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This book contains emotional themes that may be difficult for some readers, including family manipulation, emotional abuse, anxiety, trauma recovery, and controlling parental relationships.

Additional content includes:
• Age-gap romance between consenting adults
• Open-door sexual content
• Possessive/protective fated mate dynamics
• Threats of violence
• Pack politics and leadership conflicts
• Emotional distress and panic responses
At its heart, this is a story about healing, found family, self-worth, and learning that you never have to become someone else to deserve love.

Please read with care and take care of yourself first.
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Chapter One
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Carlotta

I wake slowly, luxuriously — the way only someone who isn’t rushed by anyone or anything gets to wake. The first thing I see is the soft blush of my ceiling mural, painted to look like a rising sun. Pale pinks, warm golds, a little streak of coral right where the artists insisted “no one would notice.” I noticed. I notice everything. 

I’d demanded the mural when I was thirteen because waking up should feel like stepping into a story. Everyone laughed. But they gave it to me anyway.

My sheets are perfectly pressed, cool and smooth against my legs as I stretch. The clock on my nightstand reads 9:00 AM — a civilized hour. My hair is exactly the loose waves I braided for overnight volume, spilling over my pillow in perfect curls. My bedroom smells faintly of peonies and warm sugar from last night’s candle.

Some girls wake up to chaos. I wake up to a world curated for me. And because I appreciate it — the heir of Rosewater should do nothing less — I stretch like a satisfied princess in a fairytale, toes pointed beneath the blankets, arms above my head. A soft voice breaks the calm.

“Good morning, Miss Carlotta.” Mara, one of the omegas assigned to the household wing, is setting a tray on the little table by the window. Tea steaming. Cream and sugar. A small plate of fruit and a pastry.

“Morning,” I mumble, still content in the warmth of my bed. She pours the tea, her hands steady and practiced. 

“Your mother asked me to remind you the seamstress will be here at three for your Midsummer fitting.”

“I remember,” I lie easily. “Tell her I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Yes, Miss Carlotta.” She adjusts the curtains, letting in another spill of warm morning light. Not Caro. Not Car. Miss Carlotta, or Lottie — if I like you.

Mara slips out with the quiet efficiency that all omegas share — ghosts who keep the house breathing without ever being the center of attention. I watch the door close behind her, sipping my tea.

I like my life.  The comfort.  The elegance. The rhythm of being adored and catered to. 

I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, toes dipping into the plush rug. The knock comes right on cue: two sharp taps. Only Lulu.

“Lottie!” she shouts, bursting in like glitter thrown by the fistful. “You’re awake! Thank the Goddess, I almost called for last rites.” I laugh as she storms into my room like she owns it. Lulu always looks like she’s on her way to a party. Today it’s a cropped lilac sweater, flared skirt, curls piled high with gold pins.

“Imagine the scandal,” I say. “Miss Carlotta Rosewater sleeps in. Town outraged. Public weeping.”

“And me left alone to face the market without my emotional support princess,” she adds dramatically, then gasps. “Coffee. You haven’t had any. This is unforgivable.”

“I’m drinking tea.”

“That’s leaf-flavored disappointment.” She flops onto my bed, practically vibrating. “Today is everything.”

I lift a brow. “Everything? That’s a lot for before breakfast.”

“No, listen.” She sits up, grinning. “New stalls. New gossip. New people to charm. I need your powers.”

“My powers of beauty or persuasion?”

“Both,” she says. “And also your ability to make literally anyone with a pulse forget how legs work.”

“Well,” I say, rising to my feet, “it would be cruel not to share my gifts.”

“Wear the yellow dress,” she says, already halfway to my wardrobe. “It makes your eyes ridiculous.” She’s right. It does.

As she helps me into the dress and brushes gloss onto my lips, I watch my reflection in the mirror. Bright. Confident. Charming. But beneath the shimmer, there’s a sharpness. A knowing. People see sparkle and assume emptiness. They don’t realize the glitter is camouflage. They don’t see that I’m watching everything. They don’t realize how easy it is to let people underestimate you.

“Arms up,” Lulu commands. I obey. She slips the dress over my head and smooths the fabric down my torso. The soft yellow settles onto my skin like sunlight.

“Sit,” she says next. “Hair.” I sit. She twists my curls into a half-up style, weaving a tiny braid like she’s preparing me for battle.

“You should look approachable,” she mutters. “Not terrifying.”

“I can be both.”

“You are both.” She finishes with a swirl of shimmer along my cheekbones and steps back, admiring her work.

“You look like the sun decided to become a girl.” I smile at my reflection. She’s not wrong.

“Ready?” she asks. I glance once at the drawer where my books hide. Pack law texts, leadership theory, old rulings. Later.

“Ready,” I say. “Let’s go be everything.”

The packhouse is already humming with movement as we descend the staircase — warriors heading to training, omegas carrying linens, pups giggling as they scatter past staff pretending not to see them sneak snacks.

“Morning, Miss Carlotta,” a warrior calls, giving me a respectful half-bow.

“Morning, Jalen,” I reply, letting my fingers glide along the banister. He beams a little, straightening with pride.

Lulu leans in. “He’s so in love with you.”

“He’s married,” I whisper back.

“Tragic.”

We cross the hall, passing portraits of my family: my grandparents, my parents in ceremonial dress, my younger brother and me at various ages. Always arranged the same way — my brother at my father’s right hand, me at my mother’s. Symbolism, they say. Tradition. Lazy composition, if you ask me.

From the sitting room, “—and we’ll finalize the guest list before Midsummer,” my mother’s voice says. Polished. Calm. Powerful. She looks up as we appear.

“Carlotta,” she says with a soft smile. “Lulu. Off to the market?”

“Yes, Luna,” Lulu replies with a small bow.

“We won’t be long,” I add. “Just supporting our vendors. Being dazzling.”

My mother’s eyes sparkle with amusement. “Remember, being heir means more than being dazzling.”

“I know,” I say. “It also means not spilling jam on my dress at public events.”

She sighs, fighting a smile. “Your father wants to speak with you this afternoon.”

My heart flickers. “About Midsummer?”

“Among other things.” Interesting.

Lulu tugs me. “Come on before all the good gossip is gone!” We step out into the sunlight.

The path to the market winds past blooming hydrangeas and lantern posts. Wolves greet us as we pass — some in human form, others with their wolves glinting in their eyes.

Rosewater is beautiful. Charming. Picturesque. The kind of place where people wave from porches and pups chalk drawings on the cobblestone.

“Miss Carlotta! Miss!” voices call the moment we enter the square.

