The drums continued their steady beat, and I felt it in my bones, in my blood, calling to something ancient and primal.

I tried to focus on the elder’s words, on the ceremony’s meaning, but my eyes kept drifting back to Kael. He stood with his arms crossed, face completely impassive, like he was already bored. Like this entire ceremony was beneath him. The unmated she-wolves around me practically vibrated with hope and desire, their eyes fixed on him with an intensity that bordered on desperate. Of course they wanted him. Who wouldn’t? He was the Alpha, young and powerful, and whoever became his mate would become Luna—the highest position a female could hold in the pack.

The thought sent a pang through my chest that I immediately crushed. That wasn’t for someone like me. I needed to be realistic. My mate would be someone kind, hopefully someone with enough status to improve my situation. That was enough. That had to be enough.

The elder continued speaking, explaining the ritual, but his words became background noise. Because Kael’s head suddenly turned. Not much—just a slight movement, his eyes scanning the crowd. And the strangest thing happened. My entire body went rigid, every muscle locking into place like I’d been struck by lightning. Heat flooded through me, starting in my chest and spreading outward until my skin felt too tight, too sensitive. Luna threw herself against my consciousness, howling, desperate, the strongest she’d ever been.

No. No, this couldn’t be—

The scent hit me then. Pine and smoke and something wild, something that made my mouth water and my knees weak. It wrapped around me, invaded my lungs, sank into my pores. I gasped, the sound too loud in the reverent silence, and pressed my hand harder against my chest where something was building, pulling, aching with an intensity that bordered on pain.

Kael’s eyes locked onto mine across the clearing.

Time stopped. The world narrowed to just him, just those ice-blue eyes that seemed to see straight through me, past skin and bone to whatever pathetic thing lived at my core. The pull between us was physical—a rope yanking tight, trying to drag me toward him. My feet actually moved, one stumbling step forward before I caught myself. This wasn’t possible. This wasn’t—

Mate. The word screamed through my consciousness, Luna’s voice and my own blending together. MATE.

Horror and elation crashed through me in equal measure. My chest felt like it was splitting open, my heart expanding too large for the space it occupied. Every nerve ending fired at once, making me hypersensitive to everything—the dress against my skin, the grass beneath my feet, the air moving in and out of my lungs. I felt him. Goddess help me, I could feel him like he was touching me, like invisible hands were running over my skin, and it was too much, too intense, too everything.

Kael’s expression shifted. Something flickered across his face—recognition, then shock, then something that looked horrifyingly like disgust. His jaw clenched, a muscle ticking there, and his hands curled into fists at his sides. He looked at me like I was something he’d found on the bottom of his shoe.

The pull intensified, demanding I go to him, claim him, make him acknowledge what we both felt. My body moved without permission, pushing through the crowd. People turned to stare, confused whispers starting, but I couldn’t stop. The bond was a living thing inside me, controlling my limbs, overriding every logical thought. I needed to reach him. Needed to—

“Stop.” His voice cut through the clearing like a whip crack.

I froze mid-step, the command in his tone hitting me with physical force. Alpha command, the kind that made wolves obey without thought. But it was more than that—it was the bond, making me desperate to please him, to do whatever he wanted.

He walked toward me, each step measured and deliberate. The crowd parted for him, everyone watching now, the ceremony forgotten in the face of this drama unfolding. My heart beat so fast I felt dizzy, my palms slick with sweat. Up close, he was even more devastating—tall enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes, his presence overwhelming every sense I possessed.

“You.” The word dripped with contempt. “You’re the one fate chose for me?”

His scent surrounded me, making my head spin and my body ache. The bond screamed at me to touch him, to close the distance between us, to make this real. My hand actually lifted, reaching for him before I realized what I was doing.

He caught my wrist, his grip iron-hard, and the contact sent electricity racing up my arm. His skin burned against mine, the bond singing at the connection, even as his face twisted with revulsion. “Don’t,” he snarled.

Humiliation burned through me, hot and acidic. Around us, I heard gasps, whispers growing louder. Someone laughed—a sharp, cruel sound that might have been Vivienne. Kael’s eyes raked over me, taking in my simple dress, my borrowed shoes, the bruise I hadn’t quite managed to cover. I watched his assessment, watched him find me lacking in every possible way.

