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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

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

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

Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







POV: ELARA




The brush scrapes against marble, and my knees ache from an hour of kneeling. I keep my head down, my movements steady, invisible the way I’ve learned to be. The grand hall stretches before me like a wasteland of white stone, every inch demanding perfection.

“No, you idiot! Not there!”

Celestine’s voice cuts through the morning air like a whip. I don’t flinch—I stopped flinching three years ago. A servant girl nearby isn’t so lucky. She jumps, nearly dropping the vase of roses she’s arranging.

“Do you have rocks for brains?” Celestine’s heels click closer. “The council members will be here in hours, and you’re putting flowers where they’ll block the view of the portrait. Move them. Now!”

“Yes, Luna Celestine,” the girl stammers.

I scrub harder at an invisible stain, making myself smaller. My wolf, Silver, stirs in the back of my mind, annoyed. She’s afraid of that woman, Silver growls. Pathetic.

Survival isn’t pathetic, I remind her. It’s smart.

“And you.” Celestine’s voice is right above me now. I smell her perfume—expensive, cloying. “When you’re done with the floors, the windows in the drawing room need washing. Then the silverware needs polishing.”

I keep scrubbing. “Yes, Luna Celestine.”

She doesn’t move. I feel her staring at the top of my head, probably debating whether to kick me just for the satisfaction of it. She’s done it before.

“The council is coming to discuss the alliance deal,” she says, and I realize she’s not talking to me—she’s talking at me, the way people talk to furniture. “Everything must be perfect. My daughter’s future depends on it.”

Your daughter. Not our family. Not the pack. Just Vivienne, her precious, spoiled princess.

“Marriage pact,” Celestine continues, pacing now. Her heels click-click-click against the marble I just cleaned. “Alliance with the Shadowfang Pack. Do you understand what this means?”

I don’t answer. She’s not expecting me to.

“It means power. Real power. Vivienne will marry into the strongest pack in the territory. She’ll be a Luna. She’ll have everything she deserves.”

The word deserves makes Silver snarl. I push her down.

Celestine finally walks away, still barking orders at the other servants. I sit back on my heels and dip my brush into the bucket. The water is gray now, dirty. Like everything else in this house.

“Marriage pact,” I whisper to myself. “Vivienne’s name repeated like a death sentence.”

My ears have always been good. Too good, sometimes. I catch fragments of conversation from across the hall—servants whispering about the council, about Alpha Aldric Blackwood, about the alliance that could save the Volkov Pack from financial ruin.

Or destroy it, Silver adds darkly.

I finish the last section of floor and gather my supplies. The storage room waits for me—my reward for eight years of invisible servitude.

The storage room smells like dust and old leather. It used to hold my father’s hunting gear, back when he was alive. Back when I had a room in the main house, a bed with clean sheets, a future that looked like something other than servitude.

Now it holds me.

I close the door and lean against it, breathing in the familiar scent of confinement. A cot in the corner. A single shelf with my few possessions. A tiny window that barely lets in light.

And under the loose floorboard beneath the cot—my journal.

I kneel and pry up the board with practiced ease. The journal is small, leather-bound, the pages filled with my handwriting. Eight years of documentation. Eight years of evidence.

I flip to the first page and trace my mother’s name with one finger.

Mira Volkov. Died in a car accident when Elara was seven years old.

That’s what the official report says. What everyone believes.

But I know the truth.

I was there that day. I remember my mother arguing with Celestine in the garden, their voices sharp and angry. I remember my mother saying she was going to tell my father about Celestine’s gambling debts, about the money she’d been stealing from the pack funds.

I remember Celestine’s smile—cold, calculating.

Two hours later, my mother’s car went off a cliff on a road she’d driven a thousand times.

“Accident,” the investigators said. “Brake failure.”

But I’d seen Celestine in the garage the night before, bent over my mother’s car with tools in her hands. When she noticed me watching, she smiled and told me I must be mistaken. That I should go to bed and forget what I thought I saw.

I was seven. I didn’t forget.

I turn the pages slowly, reading entries I’ve memorized.

Year 1: Celestine marries Father six months after Mother’s death. Moves into our house with Vivienne. Starts “redecorating.”

Year 2: Father gets sick. Doctors can’t explain it. Celestine brings him meals personally, won’t let anyone else near him.

Year 3: Father dies. “Sudden illness,” they say. Celestine inherits everything. Takes control of the pack. I’m moved from my bedroom to the storage room.

Year 4-8: Invisible. Servant. Watching. Learning. Documenting.

Every crime. Every stolen moment. Every piece of evidence I could gather without Celestine noticing.

Bank records showing pack funds diverted to her personal accounts. Witness statements from servants who saw things they shouldn’t have. Medical records from my father’s illness that don’t match the official diagnosis.

All of it hidden in this journal, waiting for the day I can use it.

Silver paces in my mind. When? she demands. When do we strike?

Soon, I promise. We need the right moment. The right leverage.

I close the journal and tuck it back under the floorboard. My hands are shaking—they always do when I think about what Celestine took from me.

Not just my parents. Not just my home.

My entire life.

But I’m not the powerless seven-year-old she thinks I am anymore. I’ve been watching. Learning. Planning.

And soon, very soon, she’s going to pay for everything.