“Oh, look at you, girls,” an elder swoons. “Just glowing.”

“Miss Carlotta, that dress! My goodness.” Being adored feels like warm sunlight. I don’t need it,  but I certainly prefer it. We weave through the stalls. Lulu talks nonstop. I observe which merchants treat their staff well, note which warriors look tense or tired, clock who lingers near the packhouse like they want something. It’s not even conscious. My mind just... processes.

At the bakery stall, Mr. Halden beams. “Miss Carlotta! You look like spring itself.”

“Thank you, Mr. Halden,” I say, leaning gently against the counter. “What’s new today?”

“Cinnamon plaits,” he says proudly. “And lemon glazed rolls.”

Lulu orders for both of us before I can open my mouth.

“On the house,” he insists.

“Absolutely not,” I say. “You’ll let me pay or my mother will think you’re bribing leadership.” He laughs and finally accepts my coins.

At the fabric stall, Mrs. Tam pulls aside a bolt of rose silk for me. “Miss Carlotta, this shade was made for you.” She’s right. I tuck it away in my mind.

At the jewelry stall, Lulu tries on gold hoops the size of her palm. I try on delicate ear cuffs shaped like vines.

“These make you look like you’re about to conquer something,” Lulu teases.

“I always look like that.” She laughs because she thinks I’m joking. I’m not.

At the fruit stall, the new boy drops an entire crate when he sees me.

“I—uh—welcome to the market, Miss,” he stammers, bowing quickly.

“It’s all right,” I say kindly. “Apples can be vicious.” His face turns red. He hands me a small basket of berries and our fingers brush.

Lulu fans herself. “Lottie, you need to stop doing this to people.”

“I’m being polite.”

“You’re being lethal.”

We move on.

At the wooden toy stall, an omega boy flinches when he drops a carved wolf. “Stupid,” he whispers.

“No harm done,” I say, picking it up before he panics. “Wood breaks. Glue exists.”

His eyes widen. “Miss Carlotta, I didn’t see you.”

“Obviously. I’m very stealthy.” He almost smiles. Broken doesn’t mean useless.  Just in progress.

Around midday, the market is at its peak. The air is thick with noise and heat and frying dough from a food cart. Lulu talks so fast I begin to lose track of who “he” and “she” are in her stories.

At Old Man Corin’s stall, he presses a glass rose into my hand.

“You’re grown now,” he says, squinting at me. “Your father will have to stop pretending soon.”

“He doesn’t,” I say lightly. “He knows I’m ready.”

“Maybe,” Corin says. “But the old stories still say the next Alpha must be a son.” Annoyance flares hot and sharp. Tradition is only law until someone stronger breaks it.

“I am the firstborn,” I remind him. “That matters.”

“Only to those with sense,” he says. “Some people cling to old ideas.”

“Then they’ll learn new ones.”

Lulu smirks. “Tell him.”

Corin chuckles and hands me the rose. “Take this, Miss Carlotta. To remember some things have thorns.”

“So do I,” I reply, smiling. We leave him laughing behind us.

“Can you believe him?” Lulu fumes. “‘Must be a son.’ As if you’re not the obvious choice.”

“Tradition is stone,” I say. “Stone just hasn’t met the right hammer.”

“You’re the hammer.”

“I’m the whole quarry.”

By the time we head back, my feet ache pleasantly and my hair smells like cinnamon and sun-warmed air. Lulu is still talking, but my mind drifts toward my father’s summons. “Among other things.” Gods, I hope it’s what I think.

I slip back into my room and close the door behind me, letting the quiet settle like a sigh.

I toss my heels off, peel the yellow dress away, and cross to my desk. The drawer sticks slightly,  just the way I designed it, before it gives. Inside there are worn law texts, historical records, my journals, my notes, my real work. I pull out a volume of pack governance and flip to where I left off. 

My handwriting fills the margins, sharp and clean: Why gender succession?  Old reasoning flimsy at best. Replace with competency trials? Stone. Hammer.

Most people assume leadership is simple. That the Alpha issues commands and everyone obeys. But leadership is nuance. Strategy. Knowing when to apply pressure and when to let people feel powerful even when they aren’t. I understand that. I’ve studied it.

Just because I like pretty things doesn’t mean I’m made of fluff. I love my soft, easy, beautiful life. And I also know I could lead. Not because I’m rebelling. Not because I’m desperate. Because I would be good at it.

I dip my pen in ink and begin writing again, calm and certain. I am Carlotta Rosewater. And someday, they’ll see what I already know. I wasn’t born to follow. I was born to lead.
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Carlotta

Three days after the market, my world narrows to ink, paper, and possibility.

The Midsummer fitting is tomorrow. The kitchen is testing desserts. Lulu has planned an entire sequence of outfits for the celebration, one for each day leading up to it. The packhouse staff hums with activity.

But I don’t have time for any of it.

I close my bedroom door, flip the lock, and drag the heavy desk chair over the rug until it’s perfectly positioned under the afternoon sunlight. The warmth spills across my lap and the pages spread before me.

Books. Notes. My journals. Rulings I “borrowed” from my father’s office months ago and no one has noticed because no one assumes I would steal something as boring as pack governance forms. They think if I’m stealing anything it’s lipstick. Idiots.

I flip open the thickest volume — Alpha Foundations: A Guide to Leadership, written generations ago. My father once told me gently, quietly, that I didn’t “need to trouble myself with these old manuals.” I misunderstood.

I thought he meant I didn’t need them yet. That he was sparing me from overwhelm. That when the time came, he would hand them to me himself. What he meant — apparently — was something else entirely. But because no one ever tells me “no,” not really, it didn’t occur to me that this could be another thing I wasn’t meant to have. So here we are. I run my fingers down the first page. The leather binding is soft, worn from countless hands. The title, embossed in gold, catches the sunlight in little flashes.

“Beautiful,” I murmur. It really is. Knowledge always is. I dip my quill, ink gathering in a perfect bead at the tip, and begin writing:

Assessment: Rosewater laws rely heavily on tradition, not evidence.

Succession determined by arbitrary gender roles. Outdated.

Propose alternative structure: merit-based review? Trial series? Leadership assessments?

My handwriting is neat, elegant, confident. My mother says it belongs to someone who expects to be obeyed. She didn’t mean it as a compliment. She said it when I was ten and bossing my brother around during lessons. But she wasn’t wrong.

Hours pass like minutes. I read. Annotate. Reread. Map ideas onto parchment. Rewrite the maps when they feel sloppy. Push my hair behind my ear only for it to fall back over my shoulder.