“This is a mistake,” he said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Some cosmic joke.”

My throat closed. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think past the pain radiating from where he held my wrist and the worse pain blooming in my chest. “Please,” I whispered, hating how broken I sounded. “Please don’t—”

“I, Alpha Kael Thorne,” he announced, his voice carrying across the clearing with absolute authority, “reject you, Elara Voss, as my mate and Luna.”

The bond shattered.

I’d heard about rejection, about the pain it caused, but nothing could have prepared me for this. It felt like someone had reached into my chest and ripped out my heart, like every bone in my body was breaking simultaneously. A scream tore from my throat—raw and animal—and I collapsed. My knees hit the ground hard enough to bruise, but I barely felt it past the agony consuming me from the inside out.

Luna howled, the sound echoing in my skull, grieving for what we’d lost in the span of a heartbeat. The world spun, tilted, everything going hazy at the edges. I couldn’t catch my breath. Each attempt to inhale felt like drowning, like my lungs had forgotten their purpose.

Through the haze of pain, I heard Kael speaking again, his voice distant and distorted. “Seraphina.” A female voice responded, sweet and delighted. I forced my eyes open, vision blurry with unshed tears, and saw him extend his hand to a beautiful she-wolf with golden hair and a triumphant smile. The Beta’s daughter. “You will be my chosen Luna.”

Seraphina took his hand, and the clearing erupted in applause. Whispers swirled around me—pity, mockery, fascination. Someone was crying. It took me a moment to realize it was me, tears streaming down my face as I knelt in the dirt wearing my mother’s dress, my entire world reduced to ash.

Kael didn’t look at me again. He led Seraphina to the center of the clearing where the elders waited, already moving forward with the ceremony as if I didn’t exist. As if he hadn’t just destroyed me in front of everyone I knew.

I needed to leave. Needed to run before I fell apart completely. But my body wouldn’t cooperate, muscles weak and trembling, the pain still rolling through me in waves. Hands grabbed my arms—someone trying to help me up—and I flinched away violently. I couldn’t bear to be touched, couldn’t stand the pity I saw in their eyes.

Using the last of my strength, I forced myself to stand. My legs shook so badly I nearly fell again, but I locked my knees and straightened my spine. I wouldn’t crawl away. I wouldn’t give them that. The walk to the tree line felt like miles, every step requiring conscious effort, my body screaming at me to go back, to beg him to reconsider.

But I kept walking, one foot in front of the other, while behind me I heard them celebrating his choice of Seraphina. Celebrating my destruction.

I made it to the trees before I collapsed again, my back against rough bark, my body finally giving out. The sobs came then—ugly, wrenching things that hurt my throat and made my ribs ache. I pressed my hands against my chest, trying to hold myself together, but I was breaking apart. The bond was gone, leaving a gaping wound where it had been, and I was bleeding out in the darkness while the pack celebrated inside.

Mate. He was supposed to be mine. The bond had been real, I’d felt it, and he’d thrown me away like garbage. Like I was nothing. Less than nothing.

And the worst part—the part that made me want to claw at my own skin—was that despite everything, despite the rejection and the humiliation and the pain, I still wanted him. The severed bond ached for him, my traitorous body still responded to the memory of his scent, his touch. I hated him and wanted him with equal intensity, and I didn’t know which feeling was worse.

Through the trees, I could see him with her. Seraphina smiled up at him, beautiful and perfect and everything I wasn’t. His hand rested on her lower back, the gesture possessive. He should have been touching me like that. I should have been standing beside him, wearing his mark, being introduced as his Luna.

The rage started then—a small spark in the darkness of my grief. It caught and spread, feeding on every humiliation I’d endured, every time I’d been kicked while I was down, every moment I’d been told I was worthless. He’d rejected me. He’d looked at me with disgust and chosen someone else, publicly, cruelly, with the entire pack watching.

I should let him go. Should accept the rejection and move on.

But as I watched him lead Seraphina in the first dance, her laughter carrying across the clearing, I felt something dark and determined take root in my chest.