* * *

The air vent in the hallway outside Celestine’s study is loose. Has been for years. I discovered it by accident when I was twelve, and I’ve been using it ever since.

I press my ear to the grate and listen.

“—absolutely certain this is the only option?” That’s Celestine’s voice, tight with stress.

“I’m afraid so, Luna Celestine.” Kane. I recognize the council spokesman’s smooth, careful tone. “The Volkov Pack’s financial situation is… dire. Without this alliance, bankruptcy is inevitable within six months.”

A long silence. Then Celestine: “And Aldric Blackwood agreed to this arrangement?”

“The Alpha Council proposed the marriage pact as part of the alliance deal. Shadowfang needs access to our eastern territories for their expansion. We need their financial backing to survive. A marriage between our families seals the agreement.”

“My daughter…” Celestine’s voice wavers, and I almost laugh. She’s trying to sound maternal, concerned. “Vivienne is delicate. Alpha Blackwood has a reputation—”

“For being ruthless. Yes.” Kane doesn’t sugarcoat it. “The man is dangerous, Luna. But he’s also the most powerful Alpha in the territory. Your daughter will want for nothing.”

“Except safety.”

“Aldric Blackwood has never harmed a mate or family member. His violence is… directed elsewhere.”

I press closer to the grate, my heart pounding. This is it. This is the leverage I’ve been waiting for.

“When?” Celestine asks.

“The wedding must take place within the month. The Alpha is… impatient. He wants this alliance secured quickly.”

“A month.” Celestine’s laugh is brittle. “How am I supposed to prepare Vivienne for marriage to a monster in a month?”

“With respect, Luna, that’s your concern. The council has approved the arrangement. If Vivienne doesn’t marry Alpha Blackwood, the Volkov Pack loses everything. The alliance. Our standing. Our territory.”

The weight of those words settles over me like a blanket.

Everything.

Silver perks up, interested. This could work, she murmurs. This could be exactly what we need.

I’m already thinking three steps ahead. Vivienne won’t go through with this. She’s too vain, too spoiled, too convinced the world revolves around her. She’ll run the moment she learns she has to marry the “scarred beast” everyone whispers about.

And when she does…

I press my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

When she does, someone will have to take her place.

The shrieking starts around sunset.

I’m in the kitchen, washing dishes, when Vivienne’s voice rips through the house like a siren.

“No! Absolutely not! I won’t do it!”

Crash. That sounds like the vase from the drawing room.

“You can’t make me marry him! I don’t care about the pack! I don’t care about the alliance!”

Crash. Crash. She’s throwing things.

The kitchen servants exchange nervous glances. Cook crosses herself and mutters something about “that poor girl” and “the monster Alpha.”

I dry my hands on my apron and slip out of the kitchen, following the sounds of destruction.

Vivienne is in the main parlor, her face red and blotchy from crying. Celestine stands in the doorway, arms crossed, her expression caught between fury and desperation.

“You will do this, Vivienne. You have no choice.”

“There’s always a choice!” Vivienne grabs a porcelain figurine—one of Mother’s, I recognize with a sharp pang—and hurls it at the wall. It shatters. “I’ll run away! I’ll refuse! I’ll—”

“You’ll marry Alpha Blackwood, or this pack will lose everything.” Celestine’s voice drops to something cold and final. “Do you understand? Everything. Our home. Our status. Our future. All of it gone.”

“I don’t care!”

“Then you’re even more foolish than I thought.”

I watch from the shadows of the hallway, careful to stay out of sight. Vivienne is hysterical, her chest heaving, her perfectly styled hair coming loose from its pins.

“He’s a monster!” she screams. “Everyone says so! He killed his own father! He has scars all over his face! He’s—he’s—”

“He’s powerful,” Celestine cuts in. “And rich. And willing to save our pack in exchange for a wife. You should be honored.”

“Honored?” Vivienne’s laugh is shrill. “I’d rather die than marry that scarred beast!”

Celestine slaps her.

The sound echoes in the parlor. Vivienne’s hand flies to her cheek, her eyes wide with shock.

“Pull yourself together,” Celestine says coldly. “You’re a Volkov. You’ll do your duty to this pack, whether you like it or not.”

She turns and stalks out of the room, passing within inches of where I’m hiding. I press myself against the wall, barely breathing.

When Celestine’s footsteps fade, I risk a glance back at the parlor.

Vivienne is crying, her shoulders shaking. But there’s something else in her expression now. Something calculating.

Silver notices it too. She’s planning something, my wolf says.

Good, I think. Let her plan. Let her run. Let her make this easy for us.




* * *

The garden is silver in the moonlight. I stand in the shadows near the rose bushes, watching the back gate.

It’s 2 AM. The house is quiet. Everyone’s asleep.

Except me. And except Vivienne.

I see her before she sees me—creeping across the lawn with a bag slung over her shoulder, wearing a traveling cloak with the hood pulled up. She’s trying to be stealthy, but subtlety has never been Vivienne’s strength. Her bag clinks with every step.

She reaches the gate and fumbles with the latch. It’s locked—Celestine locks all the gates at night, paranoid about security.

I step out of the shadows.

Vivienne spins around, gasping. “Who—Elara?”

I hold up the key. The one I stole from Celestine’s office three years ago and never returned.