A soft hum thrums through my chest — the familiar vibration of my wolf under my skin.

She stirs rarely. Quietly. But when she does, she feels like warm approval pooling beneath my ribs. She likes this. Likes the power in knowledge. Likes the idea of shaping the world with thought instead of teeth. I pause, tapping my quill against the edge of the desk. 

I can’t remember a time before she existed. But I remember the first moment she appeared. I was nine the night she surfaced. Nine-year-olds in Rosewater do not have wolves. Not even close. Wolves come at sixteen, sometimes fifteen. Earlier than that isn’t just rare, it’s wrong. They come when the body is strong and ready, when the mind is prepared.

I was reading in my room, tucked beneath the oversized quilt my mother insisted was “regal” even though it swallowed me whole.

The house was quiet — the kind of quiet that only happens in the deep part of the night. Outside, the wind pushed leaves against the windows, and the moonlight stretched across my floor in pale silver bars.

I remember turning a page — and then freezing. Something inside me shifted. Not quite a voice.  Not quite a feeling. A presence. Warm. Deep. A low hum that rippled from my spine to my fingertips.

The book slipped from my hands. I pressed my palm to my chest, heart hammering, breath caught. 

Hello, something whispered — not in words, but in a sense. A nudge. A spark. A knowing.

I stumbled to the mirror, half expecting to see glowing eyes staring back at me. Instead, I saw myself, a child with wide eyes and trembling hands. If anyone found out? If anyone even suspected? They would think I was unstable. Feral. A mistake of nature. Rosewater values gentleness. Groomed pups. Predictable, quiet development.

A nine-year-old with a wolf was none of those things. So I hid it. I pressed my hands over my racing heart. Willed the presence to sink deeper. To disappear. It didn’t disappear. It curled into me instead. Patient. Powerful. Mine.

The next morning, I told no one. Not my parents. Not my brother. Not even Lulu. Some secrets are heavy, even for nine-year-old shoulders.

But I learned something important that day. No one is prepared for a girl who grows too fast.

Now, eleven years later, her presence hums quietly while I study. Connected.  Alert. Approving. She likes the ambition. She likes the hunger.

I close the manual and reach for another book, this one thinner — a compilation of past Alpha decisions, catalogued by date. I skim until I find one from my grandfather’s tenure.

Issue: Dispute between artisans and warriors over winter supply allocations.

Decision: Warriors must receive priority due to physical labor demands.

I frown. Short-sighted. And frankly, lazy. Artisans keep the pack running too — they clothe us, build our houses, maintain morale. Without them, the warriors have nothing worth protecting.

I flip to a fresh page in my journal and write:

Resource distribution: holistic analysis needed. Current structure favors brute force too heavily.

Alpha role is balance, not favoritism.

Heat builds under my ribs again — that warm, approving hum from the wolf. Yes, she seems to say. I smile.

By midday, my desk is covered in papers. Diagrams. Lists. Notes scribbled across parchment. I’ve divided the responsibilities of leadership into three columns: Strength. Strategy. Stewardship.

I’ve ranked every pack system underneath them. Education. Security. Territory management. Resource allocation. External relations. Internal harmony. Expansion plans. Emergency protocols.

My quill scratches rhythmically. This isn’t hard. It isn’t complicated. It’s logical. Why hasn’t anyone modernized our system? Why are we still running Rosewater like it’s a century ago? Because no one in power ever had to work for it. 

Because they’ve always assumed the line of leadership would follow the same pattern: Alpha → Son → Son → Son. Predictable. Stagnant. Unquestioned. Well, I am questioning. Because if the world can be reshaped by someone willing to be clever, willing to be bold, willing to ignore arbitrary barriers... Why not me?

A sudden knock makes me jolt, ink splattering across the corner of my parchment. My wolf snaps alert — not hostile, just intensely focused.

“Carlotta?” my mother calls gently through the door. My pulse spikes. I scramble, sweeping papers into piles, shoving books into drawers, pressing my palms to the covers to muffle the sound.

“Yes?” My voice is breathless.

“Lunch is ready. Your father wants us all to eat together.”

“Okay!” I chirp, far too loudly. “Be there in a minute!” Her footsteps retreat. I stay frozen for a long moment, heart pounding, breath unsteady. My wolf hums low in my chest — irritated at the interruption but not afraid. She doesn’t fear anyone. She just hates being revealed too soon.

I slide the final book into the drawer and close it slowly, carefully, making sure the latch doesn’t click too loudly. Then I wipe the ink smudge from my fingers and smooth my hair. My reflection in the vanity looks perfectly composed. No one would suspect I was planning the structural overhaul of an entire pack. No one would suspect I had a wolf five years early. No one would suspect... anything. Not yet.

The dining room table is set beautifully, as always — polished wood, embroidered linens, steaming dishes that smell like baked herbs and roasted vegetables. My father sits at the head of the table, posture straight, expression calm.

“Carlotta,” he says warmly when I enter. Not Miss Carlotta. Not daughter. Just my name. It’s more intimate than any title.

I take my seat at his right, my brother on the left, my mother across from us. The omegas slip through the room quietly, placing dishes with precision. My father watches me as I serve myself. Not scrutinizing. Just... thoughtful.

“Studying today?” he asks casually. My heart stumbles once. He can’t know. 

I smile. “Just reading.”

Mother lifts a brow. “What sort of reading?”

I shrug lightly. “Old records. Nothing too serious.” Father exchanges a glance with her, one I can’t quite read.

Then he says, “I’m glad you’re interested in the pack’s history.” My mind catches on the keyword: interested. Not involved.  Not responsible. Not preparing. Just... curious. Like a hobby. Like knitting or herb gardening. 

I press a piece of bread onto my plate to keep my hands steady. “I like knowing how things work.”

Mother nods. “Understanding structure is important. It makes you a strong member of the pack.” But not a leader. Not an heir. Not the future Alpha.

My wolf growls softly inside me. Barely audible. Barely felt. But present. I smile through it.

Lunch passes with light conversation — my brother’s training progress, my mother’s upcoming meetings, the Midsummer festivities.

But my father keeps looking at me. Not with suspicion.  Not with pride. With something softer. Something like worry. Something like waiting for me to ask a question I don’t realize I should be asking.

When we finish, he says quietly, “Walk with me?” My stomach flips — excited, nervous, hopeful.

“Of course.” But he doesn’t bring up leadership. Or succession. Or changing tradition. He talks about territory boundaries. Supplies. Diplomatic visitors. Neutral topics. And yet, every time he glances at me, I feel like he’s trying to place me somewhere in a picture I can’t yet see. By the time he leaves for his afternoon meeting, I’m buzzing with restless energy — both seen and unseen, listened to and dismissed.