He was my mate. Fate had chosen us. And I didn’t care what I had to do or who I had to become—I would make him mine. I would destroy anyone who stood in my way, starting with that golden-haired bitch currently in my place.

The pain was still there, still consuming me, but underneath it was something colder, sharper. Something that tasted like vengeance.

Kael Thorne thought he could reject me and walk away unscathed. He thought I would disappear quietly, accept my place at the bottom where he’d tried to leave me.

He was wrong.

I would have him. Even if I had to burn the entire world down to make it happen.
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ELARA

The morning after the ceremony, I woke with my face pressed against cold earth, my mother’s dress stained with dirt and tears. For one blessed moment, I didn’t remember. Then it all crashed back—the bond snapping into place, Kael’s disgusted expression, the word “reject” falling from his lips like a death sentence, the sound of the pack’s laughter as I crumbled. My chest constricted, that phantom pain flaring where the bond had been ripped away, and I curled into myself, pressing my forehead to my knees. Luna was silent, retreating so deep inside me I could barely feel her presence. Even my wolf wanted nothing to do with the wreckage we’d become.

I forced myself to stand, every muscle protesting, my body feeling like I’d been beaten. In a way, I had been. Rejection didn’t just break your heart—it damaged you physically, the severed bond leaving behind a wound that ached in your bones, your blood, your very soul. I stumbled through the forest back toward the packhouse, my bare feet leaving bloody prints on the forest floor. I’d lost my shoes somewhere in my flight, along with what remained of my dignity. The sun was barely up, painting the sky in shades of pink and gold that seemed obscene in their beauty. How dare the world continue being lovely when mine had ended?

The packhouse loomed ahead, its white columns and pristine windows a monument to everything I would never have. Servants’ quarters were around back, accessible through the kitchen entrance, and I prayed to whatever gods might still be listening that I could make it to my room without encountering anyone. But fate, it seemed, had developed a taste for my suffering.

“Well, well.” Vivienne’s voice stopped me at the door. “Look what crawled back from the woods.”

I didn’t turn around. Couldn’t. My hands gripped the doorframe hard enough to make my knuckles white, the wood grain biting into my palms. Behind me, I heard multiple footsteps—she’d brought an audience. Of course she had. My humiliation was the most entertainment this pack had seen in years.

“I heard what happened,” Vivienne continued, her heels clicking closer. “The Alpha rejected you in front of everyone. How does it feel, Elara? To have your mate look at you and find you so repulsive he chose someone else on the spot?”

My jaw clenched so tight I felt my teeth grind together. The pain in my chest intensified, spreading through my ribs like cracks in glass. Don’t react. Don’t give her what she wants. But my body betrayed me—a tremor started in my hands and spread through my arms, my shoulders, until I was shaking like I had a fever.

“She’s not even going to answer.” That was Margot, Vivienne’s constant shadow. “Maybe the rejection broke her brain along with her pathetic heart.”

Laughter erupted behind me, sharp and cruel. Each giggle felt like a blade between my ribs, twisting deeper. I should go inside. Should walk away. But my legs wouldn’t move, frozen in place by some terrible combination of shock and exhaustion. The door was right there, salvation inches away, but I couldn’t make myself reach for it.

“I wonder what it was,” Vivienne mused, walking a slow circle around me. I could smell her perfume, that same expensive floral scent that now made bile rise in my throat. “What made him reject you so quickly? Was it your face? Your weak wolf? The fact that you’re nobody from nothing, a charity case wearing a dead woman’s dress?”

Something snapped inside me. The grief, the pain, all of it crystallized into pure, white-hot rage. I spun around, and whatever Vivienne saw in my face made her take a step back. Good. Let her see what she’d helped create. Let her see that there were worse things than a weak, submissive maid.

“At least I have a fated mate,” I said, my voice low and rough from crying. “At least the Moon Goddess looked at me and decided I deserved someone. You’re still here, Vivienne, unmated and desperate, throwing yourself at any male with a title. How does that feel?”

Her expression shifted from smug superiority to fury in a heartbeat. “You little bitch—”

“I was chosen by an Alpha,” I continued, the words pouring out of me like poison. I was going to regret this, probably within the next few minutes, but I couldn’t stop. “Me. The weak, pathetic maid you love to torture. Fate looked at Kael Thorne and decided his perfect match was me. What does that say about you? That even the universe knows you’re not good enough for him?”