“You’re—” Vivienne’s eyes narrow with suspicion. “What are you doing out here?”

I don’t answer. Just walk to the gate and unlock it.

The metal creaks as it swings open. Cool night air rushes in, carrying the scent of freedom.

Vivienne stares at me. “Why are you helping me?”

I meet her gaze. We’ve never been close—hard to be close to someone who’s treated you like furniture for eight years. But in this moment, we understand each other perfectly.

She wants to escape.

I want her gone.

“Go,” I say simply.

Vivienne’s jaw tightens. For a second, I think she’s going to ask more questions. Demand explanations. Make this complicated.

Then she adjusts her bag and steps through the gate.

“Thank you,” she whispers. And then, because she can’t help herself: “Don’t tell Mother.”

I almost laugh. “I won’t.”

She runs. I watch her disappear into the darkness beyond our estate, heading toward the main road, toward whatever new life she thinks she’s going to have.

Silver stretches in my mind, satisfied. Finally.

Finally, I agree.

I close the gate. Lock it. Pocket the key.

And then I go back to my storage room and sleep better than I have in eight years.




* * *

“Gone! She’s gone!”

Celestine’s scream rips me out of sleep. I bolt upright on my cot, my heart racing.

“Someone find her! Search the grounds! Check her room again!”

Footsteps thunder through the house. Servants’ voices, high-pitched with panic. Doors slamming. Celestine shouting orders that no one seems able to follow.

I get dressed slowly, pulling on my usual servant’s dress, tying my hair back. My hands are steady. My breathing calm.

Silver hums with anticipation. Now, she says. This is our moment.

I walk out of the storage room and into chaos.

Servants are running in every direction. Cook is wringing her hands in the kitchen doorway. Two of the groundskeepers are sprinting across the lawn, presumably to check the gates.

And in the center of it all stands Celestine, her face pale, her perfectly applied makeup already smudged from stress.

“The council arrives in three hours,” she’s saying to no one and everyone. “Three hours, and the bride is gone. Gone!”

I watch from the stairway, careful to stay out of the way. This is better than I imagined. Celestine is unraveling, her iron control cracking with every passing minute.

A maid rushes up with a piece of paper. “Luna Celestine—we found this in Lady Vivienne’s room.”

Celestine snatches it and reads. Her face goes from pale to gray.

“She ran away.” The words come out flat, disbelieving. “She ran away.”

The maid wrings her hands. “What do we do, Luna?”

“Do?” Celestine’s laugh is sharp, jagged. “What can we do? The council will be here in three hours expecting a bride, and we don’t have one!”

“Should we send trackers? Try to find her before—”

“There’s no time!” Celestine crumples the letter in her fist. “Even if we found her in the next hour, she’d refuse to cooperate. You know how she is. Stubborn. Selfish.”

The servants exchange nervous glances. No one contradicts her.

Celestine presses her hands to her face, breathing hard. For the first time in eight years, I see her lose control completely.

“The alliance,” she whispers. “Without the marriage, there’s no alliance. Without the alliance, the pack loses everything. Everything I’ve worked for. Everything I’ve built.”

Everything you’ve stolen, I think coldly.

Silver pushes at my mind. Now. Do it now.

I take a breath and step forward.

Celestine’s study smells like jasmine and old books. She’s sitting at my father’s desk—her desk now, I remind myself bitterly—with her head in her hands.

She doesn’t hear me enter. Doesn’t notice me standing in the doorway until I speak.

“I’ll do it.”

Her head snaps up. For a moment, she just stares at me, like she’s trying to remember who I am.

Then recognition floods her face. “Elara?”

I step into the room. Close the door behind me.

“I’ll do it,” I repeat. “I’ll take Vivienne’s place.”

Silence. Celestine’s eyes narrow.

“You?” She says it like the word tastes wrong in her mouth. “You’ll marry Alpha Blackwood?”

“Yes.”

She stands, circling the desk. Her gaze rakes over me—assessing, calculating. I can see her mind working, trying to figure out the angle. The trick.

“Why?” The suspicion in her voice is sharp enough to cut. “Why would you volunteer for this?”

I’ve practiced this lie a hundred times in my head. Now I deliver it with just the right amount of reluctance.

“Because someone has to. The pack needs this alliance. If Vivienne won’t do her duty, then…” I lift my chin. “I won’t let the pack suffer because she’s a coward.”

Celestine’s eyes widen. She takes another step closer, studying my face like she’s looking for cracks in my expression.

“You hate me,” she says flatly. “I know you do. So why would you help me now?”

I meet her gaze and don’t look away. “I don’t do this for you. I do it for the pack. For the people who depend on us. For my father’s legacy.”

The mention of my father makes something flicker in her expression. Guilt? Annoyance? I can’t tell.

“You’re not Vivienne,” she says slowly. “You’re not… suitable.”

“I’m a Volkov. I’m your stepdaughter. That makes me suitable enough.”

“Aldric Blackwood is expecting Vivienne specifically.”

“Then we don’t tell him until after the ceremony.” I keep my voice calm, reasonable. Like this plan isn’t insane. “The blood pact will be sealed. The alliance will be secure. By the time he realizes the switch, it’ll be too late to back out without breaking the contract.”

Celestine processes this. I can see her weighing the options, calculating the risks.