When I return to my room, I lock the door and practically fall into my chair, heart still racing. My wolf presses against my ribs, calm, steady, confident.

We know who we are, she seems to say. I do. I reopen the drawer, slide out the books, and spread them across my desk again. The sunlight has shifted, casting long stripes across the parchment. I pick up my quill. My heartbeat slows. My mind sharpens. This is where I feel like myself. Not the adored girl.  Not the beautiful distraction. Not the darling of Rosewater. 

The strategist. The leader. The inevitability. Because no one has ever told me “no.” Not really.  Not in a way that stuck. Every boundary I’ve ever met has eventually bent. Every expectation has eventually shifted. Every rule has eventually been rewritten, for me. Why should this be any different?

I will be Alpha. I don’t wonder if.  I don’t question how. I plan. And because no one has shown me the walls yet, I haven’t realized how high they are — or how sharp. Not yet. 

I dip my quill again. Ink flows across the page like destiny.

Succession reform proposal: gender-neutral competency trials.

Assessment to include: strategy, negotiation, physical command, pack history, emergency response.

Potential ripple effects: strengthened morale, modernized governance, increased respect from neighboring packs.

My wolf hums with satisfaction — deep and warm, like a purr. She approves. She believes. And I believe with her.

Someday soon, I will stand tall enough to see the walls. But today? I don’t see them at all. I only see the world I intend to shape — beautiful and bright and utterly mine.
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Carlotta

The morning of my Luna lesson begins beautifully, which is misleading. Sunlight spills across the marble hallway as I walk, golden and warm, dust motes dancing in the air like tiny fairies. My slippers glide smoothly across the floor, the soft swish of my dress trailing behind me. I feel ethereal. Effortless.

As I pass, omegas dip their heads. Warriors step aside. A few pups whisper, “That’s Miss Carlotta,” like I’m something out of a story. And why shouldn’t they? I look every bit the future Luna they expect me to be.

Except I’m not. Not in the way they think.

“Carlotta,” my mother calls from the end of the hall, her voice floating back like silk. “You’re on time. Excellent.” Of course I am. I’m always on time when it matters, when eyes are watching, when performance is required.

My mother’s private sitting room is bright and tranquil, decorated in soft creams and warm golds. A tray of tea sits between us as she settles into her chair and smooths the front of her dress. Today’s lesson is posture. Which is ironic, considering mine is flawless.

“Sit,” she directs gently. I fold into the chair across from her.  Back straight. Shoulders relaxed. Hands resting lightly in my lap. Perfect. My mother smiles. 

“You see? There is nothing more graceful than quiet confidence.” Quiet. The word lands like a stone. But I keep smiling.

“Now,” she continues, “a Luna must embody calm strength. She must balance warmth with restraint. Leadership is diplomacy, not force. Influence, not authority.” I nod, because that is what she expects, though the words grate like sandpaper under silk.

You're wrong, I think.  Leadership can be authority.  Influence can be power. And diplomacy is only useful when backed by strength. But I don’t say any of that.

My mother folds her hands in her lap. “When you stand beside your future mate, your presence must reassure. Not provoke. Not overshadow. You are the heart of the pack, not its teeth.”

My wolf growls — low, instinctive, annoyed. I press my knees closer together to hide the tiny flinch. As if summoned, the next lesson begins.

Mother rises with effortless poise. “Walk,” she says. I do, letting the dress trail in a soft whisper behind me. She circles me like a sculptor analyzing a statue.

“Chin up. Shoulders down. Good.”
“Don’t drag your feet. Yes.”
“A Luna does not stride—she glides.”
She adjusts a curl behind my ear, smoothing it into place.

“You are a vision, Carlotta. The pack will adore you.”

“They already do,” I say lightly.

She laughs softly. “Yes. But a Luna must be adored with purpose.”

I blink. “Purpose?”

“A Luna directs the emotional tone of a pack,” she explains. “She calms tempers, eases conflict, ensures harmony. The Alpha delivers orders. The Luna delivers peace.” Peace. Harmony. Submission disguised as serenity.

My wolf pushes against my ribs — irritated, restless. I inhale slowly, keeping my expression sweet.

Mother continues. “Next year, when you are matched, these lessons will help you support your husband.”

I nod slowly. “Of course.”

Her smile softens further. “You’re doing wonderfully. Truly.” I am. I always do wonderfully. I excel at anything I commit to, even when I resent the purpose behind it. I glide.  I smile. I hold my wrists delicately when I pour tea. I speak with warmth and restraint. I balance effortlessly, walk gracefully, respond politely.

My mother beams at me like I’m the perfect example of everything she’s teaching. But inside? Inside, something in me is cracking. Because I am excelling at a role I don’t want. Because every praise feels like a box closing around me. A lid. A lock. And I refuse to be contained.

My mother guides me through the part of Luna training that is least glamorous.

“Strength does not always roar,” she says. “Most of the time, it whispers.”

She sits me at the table and places a shallow bowl of water before me.

“Still your mind.”

“I can do that.”

“Still your breath.”

“Easily.”

“Still the water.”

I frown. “What?”

She smiles faintly. “A Luna’s calm becomes the pack’s calm. Control the inside, and you control the outside. Breathe. Focus.” So I breathe. I focus. And the water trembles. Not because I’m stressed. Because my wolf is restless. Because everything in me is trying not to imagine leading the damn pack instead of soothing it. Mother doesn’t notice the wolf’s rumble. She only sees the water distort.

“Again,” she says softly. “Try again.” I swallow, breathe, and force the wolf deep, deep down until the bowl’s surface ripples... then settles.

Mother nods approvingly. “See? You have such potential, Carlotta.” Potential. Not power. Not authority. Potential. Like a flower waiting to bloom — gently, beautifully, quietly. Not like a storm. Not like an Alpha. Mother moves to the next topic, speaking slowly, reverently.

“A Luna must know when to yield,” she says. “Your strength comes from your restraint. Submission is not weakness — it is wisdom. It is trust. It is devotion.” My wolf snarls so loudly inside me I almost choke on my own breath. Yield. Submission. Devotion to a future mate. To a man they expect to lead me. To a man they expect me to serve beside. 

Images flash uninvited. My future “match,” shoulders broad, expression stern. A ceremony where I stand beside him — silent. A life where he commands and I soothe. Where he roars and I whisper. Where I follow, never lead. My stomach twists. 