The slap came faster than before, harder, snapping my head to the side with enough force to make my vision blur. I tasted blood immediately, felt it coating my teeth, dripping from my lip. But I was already so broken that the physical pain barely registered. It was nothing compared to the agony of the severed bond, nothing compared to the memory of Kael’s disgusted expression.

“You’re delusional,” Vivienne hissed, grabbing my hair and yanking my head back. Her perfectly manicured nails dug into my scalp, but I refused to cry out. “He rejected you because you’re trash. Whatever mistake the Moon Goddess made, he corrected it. Seraphina is going to be his Luna, and you’re going to spend the rest of your pathetic life scrubbing floors and remembering the moment he chose her over you.”

She shoved me backward, and I stumbled, my back hitting the wall hard enough to knock the air from my lungs. Through watering eyes, I saw her standing there with her two friends, all three of them looking at me with identical expressions of contempt and satisfaction. They’d won. They knew it, I knew it, and they were savoring every second of my defeat.

“Get cleaned up,” Vivienne ordered, smoothing her perfect hair. “You look disgusting, and the Alpha is having breakfast soon. I’m sure he’d love to see his rejected mate serving him food while he sits with his chosen Luna.” Her smile was pure cruelty. “In fact, I’ll make sure you’re the one assigned to their table. It’s the least I can do.”

They walked away laughing, and I slid down the wall until I was sitting on the ground, my ruined dress pooling around me. My entire body hurt—my face from where she’d hit me, my scalp from where she’d pulled my hair, my back from the impact with the wall. But none of it compared to the hollow ache in my chest, the place where the bond should have been.

I sat there for what felt like hours but was probably only minutes, trying to gather the strength to move. Eventually, I managed to pull myself up and slip inside through the servant’s entrance. The kitchen staff studiously ignored me as I passed, their eyes sliding away from my disheveled appearance, the blood on my mouth, the tears drying on my cheeks. News had spread fast, then. Everyone knew. Everyone had either heard about the rejection or witnessed it firsthand, and now I was a ghost to them—too embarrassing to acknowledge, too pathetic to help.

My room was exactly as I’d left it, untouched and waiting. The sight of it—my narrow cot, my small window, my few pathetic possessions—made something inside me crack further. This was my life. This was all I had, all I would ever have. I’d pinned every hope, every dream on the idea that my mate would save me, would lift me out of this existence. And instead, fate had given me a mate who took one look and decided I wasn’t worth keeping.

I peeled off my mother’s dress with shaking hands, the blue fabric now brown with dirt and dark with my tears. I’d ruined it. The last piece of her I had, destroyed in one night. I should have known better than to wear it, should have known my touch corrupted everything it encountered. I bundled it carefully despite its condition, tucking it into the bottom of my small trunk. Maybe I could clean it. Maybe I could salvage something.

The cracked mirror showed me a stranger—hollow-eyed, bruised, with blood dried at the corner of her mouth. The girl who’d walked into that ceremony full of hope was gone, replaced by this broken thing. I wet a cloth and wiped the blood away, then changed into my maid’s uniform. The rough fabric felt appropriate somehow, a reminder of my place, of reality.

A knock at my door made me freeze. “Elara?” It was Margaret, the head cook, her voice gentle. “I’m sorry to bother you, dear, but you’ve been assigned to serve the Alpha’s breakfast this morning. Vivienne’s orders.”

Of course it was. My hands clenched into fists at my sides, nails biting into my palms hard enough to leave crescents. This was calculated, deliberate cruelty. Vivienne wanted to watch me serve him, wanted to see me suffer up close. And I had no choice but to obey. I was a servant. Refusing a direct order meant dismissal, and I had nowhere else to go, no money, no family. I was trapped.

“I’ll be right there,” I managed, my voice surprisingly steady.

Margaret hesitated. “You don’t have to do this, child. I can tell Vivienne you’re ill, that—”

“I’m fine,” I interrupted. I wasn’t fine. I was so far from fine I could no longer see it on the horizon. But showing weakness would only make this worse. “I’ll be there in five minutes.”