“He could kill you when he finds out,” she says, but there’s no concern in her voice. Just cold assessment.

“Maybe.” I shrug. “But the alliance will hold. That’s what matters, isn’t it?”

She stares at me for a long moment. I hold my breath, waiting.

Then: “You’re not doing this out of pack loyalty.”

My heart skips. “What?”

“You’re smart, Elara. Smarter than Vivienne ever was. So I’ll ask you again—what do you really want?”

I could lie again. Should lie again.

But something in her eyes tells me she won’t believe it this time. So I give her a version of the truth. Not all of it. Just enough.

“I want out,” I say quietly. “Out of this house. Out of the storage room. Out of servitude.” I take a breath. “Marrying the Alpha gives me that. A new life. A new pack. A chance to be more than your stepdaughter’s replacement.”

Celestine’s lips curve into something that’s almost a smile. “At least you’re honest about being selfish.”

“I learned from the best.”

The words hang between us. For a second, I think I’ve pushed too far. That she’ll refuse just to punish me for the insult.

Then she nods once, sharp and decisive.

“Fine. We’ll prepare you for the ceremony. The council arrives in two hours.” She looks me up and down, her nose wrinkling slightly. “You’ll need a bath. And proper clothes. And someone will have to do something about your hair.”

“Yes, Luna Celestine.”

She turns away, already calling for servants, issuing orders. I’m dismissed, just another tool to be used.

But as I walk out of her study, Silver purrs with satisfaction.

Step one complete, she says.

Step one, I agree.

The game has begun.

Two hours later, I stand in front of a mirror I haven’t looked into in years.

The girl staring back at me is a stranger.

Vivienne’s wedding dress hangs off my frame—too loose in the waist where Vivienne curves, too tight across my shoulders where I’ve built muscle from years of manual labor. The ivory silk is beautiful, delicate, embroidered with tiny silver flowers that catch the light.

It should make me feel like a princess.

Instead, I feel like an imposter.

A servant pins my hair into an elaborate updo, muttering under her breath about how different my hair texture is from Vivienne’s. I ignore her, watching my reflection shift and change with each adjustment.

My father’s grey eyes stare back at me. My mother’s high cheekbones. My own stubborn jaw.

You can do this, I tell myself. You’ve survived eight years with Celestine. You can survive one Alpha.

Silver snorts. We’re going to do more than survive.

In the mirror’s reflection, I see Celestine standing in the doorway. Watching. Always watching.

“The carriage is here,” she says.

My stomach flips. This is real. This is happening.

I stand, and the servant fusses with the dress one last time, adjusting the train so it flows behind me like water.

“Remember,” Celestine says, her voice low. “You’re Vivienne until the ceremony is complete. No one can know about the switch beforehand. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“If you ruin this—”

“I won’t.”

She studies me for another long moment. Then, surprisingly, she reaches out and touches my cheek. The gesture is so unexpected that I freeze.

“You look like your mother,” she says softly. “When she was young.”

I don’t know what to say to that. Don’t know if it’s meant as comfort or threat.

Then her hand drops, and the moment passes.

“Go,” she says. “The council is waiting.”

I gather the dress’s train in one hand and walk toward the door. My legs feel strange, unfamiliar in the delicate slippers someone found for me.

Celestine doesn’t follow. Just stands in the doorway, watching me walk away.

As I reach the stairs, I glance back one last time.

Her face is unreadable. But her hands are clenched at her sides, knuckles white.

She’s afraid, Silver observes.

Good, I think. She should be.

I descend the stairs carefully, the dress whispering with each step. The front door is open, revealing the carriage beyond. Black and silver, the Volkov Pack crest emblazoned on the side.

My carriage. My ride to a new life.

I step outside into morning sunlight. The servants are lined up to see me off, their faces curious, confused. Most of them have no idea who I really am.

The carriage driver opens the door and helps me inside. The interior is plush, luxurious. Nothing like the storage room I’ve called home for eight years.

Through the window, I see Celestine emerge from the house. She’s composed again, her mask back in place.

Our eyes meet.

She inclines her head slightly. Not quite a nod. Not quite acknowledgment.

But it’s enough.

The carriage door closes.

The driver clicks his tongue, and the horses start moving.

I sink back against the velvet seats and let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

In the mirror across from me, I catch my reflection one last time. The wedding dress. The elaborate hair. The girl who looks nothing like a servant and everything like a bride.

And despite everything—despite the fear and the uncertainty and the absolute insanity of what I’m doing—I smile.

A small smile. Barely there.

But real.

The game has begun, Silver whispers.

The carriage rolls forward, carrying me toward Shadowfang territory. Toward the monster Alpha everyone fears.

Toward whatever future I’m about to claim for myself.

Behind me, the Volkov estate grows smaller and smaller until it disappears completely.

And I don’t look back.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







POV: ELARA




The moment the carriage wheels cross into Shadowfang territory, I feel it.

It’s like stepping into cold water—a shock that travels through my entire body, raising goosebumps on my arms despite the warm afternoon sun. The air here is different. Heavier. It presses against my skin like invisible hands, and when I breathe in, I taste something sharp and metallic on my tongue. Power. Old magic. The kind that makes Silver pace restlessly inside my mind.