Mother doesn’t notice. She thinks I’m attentive.  Focused. Absorbing her every word. Because of course I am. I absorb everything. I just don’t accept it.

“Submission to a worthy mate is the highest gift a Luna can offer,” she continues.

The wolf inside me pushes sharply, claws scraping metaphorically at the inside of my chest. No.

I straighten slightly, throat tight.

Mother smiles warmly, misreading the gesture. “Good. That posture shows openness. A willingness to receive guidance.” It wasn’t that. It was defiance. But she doesn’t see the difference. She never has.

By the time the lesson ends, my head aches, my wolf growls periodically like she’s pacing inside me, and I cannot bear another second of being praised for poise and obedience.

“You were perfect today,” my mother says, brushing a curl behind my ear. “Truly. You will make a wonderful Luna.”

“Thank you, Mother,” I say sweetly. She beams, affectionate and proud. And it would almost be touching... if the compliment didn’t feel like a chain being clasped gently, beautifully, deliberately around my throat.

As soon as her back turns, I slip from the room. Not running. Not rushing. Just moving quickly enough that the panic in my chest loosens with every step away from the quiet suffocation of Luna training.

My slippers whisper across the polished floors. I check each corner, each hallway, until I reach the safe haven of my bedroom. Door shut. Lock turned. My breath rushes out of me like a burst dam.

“Enough,” I whisper. The wolf inside me growls low in agreement. I cross the room in three strides, kneeling beside the drawer where I keep everything that actually matters. My hands don’t shake when I open it. Not this time. Not anymore.

The books greet me like old friends. Alpha Foundations. Strategic Mindsets for Territorial Leaders. Procedural Logs — Alpha Council, Generation 4. I pull them out with something like hunger. Sit at my desk. Spread them open. Dip my quill. Ink flows. My mind steadies. 

My wolf settles, humming her approval. This is what feels right. Not tea-pouring. Not posture. Not quiet strength. This. Power. Structure. Strategy. Command. 

I read faster, my notes spilling across the pages like I’ve been holding my breath all morning. Submission is a tactic, not a lifestyle. Luna lessons can be reframed into leadership principles;  poise = presence, restraint = measured authority. Yield only when strategic. Yield only when temporary.

My quill scratches harder, faster. Mother taught me calm. She taught me grace. She taught me balance. But those are not ends. They are tools. Tools I can use as Alpha. 

I pause only when the wolf gives a soft, satisfied sound under my ribs — almost a purr. She likes this. She likes the ambition. The clarity. The hunger. And for a moment, everything feels aligned: My beauty. My poise. My charm. My intelligence. My wolf. My desire. All pointing in the same direction. Upward. Forward. Toward leadership. Toward a future no one expects me to reach. Yet.

Hours pass. The sunlight shifts. The sounds of the packhouse rise and fall beyond my door — footsteps, laughter, clatter from the kitchen, the distant thud of training. None of it touches me. I am in my world.  My future. And yet...

Even as I write with certainty, even as my wolf hums with encouragement, even as ink fills page after page with plans and possibilities, something in the back of my mind whispers: You are crafting a life that no one else intends to let you have.

I ignore it. I ignore the soft pressure of reality. I ignore the invisible walls forming slowly, silently, inevitably around me. Because ambition doesn’t break when it hits barriers. Ambition climbs. Ambition carves. Ambition waits. 

And I am Carlotta Rosewater. I have never once failed to get what I want. I will not start now. I dip my quill again, my handwriting bold and elegant across the bottom of the page: A Luna may soothe the pack. But an Alpha shapes it. My wolf rumbles approvingly. The cracks widen. And I refuse to see them.

Not yet.
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Carlotta
By the time I work up the nerve to confront my father, the entire house feels too small.
The walls hum with activity — omegas moving quietly through their routines, warriors passing through the hall, my mother’s voice drifting faintly from somewhere near the council room. Midsummer preparations mean everyone is busy. Everyone except me.

I’m meant to be choosing fabrics. Practicing smiles. Perfecting my Luna posture. Instead, I’m standing in front of my father’s office door, palms damp, heart beating hard enough that my wolf pushes against my ribs in restless, impatient thumps.

Do it, she urges. I don’t usually hesitate. There are very few doors in this house I’ve ever been afraid to open. I raise my hand and knock.

“Come in,” my father calls. His voice is calm. Warm. Familiar. It steadies me. I slip inside, close the door behind me, and breathe.

His office smells like leather, old paper, and faint cedar — the scent of his skin and the polished desk and the shelves lining the walls. Sunlight filters in through the high windows, making dust motes glow like flecks of gold in the air.

Maps spread across one wall — territories marked in ink and pins. A framed copy of the Rosewater charter hangs beside them. The large desk in the center of the room is tidy but not perfect, papers stacked in neat piles, his pen laid precisely in line with the edge of the blotter. My father looks up as I approach, a faint smile tugging at his mouth.

“Carlotta,” he says. “I was just thinking about you.” Of course he was, I think. I am hard to ignore.

“Good things, I hope,” I say lightly, coming to stand on the opposite side of the desk.

“Always.” His smile widens briefly, then softens. “What can I do for you, my girl?” My girl.

The words wrap around something tender in my chest. I almost lose my resolution right there,  almost switch to a safer question, something about Midsummer or guest seating.

But my wolf pushes again, steady and insistent. Ask. So I do.

“I have a question,” I say, smoothing my dress as I sit in the chair opposite him. “About succession.” His expression doesn’t change, but the lines around his eyes deepen just slightly, like the word itself weighs something.

“Go on,” he says. I fold my hands in my lap so I don’t drum my fingers or twist my rings.

“I know,” I begin carefully, “that succession is usually formally announced before Midsummer. So that the pack knows who their next Alpha will be. So that they can... feel secure.” He watches me. Listening. Not interrupting.

“And I know,” I continue, “that the eldest child has always been considered first. Prepared first. Positioned first.” My father leans back, fingers steepling under his chin.

“Where are you going with this, Carlotta?” We both know where. I meet his gaze directly.

“Why haven’t you announced me as your heir yet?” There.  It’s out. The question hangs between us, quiet but heavy. My heartbeat drums in my ears. My wolf stands very, very still inside me, all focus, no motion.

My father doesn’t answer right away. He doesn’t look angry. He doesn’t look surprised. If anything, he looks... tired. He exhales through his nose, gaze dropping briefly to the polished surface of his desk, then back to me.

“I wondered,” he says slowly, “how long it would take you to ask me that.”