I heard her sigh and walk away. Five minutes. I had five minutes to pull myself together, to construct some kind of armor that would get me through this. I splashed cold water on my face, pinched my cheeks to bring some color back, and braided my hair with mechanical precision. The bruise on my face from yesterday was darker now, joined by new marks from this morning. No amount of the borrowed concealer would cover them all.

The breakfast room was on the second floor, a sun-drenched space with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the gardens. I’d cleaned it a thousand times but never served in it—that honor was reserved for more senior staff. As I climbed the stairs, my heart hammered so hard I felt it in my throat, tasting like copper and fear. Luna stirred slightly, whimpering, and I shoved her back down. I couldn’t afford to have my wolf’s emotions bleeding into my own right now. I needed to be numb, empty, mechanical.

The moment I stepped through the door, his scent hit me like a physical blow. Pine and smoke and wild things, the smell that had made my entire world narrow to just him. Except now it was tainted, twisted, because he’d rejected that connection. My body didn’t care. It responded anyway—my pulse spiking, my skin flushing, that phantom bond aching. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to keep walking.

He sat at the head of the table, dressed in a dark suit that probably cost more than I’d earn in a lifetime. Seraphina sat beside him, her hand resting possessively on his arm, her golden hair catching the morning light. She looked radiant, triumphant, every inch the perfect Luna. When she saw me, her smile widened, and she leaned closer to Kael, whispering something that made him glance my direction.

Our eyes met for half a second, and I felt it—that pull, that horrible, unwanted attraction that the rejection hadn’t fully killed. His jaw tightened, a muscle ticking there, and he looked away like the sight of me offended him. The dismissal was worse than anger would have been. I was nothing to him. Less than nothing.

My hands trembled as I picked up the coffee pot, but I forced them steady through sheer will. I approached the table, eyes fixed on the floor, playing the part of the invisible servant. Margaret had prepared a feast—fresh fruit, pastries, eggs, bacon, all of it arranged beautifully on fine china. My stomach, which hadn’t seen food in nearly twenty-four hours, cramped at the smell.

“Coffee, Alpha?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Yes.” He didn’t look at me, his attention on some papers beside his plate.

I poured, watching the dark liquid fill his cup, steam rising in delicate spirals. My hand was steady. I could do this. I could survive this. Just pour the coffee, serve the food, and get out. Don’t think, don’t feel, don’t—

“You’re the girl from last night,” Seraphina said suddenly, her voice sweet as poisoned honey. “The one Kael rejected.”

My hand jerked, coffee sloshing dangerously close to the cup’s rim. I steadied it, finished pouring, and started to retreat. But her voice stopped me.

“Don’t run off. I want to talk to you.” When I didn’t respond, she continued, “It must have been so humiliating, being rejected in front of everyone like that. I almost felt sorry for you. Almost.”

Kael said nothing, still reading his papers like this conversation wasn’t happening, like I wasn’t standing right there having my wounds reopened for entertainment. His indifference hurt worse than Seraphina’s cruelty. At least she acknowledged my existence.

“But really, you should be grateful,” Seraphina continued, taking a delicate bite of a strawberry. “Kael would have made your life miserable. You’re far too weak, too pathetic to be a Luna. He needs someone strong beside him. Someone who can actually contribute to this pack instead of being a burden on it.”

The coffee pot was still in my hand, hot and heavy. It would be so easy to “accidentally” spill it on her perfect dress, to watch her scream as the scalding liquid hit her skin. The image was so vivid, so satisfying, that my fingers actually tightened on the handle.

“Are you listening to me?” Seraphina demanded.

“Yes, Miss,” I forced out through clenched teeth.

“Good. Then you understand that Kael made the right choice. You’re nothing, Elara. You always have been, and you always will be. The sooner you accept that, the easier your life will be.”

Something inside me went very, very quiet. The pain was still there, the humiliation, the rage, but beneath it all was something else. Something cold and patient and calculating. I looked at Seraphina—really looked at her—and saw not a victor but an obstacle. Temporary. Removable.

“Of course, Miss,” I said softly. “Will


