Careful, my wolf whispers. We’re being watched.

I lift the velvet curtain just enough to peek through. Trees line both sides of the road, their branches creating a canopy overhead that filters the sunlight into scattered patches. But it’s not the trees that make my pulse quicken. It’s the wolves.

They move in pairs through the forest, keeping pace with the carriage. Their eyes glow in the shadows—amber, green, silver—all fixed on us with predatory focus. These aren’t casual patrols. They’re assessing me. Judging whether I’m a threat or prey.

I let the curtain fall and press my palm against my chest, feeling my heart hammer against my ribs like it’s trying to escape. My hand is shaking. I curl my fingers into a fist and force myself to breathe slowly. In. Out. In. Out.

You wanted this, I remind myself. You planned this.

But planning something in the safety of my storage room and actually living it are two very different things. Back at the Volkov estate, this had seemed simple—volunteer to marry the monster Alpha, use the alliance to reclaim my family’s legacy, get revenge on Celestine. Clean. Straightforward.

Now, surrounded by wolves who could tear me apart before I even screamed, it feels a lot less simple.

The carriage turns a corner, and suddenly the trees open up. My breath catches.

The Shadowfang estate rises before us like something out of a nightmare. It’s massive—three stories of dark stone that seems to absorb light rather than reflect it. Towers jut up at odd angles, their windows narrow and watchful. The walls are thick, built for defense, with murder holes I can see even from this distance. This isn’t a home. It’s a fortress. A place designed to keep enemies out and secrets in.

My heart hammers harder. Faster. I press both hands against my chest now, but it doesn’t help. The panic is rising in my throat, making it hard to swallow.

What have I done?

I close my eyes and think of Celestine’s face when she realized Vivienne was gone. Think of the storage room where I’ve slept for eight years. Think of my father’s journal, hidden under a loose floorboard, listing every dream he had for our pack that Celestine destroyed.

When I open my eyes again, my hands have stopped shaking.

You wanted this. You planned this. Now see it through.

The carriage rolls to a stop in a massive courtyard. Through the window, I see people. Hundreds of them. Pack members dressed in their finest, gathered for a wedding. My wedding.

All of them strangers.

All of them watching.

I reach for the door handle, but my fingers slip on the smooth metal. Sweat. I’m sweating. I wipe my palm on Vivienne’s wedding dress—too loose in the waist, too tight across the shoulders, smelling faintly of her perfume—and try again.

The door opens. Sunlight floods in, blinding me for a moment. When my vision clears, I see them all staring.

No one moves to help me down. The driver has already disappeared. The escort who rode with me yesterday is nowhere to be seen. It’s just me and hundreds of hostile eyes.

Show them nothing, Silver growls. We are Gamma-born. We don’t cower.

I lift my chin, gather the ridiculous train of this dress, and step out of the carriage.

My foot catches on the hem. I stumble, barely catching myself on the door frame. Heat floods my face. Behind me, I hear someone laugh—quickly stifled, but I heard it.

Perfect. Just perfect.

I straighten, ignoring the burning in my cheeks, and force myself to look at the crowd. They’re all beautiful in that effortless way pack wolves are—strong, healthy, well-fed. The women wear gowns of deep jewel tones. The men are in formal pack attire, all clean lines and military precision.

And then there’s me. Pale. Too thin. Wearing a borrowed dress that doesn’t fit.

The whispers start immediately.

“Is that her?”

“She’s so pale.”

“Did you smell her? She doesn’t smell like elite.”

“I heard the Volkov Pack keeps her in the servants’ quarters.”

“Why would Alpha Aldric agree to this?”

The voices aren’t even lowered. They want me to hear. Want me to know exactly how unwelcome I am.

Silver snarls inside my mind, wanting to shift, to show these wolves that we’re stronger than we look. But I can’t. Not here. Not now. So I do what I’ve done for eight years—I make my face blank, fix a small smile on my lips, and pretend I don’t hear a thing.

I start walking toward the ceremonial hall. The crowd parts reluctantly, creating a narrow path. As I pass, I catch more fragments of conversation.

“Too thin.”

“Not even pretty.”

“Wrong scent.”

Each word is a small knife, but I’ve survived Celestine. I can survive this.

A man steps into my path. Broad-shouldered, dark-haired, with amber eyes that assess me like I’m livestock at market. He’s wearing Beta markings on his collar—three silver lines against black fabric.

“Elara Volkov,” he says. Not a question.

“Yes.” My voice comes out steadier than I expected.

He doesn’t smile. Doesn’t bow. Just looks at me with those cold amber eyes and says, “I’m Draven Ashford, Beta of the Shadowfang Pack.” He pauses, and I swear I see the corner of his mouth twitch. Not quite a smile. More like satisfaction at what he’s about to say next. “The Alpha sends his regrets. He’ll join you shortly.”

The words hit me like a slap.

He’s not coming.

The Alpha—my husband-to-be, the man I’m supposed to marry in front of hundreds of witnesses—isn’t even here.

My trained smile doesn’t falter. I learned early with Celestine that showing hurt only gives people more ammunition. “Of course,” I say smoothly. “I understand the Alpha is a busy man.”

Draven’s eyes narrow slightly, like he expected a different reaction. Tears, maybe. Anger. But I give him nothing.