Heat rushes to my face. “So you have been planning to—”

“Planning?” he repeats softly. “No. Thinking. Worrying.”

Worrying. The word feels like a stone tossed into clear water — ripples spreading.

“About what?” I ask. “About me? About the pack? About whether I’m capable? Because if it’s about capability, I—”

“Carlotta.” His voice sharpens just enough to cut off my spiral. I bite my tongue. He watches me for a long moment, expression unreadable.

“How long have you been studying?” he asks quietly. My stomach flips. 

“Studying what?”

“Don’t insult me, girl.” There’s no bite in the word, no real reprimand. Just a weary kind of affection. “You think I don’t recognize the way you look at my council notes? The kind of questions you’ve been asking since you were small?” I swallow.

“Four years,” I admit. “More, really. But seriously? For four years.” His gaze softens with something that looks like pride.

“And why,” he asks, “have you been studying?”

“Because I want to be ready,” I say, the answer immediate and obvious to me. “Because I’m the firstborn. Because I’m capable. Because I see things. Because I want to make this pack better. Because I—”

“Because you want to be Alpha,” he finishes quietly.

“Yes.” I sit up straighter. “Because I will be Alpha.” My wolf rumbles, pleased at the certainty. Silence stretches again. My father looks at me like he’s trying to memorize me — every line of my face, every gleam in my eyes. Like he wants to take a picture of this exact moment and tuck it somewhere safe. I hate it. I don’t want to be looked at like something fragile. I want to be  seen as inevitable. Finally, he sighs.

“Carlotta,” he says gently, “have I ever told you that you can’t do something?” The question startles me. I think back over my life. Over every demand, every whim, every quietly slipped boundary. New dress? Yes.  Ceiling mural? Yes. Late training changes? Yes. Access to advanced classes? Yes. Allowing me to sit in on certain council discussions “just to listen?” Yes, eventually.

“No,” I say slowly. “You haven’t.”

“No,” he agrees. “I haven’t. You are bright. And determined. And talented. You’ve been blessed with advantages most wolves can’t imagine. I’ve never wanted to be the one to stand between you and something you truly wanted.”

“Then don’t start now,” I say, heart pounding. “Just say it. Announce me. Train me. Make it official instead of...whatever this waiting is.” He closes his eyes briefly, then opens them.

“This isn’t like a dress or a mural, Carlotta.”

“I know that,” I snap. “I am not asking you for a toy. I’m asking for my birthright.” My wolf surges, claws scraping metaphorically down my spine — not at him, but at the resistance in his words. He hears the edge in my tone but doesn’t rebuke it. He just studies me calmly.

“Your birthright,” he repeats softly. “Is that what you believe this is?”

“Yes,” I answer, but a small amount of hesitation sneaks in. “I am your eldest. I am capable. I am prepared. I understand the laws. I understand the pack. I understand people. Who else could possibly be better suited?” His eyes flicker, just once, toward the door — toward the rest of the house, where my younger brother is likely training or laughing or existing without any idea that I’m here, staking a claim to something that should have been mine already.

“Who else,” he echoes quietly. For the first time, something ugly curls in my stomach. 

“I don’t understand,” I say sharply. “You’ve seen me. You know me. You know I take this seriously. You let me sit in on meetings. You answered my questions. You never told me to stop. Why would you do all of that if you didn’t intend—”

“Because not everything is as simple as intention,” he interrupts gently. “Because I wanted you to be informed. I wanted you to understand how your pack works. That is important whether you lead it or not.” My wolf snarls. My fingers curl into my skirt.

“Whether I lead it or not,” I repeat slowly. “So you’re saying you don’t plan to—”

“I’m saying,” he cuts in quietly, “that leadership is not always a matter of who is most deserving.” My jaw tightens.

“Well, that’s a stupid system.” He huffs a small, bittersweet laugh. 

“You sound like your mother.”

“Then maybe you should listen to both of us.” He leans forward, forearms resting on the desk, expression open and earnest.

“Carlotta,” he says softly, “have you considered that you might be happier as someone’s Luna?” The question is so utterly, completely wrong that for a second I think I misheard him.

“Happier,” I repeat flatly.

“Yes.”

“No.” The word comes out like a slap. “Absolutely not.” He doesn’t flinch.

“Less burden,” he says calmly. “Less pressure. The chance to support rather than carry. A life where you can enjoy the comforts you love without the weight of every decision on your shoulders. Where you can be cherished by a strong mate and be the heart of his pack. Where you can create a home, raise pups—” My wolf is practically snarling now, her anger vibrating through my bones. I cut him off. 

“I don’t want to be... an accessory.” He blinks.

“You wouldn’t be an accessory.”

“Yes, I would,” I insist, heat flooding my cheeks. “That’s what everyone is training me for. Luna lessons. Posture. Obedience. Submission. You want me to be some lovely ornament at some man’s side so the pack looks balanced while he makes all the decisions.”

“That’s not how it works,” he says softly.

“Isn’t it?” My voice is rising, sharp and bright.

“I’ve watched council,” I press. “I’ve seen the neighboring packs. I’ve seen how people talk about Alphas and their mates. She is an extension of him. His support. His balance. His proof that he is worthy. I am not interested in existing to prove a man is worthy.” He exhales, a weary sound, rubbing at the bridge of his nose.

“You’re oversimplifying,” he says. “A Luna’s role is vital. Sacred.”

“I know it is,” I say. “And I would probably be very good at it. But that doesn’t mean it’s what I’m meant for.”

“Meant for,” he repeats, voice very quiet now.

“I don’t just want a life,” I say. “I want a say.”

“Being Luna gives you a say.”

“Not the final one.” His eyes meet mine, dark and steady.

“You always did hate being overruled,” he murmurs with the ghost of a smile.

“Yes,” I say simply. “I do.” Silence falls again, thick and heavy. My wolf paces inside me, furious and restless. This is it. This is the moment, I think. He’ll see my certainty. He’ll see my readiness. He’ll admit he’s been waiting for me to ask, that tradition will bend for me like everything else has. He’ll say, You’re right, Carlotta. It should be you. Instead, he says:

“I’ve thought about this. More than you know.” The words are soft. Heavy.

“I’ve watched you grow,” he continues. “I’ve watched your mind work. I’ve seen how quickly you understand people, how easily you can calm a room or stir it. You are... extraordinary.” The praise should feel good. It doesn’t. It feels like a eulogy.

“Then what is the problem?” I demand. “What are you afraid of?” He hesitates. He’s never hesitated with me.

“I’m afraid,” he says finally, “of what it would cost you.”