“This way,” he says, turning toward the hall without waiting to see if I follow.

I do, because what choice do I have? The crowd watches us go, and the whispers multiply like locusts.

“He’s not even here?”

“She’s being stood up at her own wedding.”

“I heard he refused to come.”

“This is humiliating.”

Yes, I think bitterly. It is.

Draven leads me to a small room off the main hall. It’s clearly designed for brides to prepare—there’s a full-length mirror, a vanity, a plush sofa. Everything is in shades of silver and white. Luna colors.

“Wait here,” Draven says. He’s already turning to leave when I speak.

“How long is ‘shortly’?”

He looks back at me, and for just a moment, I see something in his eyes that might be pity. Then it’s gone. “The Alpha will arrive when he arrives.”

The door closes behind him with a soft click.

I’m alone.

I sink onto the sofa and press my palms against my eyes, trying to push back the burning sensation. I won’t cry. I won’t give them that satisfaction. But the humiliation is a living thing in my chest, growing with every breath.

He couldn’t even be bothered to show up.

Minutes tick by. I can hear the crowd outside getting louder, more restless. Someone laughs. Someone else shouts something I can’t make out. The festive energy is curdling into awkwardness.

I stand and pace the small room. Six steps to the window. Six steps back. The water pitcher on the vanity is crystal, probably worth more than everything I owned at the Volkov estate. I pour myself a glass I don’t want and force myself to drink it. The water tastes like metal.

Shortly, Draven had said.

That was twenty minutes ago.

Thirty.

Forty-five.

I’m starting to think “shortly” is a very relative term when the door opens.

I spin around, heart jumping. But it’s not the Alpha. It’s a young woman, maybe a year or two younger than me, with warm brown eyes and dark hair pulled into a braid. She’s carrying a tea tray.

“I thought you might want something other than water,” she says, setting the tray on the vanity. Her smile is genuine—the first one I’ve seen since arriving. “I’m Willa. Willa Grey.”

“Elara,” I say automatically, then feel stupid. She obviously knows who I am.

But Willa just nods like I’ve said something perfectly normal. “The tea is chamomile. It helps with nerves.” She pours a cup and hands it to me. “And before you ask, no, I didn’t poison it. That would be a terrible way to welcome a new Luna.”

The casual mention of poison should probably alarm me, but instead I find myself almost smiling. “Good to know.”

I take a sip. The tea is perfect—hot but not scalding, sweet but not cloying. I didn’t realize how cold I was until the warmth started spreading through my chest.

“Don’t take it personally,” Willa says softly, settling onto the arm of the sofa like we’re old friends. “The Alpha not being here, I mean. He’s…” She pauses, choosing her words carefully. “Complicated.”

“That’s one word for it,” I mutter before I can stop myself.

Willa’s laugh is surprised and bright. “I like you already.” She leans forward, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Between you and me, I think he’s terrified.”

I nearly choke on my tea. “Terrified? The Alpha who supposedly ripped out his own father’s heart is terrified of meeting me?”

“Maybe not of you specifically,” Willa says, her expression turning thoughtful. “More like… what you represent. Change. Connection. Things he hasn’t let himself have in a very long time.”

I want to ask more—about the Alpha, about his father, about what she means by “a very long time”—but footsteps echo in the hallway outside. Heavy. Multiple sets.

Willa stands quickly. “That’s my cue to leave. Good luck, Elara.” She squeezes my shoulder as she passes. “You’re going to need it.”

Then she’s gone, and the footsteps stop outside my door.

I set down my teacup with shaking hands and stand, smoothing down the wrinkled dress. My heart is doing that thing again where it tries to escape my ribcage.

But no one enters.

The footsteps move away.

I wait. One minute. Two. Five.

Nothing.

Slowly, I walk to the door and press my ear against it. I can hear voices—Draven’s deep rumble and someone else, higher pitched and anxious.

“—can’t delay any longer. The crowd is getting hostile.”

“I know that,” Draven snaps. “But the Alpha was explicit. We proceed without him.”

Proceed without him.

The words echo in my head as I back away from the door.

He’s really not coming.

Five minutes later, Draven opens the door. His face is carefully blank, but I can see the tension in his jaw. “It’s time.”

I follow him out into the ceremonial hall, and the sight makes me stop dead.

The hall is beautiful. Massive wooden beams arch overhead, carved with images of wolves running through forests. Candles line every surface, casting warm light that makes the whole space glow. Flowers—white roses and silver lilies—fill elaborate vases. At the far end, a priest in ceremonial robes waits at an altar of dark wood.

The crowd fills every available space. Hundreds of faces, all turned toward me.

And the groom’s side of the altar? Empty.

Whispers explode through the hall like wildfire.

“Is he really not coming?”

“This is unprecedented.”

“The alliance—”

“She must be devastated.”

I lift my chin and walk down the aisle. Each step feels like miles. The dress train drags behind me, whispering against the stone floor. No one gave me flowers to hold. No one offered me an arm to lean on. I’m completely, utterly alone.

When I reach the altar, the priest looks at me with something that might be sympathy. He’s old—ancient, really, with a face like weathered leather and eyes that have seen too much.

“My child,” he says quietly, “are you ready to proceed?”

No, I think. I want to run. I want to go back to that storage room and pretend none of this ever happened.

“Yes,” I say out loud.

He nods slowly, then turns to address the crowd. “We gather today to witness the union of Shadowfang and Volkov Packs through the sacred blood pact. Though the Alpha cannot be present—”

Someone in the crowd scoffs. The priest’s glare could melt steel.

“Though the Alpha cannot be present,” he repeats firmly, “he has provided his blood for the ceremony, as is his right as Pack Alpha.”

Draven steps forward, holding a small crystal vial. Even from here, I can see the dark liquid inside. Blood. Aldric’s blood.

The priest takes the vial and pours it into a silver bowl on the altar. Then he turns to me. “Your hand, Luna.”

I hold out my left hand. It’s trembling again. The priest doesn’t comment, just takes my wrist gently and positions my palm over the bowl.

“The blood pact binds pack to pack, soul to soul,” he intones. “It cannot be broken save by death. Do you accept this bond willingly?”

I think of Celestine. Of my father. Of eight years sleeping in a storage room while my stepsister lived in luxury bought with my inheritance.

“I do.”

The priest’s blade is silver, ceremonial, sharp as starlight. He presses it to my palm and draws it across in one smooth motion.

Pain blooms, bright and immediate. Blood wells up, dark red, and drips into the bowl where it mingles with Aldric’s. The moment they touch, the mixture begins to glow.

First silver, then gold, then a white so bright I have to look away. Heat pulses from the bowl, washing over me in waves. Silver howls inside my mind—not in pain, but in recognition.

What is this? I ask her.

She doesn’t answer. Just keeps howling.

The glow fades. The priest wraps a clean cloth around my bleeding palm and speaks the final words. “By blood and bond, by pack and moon, I declare this union sealed. May the goddess bless this match.”

The crowd is silent. No cheers. No howls of celebration. Just uncomfortable, awkward silence.

I’m married.

To a man who didn’t even show up.

The cloth around my hand is already soaking through with blood. I press my other hand over it, trying to stop the bleeding, and turn to face the crowd.

They stare back at me with expressions ranging from pity to disgust to barely concealed amusement.

This is my life now, I think numbly. This is what I chose.

The celebration afterward is exactly as terrible as I expected.

Long tables are set up in the great hall, laden with more food than I’ve seen in years. Roasted meats, fresh bread, fruit, wine. My stomach growls—I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning—but the thought of trying to eat while hundreds of people watch makes me nauseous.

I’m seated at the head table, in the Luna’s chair. The Alpha’s chair beside me is empty. A servant keeps trying to remove it, but Draven stops them each time. I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse.

Pack members approach in waves, offering congratulations that sound more like condolences.

“Welcome to Shadowfang, Luna.”

“We hope you’ll be… happy here.”

“The Alpha is very… busy. I’m sure he had good reasons.”

Their smiles don’t reach their eyes. Their scents betray them—suspicion, contempt, even fear. They’re afraid of me, I realize. Not because I’m dangerous, but because they don’t know what my presence means for their Alpha.

I smile until my face aches. Thank them for welcomes that feel like threats. Pretend I don’t notice the whispered conversations happening just out of earshot.

A woman with silver hair approaches, her dress so elaborate it must weigh twenty pounds. She looks me up and down with cold eyes. “You’re not what I expected,” she says bluntly.

“I apologize for the disappointment,” I reply, keeping my voice level.

“Hmm.” She picks up a glass of wine from a passing servant. “I was Luna of this pack once, you know. Before I married out to the Western territories. Aldric’s mother was my closest friend.” She takes a long sip. “She would be horrified by this farce.”

The words are a slap. I feel my cheeks burning. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Are you?” She sets down the glass with a sharp click. “Or are you just sorry you got caught in a political game you don’t understand?” She leans closer, and her breath smells like wine and bitterness. “A word of advice, girl. Don’t get too comfortable in that chair. Alpha Aldric doesn’t keep things that displease him.”

She walks away before I can respond, leaving me cold despite the warmth of the hall.

The hours drag on. I drink more wine than I should, trying to dull the edges of this nightmare. People keep approaching, their questions progressively more invasive.

“Will you be living in the Luna’s quarters?”

“Has the Alpha discussed… expectations?”

“Do you even know how to run a pack house?”

I answer as vaguely as possible, but each question chips away at whatever composure I have left.

Finally, when I think I can’t take another false smile or thinly veiled insult, a man staggers up to the head table. He’s clearly drunk, his eyes glazed and his words slurred.

“S’not even pretty,” he announces to no one in particular. “The Alpha prob’ly took one look and ran the other way.” He giggles, an ugly sound. “Can’t blame him. I wouldn’t want to wake up to that face either.”

The hall goes quiet. Everyone turns to watch, waiting to see how I’ll respond.

Before I can say anything—before I can even process the words—Willa appears at the drunk man’s elbow. “Alright, Gareth, that’s enough. Let’s get you some air.”

“But I was jus’ sayin’—”

“I know what you were saying.” Willa’s voice is cheerful, but her grip on his arm looks painful. “Come on. Fresh air. Now.”

She physically drags him away, shooting me an apologetic look over her shoulder.

The conversations resume, louder than before, buzzing with speculation and barely suppressed laughter.