“Cost me?” I echo, incredulous. “Being Alpha is not a punishment.”

“No,” he agrees. “But it is sacrifice. It is loneliness. It is a lifetime of being the one everyone looks to, and the one everyone blames. It is shouldering burdens you can never fully put down. It is being hated by the people you are trying to protect. It is making choices that haunt you. Every. Single. Day.” His voice has gone rough around the edges. Something in my chest stutters.

“I have watched what this role does to wolves,” he adds. “I have watched it carve pieces out of them. You think you want this. You think you understand. But you... you love your life, Carlotta. The lightness of it. The beauty. The freedom.” Freedom. I almost laugh.

“What freedom?” I ask sharply. “The freedom to be dressed up and displayed? The freedom to smile and pour tea and make small talk while decisions happen in another room? That’s not freedom.” He winces, just slightly.

“Being matched to a strong Alpha in another pack,” he says, ignoring the barb, “would give you a life of comfort. Of influence. Of safety. You would be cherished. Protected. You could build something beautiful without carrying the entire weight of it alone.” His voice cracks almost imperceptibly on the last word. Alone. I stare at him. It hits me then — not like lightning, but like something slow and cold wrapping around my ankles.

He’s not saying this because he thinks I’m incapable. He’s saying it because he thinks he’s protecting me. Because in his mind, giving me to someone else — handing me off to another Alpha as Luna — is safer than letting me stand where he stands. I don’t know whether to scream or cry. My wolf chooses rage. She rears up inside me, snarling — a sound no one else can hear, loud as thunder in my chest.

Coward, she hisses, not at him, but at the world that would make him think this is mercy.

“I don’t want comfort instead of purpose,” I say, voice shaking with contained fury. “I don’t want safety instead of agency. I don’t want to be cherished instead of respected.”

“You can have both,” he insists softly.

“Not in the way you’re suggesting,” I bite out. He sits very still, looking at me like his heart is breaking and he can’t show it.

“You are still very young,” he says. “You have not seen enough of the world to understand what you’re asking.”

“And you’re still thinking of me as a child,” I counter. “I understand more than you think.” He shakes his head slowly.

“No,” he says. “You understand exactly as much as I thought you would. Enough to see the game. Enough to want to change it. Enough to throw yourself at a wall without looking to see how thick it is.” My hands curl tighter in my lap.

“So that’s it?” I ask. “You’re just... not going to name me?” His shoulders tense. He doesn’t say yes. He doesn’t say no. Instead he says, with aching gentleness.

“Have you considered what it might mean to be Luna to an Alpha who values you? Truly values you? A man who would listen to your counsel, lean on your intellect, let you shape his decisions?” I stare at him.

“That’s your solution?” I ask, voice raw. “To... trade me?”

“To match you,” he corrects. “To a good man. To a good pack. To a life where you are cherished.”

“I don’t want to be matched,” I snap. “I want to inherit.” The quiet that follows is devastating.

Finally, he says, “Sometimes, we cannot have what we want most.” I laugh. I can’t help it. A sharp, incredulous sound.

“No one has ever told me that before,” I say. He looks at me with such deep, aching love that for a second my breath stutters.

“I know,” he says. “I’m sorry.” The wolf inside me roars at that. Not at the pity. At the apology. Because apologizing means he’s already made a decision. I feel it, like a shift in the air. Like the first crack of ice in a thaw. He isn’t on the edge of saying yes. He’s already stepped back.

“I refuse to accept that,” I say, each word clipped and precise.

“Carlotta—”

“No.” The word hangs between us, sharp and unfamiliar on my tongue when it’s me saying it instead of hearing it.

“I will not accept a life that someone else chooses for me,” I continue. “I will not accept being passed along like a gift. I will not accept being told my purpose is to make some man’s life easier when I’m perfectly capable of running a pack myself.” His jaw works.

“This isn’t about your capability,” he says roughly.

“Then what is it about?” I demand. “Tradition? Politics? Other Alphas being uncomfortable at the idea of a woman leading? How is their discomfort more important than my potential?”

“It’s about the safety of this pack,” he says. “It’s about stability. It’s about what other packs will accept. It’s about what our elders will tolerate. I cannot rip apart the foundation of everything for the sake of—”

“For the sake of your daughter?” I cut in. “For the sake of the best choice?” He closes his eyes briefly. 

When he opens them, they shine. And he says, softly, devastatingly,  “For the sake of protecting you from a world that is not ready for you.” The words hit like a blow. He thinks he’s being kind. He thinks he’s being loving. He thinks he’s sparing me. My wolf snarls, fury and hurt twisting together until I can’t tell them apart.

“I don’t need protection,” I whisper. “I need a chance.” He stares at me a long time, and I see it, the moment he almost bends. The moment an Alpha, my Alpha, my father, nearly agrees to tear down centuries of tradition for his daughter. But only almost. Something in his gaze hardens again.

“I am asking you,” he says quietly, “to trust me. To trust that I know the weight of this role. To trust that I am thinking not only of you, but of every wolf who will live with the consequences of this choice.” My throat aches.

“I do trust you,” I say. “Most of the time. But on this? You are wrong.” His lips press into a thin line.

“I am still your Alpha,” he says.

“And I am still your daughter,” I reply. “And your heir.” His flinch is tiny, but I see it. He doesn’t correct me. He doesn’t affirm me. He just looks... tired.

“I don’t want to fight with you, Carlotta,” he says quietly.

“Neither do I,” I say. “But I will. If I have to.” The wolf inside me stands tall, bristling, ready. He closes his eyes again. When he looks at me this time, his expression is filled with something painful and distant.

“We will speak of this again,” he says eventually. “But not today.”

“Why not?” I demand.

“Because nothing I say today will be what you want to hear,” he answers softly. “And I am not ready to be the first person who tells you no.” He already has. He just doesn’t realize it. I stand slowly, every muscle trembling.

“Then I will wait,” I say, lifting my chin. “And in the meantime, I’ll keep preparing. Because whether you announce it at Midsummer or not, I know what I am.” He watches me.

“And what is that?” he asks quietly. I meet his gaze, letting every ounce of my certainty show.

“Your best option,” I say. “And the future Alpha of Rosewater.” My wolf growls her agreement, strong and deep. For a heartbeat, I think he might smile. Might argue. Might raise his voice or forbid me outright. He does none of those things. He just looks at me with a grief I don’t understand and says, very softly:

“We’ll see.” It’s not yes. It’s not no. It’s worse. It’s the first time I walk out of a room knowing I didn’t win. The first time I feel the shape of a wall I can’t yet see. The first time I taste the bitter edge of maybe not.