I set down my wine glass carefully, afraid if I hold it any longer I’ll throw it at someone. My hands are shaking again. The cloth around my palm is stiff with dried blood.

I can’t do this anymore.

I stand abruptly. The conversations around me falter.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I say to no one in particular. “It’s been a long day.”

I don’t wait for permission. I just walk out of the hall, head high, back straight, ignoring the whispers that follow me like smoke.

Willa catches up to me in the corridor. “Let me show you to your rooms,” she says quietly.

I nod, not trusting my voice.

We walk through a maze of hallways, all stone and shadow. The pack house is even bigger on the inside than it looked from outside. We pass dozens of doors, climb two staircases, turn down three different corridors.

Finally, Willa stops in front of a set of double doors carved with wolves running beneath a full moon.

“The Luna’s quarters,” she says. “They connect to the Alpha’s rooms through that door.” She points to a smaller door set into the far wall. “But it locks from both sides, so you don’t have to worry about… unexpected visits.”

The way she says it makes me think unexpected visits are something I should worry about.

“Thank you,” I manage. “For everything. The tea. Getting rid of Gareth. Showing me here.”

Willa smiles, and it’s real. “Give him time,” she says softly. “The Alpha, I mean. He’s not cruel. Just…” She pauses, searching for the right word. “Damaged. The last woman who tried to get close to him, who pushed for intimacy before he was ready…” She trails off, her expression darkening. “Just be patient. Let him come to you.”

She’s gone before I can ask what happened to that woman.

I push open the doors to my new room and step inside.

It’s beautiful. Enormous. A four-poster bed dominates the space, dressed in silver and white linens. There’s a sitting area with plush chairs, a fireplace already crackling with warmth, floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the forest. Everything is tasteful, expensive, perfect.

I hate it.

This isn’t mine. This is another borrowed thing, like Vivienne’s dress. A role I’m playing. A mask I’m wearing.

I kick off my shoes—finally—and my feet scream with relief. Blisters have formed on both heels, blood seeping through my stockings. I don’t care. I’m alone. Really, truly alone for the first time all day.

The exhaustion hits me like a physical blow. I stumble toward the bed, wanting nothing more than to collapse onto it and sleep for a week.

That’s when I feel it.

The prickle of awareness at the back of my neck. The sense of being watched.

I freeze, one hand reaching for the lamp.

“I wouldn’t.”

The voice comes from the shadows near the window. Deep. Rough. Carrying an edge that makes every hair on my body stand up.

Silver snaps to attention inside my mind, instantly alert.

I turn slowly, my heart hammering so hard I can hear it in my ears.

A figure detaches from the darkness near the window. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Moving with a predator’s grace that makes my wolf whine—though whether in fear or something else, I can’t tell.

He steps into the moonlight, and I forget to breathe.

The monster has finally arrived.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





POV: ALDRIC


I’ve been standing in the shadows of her bedroom for twenty minutes now, watching her.

The moonlight streaming through the tall windows catches on the ridiculous wedding dress she’s still wearing—Vivienne’s dress, too loose in the waist, the fabric pooling around her feet as she moves. She hasn’t noticed me yet. She’s too busy fumbling with the tiny buttons running down her spine, cursing under her breath when her fingers slip.

Elara Volkov. Not Vivienne.

I knew the moment the carriage arrived and the wrong woman stepped out. I’d studied Vivienne’s face for weeks—sharp features, calculating eyes, the kind of beauty that knows its worth and demands payment. This girl is nothing like that. Smaller than the file said. Thinner. Her collarbones jut out sharply beneath pale skin, and there are shadows under her eyes that speak of too many sleepless nights.

But there’s something else the surveillance photos missed completely.

Steel.

It’s in the way she holds herself, even now, alone and exhausted. In the set of her shoulders. The tilt of her chin. She’s been beaten down—I can see it in every too-careful movement, every glance toward the door like she’s expecting someone to burst in and punish her for existing. But she hasn’t broken. Not completely.

Dread stirs in my chest, more alert than he’s been in months. My wolf barely acknowledges other people anymore, content to lurk in the back of my mind like a dark shadow. But now he’s pressing forward, interested. Curious.

‘What is she?’ he murmurs.

I don’t have an answer.

Elara finally gives up on the buttons and reaches for the lamp on the bedside table. Her fingers are inches from the switch when I speak.

“I wouldn’t.”

She freezes. Completely still, like a deer that’s just caught the scent of a predator. Then, slowly—so slowly I can track every micro-movement—she turns toward the sound of my voice.

I step out of the shadows deliberately, letting the moonlight find me. Letting her see exactly what she’s gotten herself into by coming here. By volunteering to marry the monster.

Most people flinch when they first see me. The scar running from my left eye to my jaw tends to have that effect. A reminder of the night everything went to hell, carved into my face by the same claws that killed my father. Some wolves look away. Others stare with morbid fascination.

Elara does neither.

Her eyes widen—grey, like winter clouds before a storm—and her pulse jumps in her throat. I can hear her heartbeat from here, rapid and frantic. Her hands tremble at her sides, fingers curling into fists she tries to hide in the folds of her dress.

But she doesn’t run.

‘Brave,’ Dread observes. ‘Or stupid.’

Probably both.

I move closer, my boots silent on the plush carpet. She tracks my movement
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