My wolf snarls, pacing up and down inside me as I leave his office and walk steadily down the hall, ignoring every curious glance, every polite greeting. I do not run. I do not cry. I go to my room, close the door, and lock it.

Then I drag my books out again. My notes. My maps. If he won’t hand this to me, I will take it. If he won’t name me now, I will make myself impossible to overlook. If he thinks the world is not ready for me, then the world will just have to catch up. Because for the first time in my life, I’m staring at something I want that I might not get. And the only thing I know how to do with that is sharpen myself.

My quill touches the page. Ink flows. My wolf’s fury settles into something colder, more dangerous. Determination. They can delay. They can doubt. They can underestimate. But they cannot stop what they refuse to truly see yet. I was not asking for permission. I was announcing my intention.

And I do not intend to be denied.
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Carlotta

Formal tea days always begin the same way. With too much lace on my dress, too much perfume in the air, and too many eyes watching to see whether I remember which fork is for delicate sweets versus savory finger foods.

I hate them. But I also excel at them. Which is probably the problem.

“Carlotta,” my mother calls from my doorway, pushing it open with a soft click. “Are you ready?” I rise from the vanity where I’ve been smoothing the sleeves of my pale blue tea dress. The skirts fall in perfect, elegant waves. My hair is pinned just so. My posture is flawless.

“I’m ready,” I say, turning toward her. She smiles warmly. 

“You look lovely.” She always says that.  Never “clever,” never “impressive,” never “formidable.” Lovely. Like a painting she designed. She crosses the room and adjusts a pearl earring I already straightened twice. “The Luna elders are eager to see you.”

I swallow. “Of course.”

“And do remember, this tea is about grace and your future role. Not about... politics.” I blink.

“Politics?” I echo innocently. Her gaze sharpens. She is not fooled.

“Carlotta,” she says softly, “don’t bring up your meeting with your father.” I inhale slowly. 

“I wasn’t planning on it.” She lifts a perfect brow. 

“Weren’t you?” I avoid her eyes. She exhales lightly — not irritated, not angry. Just... resigned.  As if this lesson is inevitable and she has been postponing it for years. 

“Come,” she says, gesturing gracefully. “Let us not keep the elders waiting.”

The tea pavilion is an airy room attached to the Luna wing with wide windows, flowing curtains, and a view of the gardens below. Sunlight pours in like thick honey, warm and golden over the polished tables. Three Luna elders sit in a semicircle when we arrive, all dressed in soft florals and pearls that shimmer like dew. Elder Miriam. Elder Jessa. Elder Rowan.

They are known for two things. Being endlessly elegant. And having opinions strong enough to break bones.

“Miss Carlotta,” Elder Miriam croons, rising to kiss my cheek. “You are blooming, child.” I smile. 

“Thank you, Elder.”

“You look radiant,” Elder Jessa adds, patting my hand. “The picture of composure.”

“Such grace,” Elder Rowan agrees. “Such promise.” My mother beams at their words like a proud curator showing off a prized statue.

“Please,” she says, gesturing toward the table, “let’s sit.” The omegas move around us with quiet precision, pouring tea, offering small cakes and pastries, ensuring every plate is perfect. I fold my hands in my lap exactly the way I was taught. Elder Miriam smiles at me. 

“Carlotta, dear, how are you preparing for the Midsummer season?” I smile sweetly. 

“We’re finalizing dress fittings this week. Lulu wants us to coordinate without matching too obviously.”

“Oh, that Lulu,” Elder Jessa chuckles. “Such a spirited girl.”

“She keeps Carlotta from floating too high above the rest of us,” my mother teases gently. They all laugh. I do too, but my wolf huffs in annoyance. Elder Rowan sips her tea. 

“Tell us, Carlotta, have you thought about what you want in a future mate?” My heart stutters. My mother doesn’t look startled. Of course she doesn’t. This is exactly the conversation she expected. I lift my chin a fraction. 

“What do you mean?”

“Qualities,” Elder Rowan says with a knowing smile. “Temperament. Strength. Values. An Alpha must complement his Luna.” Complement his Luna. Not partner. Not equal. Complement. As if she is an accessory.

My wolf growls, the sound vibrating low under my ribs. I ignore her for now.

“Well,” I say politely, “I haven’t given it much thought.” My mother’s smile is thin. 

“Carlotta is very focused on her education.”

“Education is important,” Elder Miriam agrees. “But your real future begins when you are matched.” I blink.

“Matched?” Mother’s gaze flickers toward me, warning and gentle.

“We’ve discussed this,” she reminds me. “All daughters in leadership families are matched by the time they’re twenty.”

“Yes,” Elder Jessa chimes in. “And you are nearly there, my dear. You’ll have to start considering alliances soon.” Alliances. Not choices. Not futures.  Not possibilities. Alliances. Made between packs. Made for stability. Made for tradition. My stomach tightens, cold and hard.

“Of course,” I say softly. “But... what if a daughter has other goals?” The room goes still. My mother’s tea cup pauses halfway to her lips. Elder Rowan tilts her head. 

“Goals?”

“Ambitions,” I clarify. “There are many ways a woman can serve her pack beyond matchmaking.” They exchange looks — polite, confused, and just slightly wary. Like I’ve spoken a word in a foreign language.

“Serve?” Elder Jessa repeats. “My dear girl, Lunahood is the greatest service.”

“And the greatest privilege,” Elder Miriam adds.

“And the most honorable destiny for a woman born to leadership,” Elder Rowan finishes. My wolf presses forward again, angry and offended. I swallow carefully. 

“But what about leading?” Silence. Absolute silence. My mother sets her teacup down, the porcelain clinking delicately against the plate. Her expression is calm. Controlled. Deadly quiet.

“Carlotta,” she murmurs, “this is not the topic for today.”

“But—”

“No.” The word is soft. Gentle. And absolute. The elders exchange sympathetic smiles — not pitying, not mocking. Just... certain. Elder Miriam pats my hand. 

“You are a graceful, beautiful young woman. You will make an Alpha very happy.” Not “your pack.” Not “your future.” Not “yourself.” An Alpha. A man. Someone who will lead while I stand at his side, silent and lovely.

My wolf lets out a low, vibrating snarl that no one else can hear. She hates this. Hates all of it.

“Your mother has done a wonderful job,” Elder Rowan adds proudly. “You already embody the calm heart of a pack.” Calm. Graceful. Beautiful. Poised. The categories they think define me. My wolf rakes her claws across the inside of my chest in protest. Elder Jessa pours more
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