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ELARA

The dress cost three months of saved allowance, but as I smoothed my hands down the emerald silk, I told myself it was worth it. The fabric whispered against my skin, cool and expensive, nothing like the simple cotton shifts I usually wore. Tonight had to be perfect. Eight years. Eight years of standing beside Lance, of proving my loyalty, of waiting for the moment he would finally see me as more than just his mate—as his Luna.

My fingers trembled as I fastened the delicate silver clasp at my neck. The bathroom mirror reflected a woman I barely recognized: hair swept into an elegant twist, makeup applied with painstaking care, eyes bright with desperate hope. I pressed my palm against my stomach, trying to calm the nauseous flutter of anticipation.

“He loves you,” I whispered to my reflection. “He’s just been busy. Stressed. Tonight, everything changes.”

My wolf, Lyra, stirred uneasily in the back of my mind, a prickle of warning I immediately pushed down. She’d been restless for weeks now, whining and pacing when I tried to sleep. But wolves were temperamental creatures. She didn’t understand the politics, the pressure Lance faced as Alpha of the Silvercrest Pack.

I touched the mate mark on my neck—his mark, the bite he’d given me eight years ago that should have made me his equal. The scar tissue was smooth under my fingertips, a brand I’d worn with pride even when pack members whispered that I wasn’t good enough, wasn’t strong enough, wasn’t something enough to be their Luna.

But tonight, he’d announce it. I’d felt it in the way he’d squeezed my hand at breakfast yesterday, the almost-smile he’d given me before disappearing into his office. Eight years was a long courtship, yes, but Lance was careful. Deliberate. He wanted to be certain.

The packhouse loomed ahead as I walked the stone path from the small cottage I’d been living in—temporarily, Lance always said, until the formal mating ceremony. My heels clicked against the stones, and my heart hammered against my ribs with each step. Warm light spilled from the windows. I could hear laughter and music from inside. The party had already started.

I was early. Intentionally so. Lance had asked me to meet him in his office before joining the celebration, said he had something important to discuss. My stomach flipped again, this time with excitement so sharp it almost hurt.

A proposal. It has to be.

The front doors were open, pack members streaming in and out with drinks and plates of food. I slipped past them, their conversations washing over me in meaningless waves. No one seemed to notice me—nothing new there. I’d spent eight years being invisible unless Lance needed me, standing in corners at pack functions, smiling politely while other she-wolves were asked to dance.

But tonight would be different.

Lance’s office was on the third floor, away from the noise. My legs felt like water as I climbed the stairs, gripping the banister. The mark on my neck tingled, the bond between us humming faintly. He was close. My pulse quickened.

I raised my hand to knock—

“—eight years of pretending, Garrett. Eight fucking years.”

Lance’s voice, rough with frustration, froze me mid-motion. My knuckles hovered an inch from the dark wood.

“She’s loyal, though,” another voice responded. Garrett, Lance’s Beta. “And she doesn’t ask questions. That counts for something.”

A harsh laugh. My hand dropped to my side.

“Loyal? She’s desperate. Clinging to me like I’m the only thing keeping her alive.” Something thudded—a fist against desk, maybe. “Do you know what it’s like, having to pretend that pathetic devotion is endearing? That her sad little eyes don’t make me want to—”

My throat closed. The floor tilted beneath me.

“—but Arielle’s coming home,” Lance continued, his voice softening into something that made my skin crawl. “Finally. After all these years.”

Arielle. The name dropped into my chest like a stone into still water, sending ripples of ice through my veins.

“You sure the Council won’t cause problems?” Garrett asked. “You’ve had Elara as your acknowledged mate for—”

“Acknowledged, not claimed. There’s a difference.” Lance’s tone was dismissive, casual, like he was discussing livestock. “The bond was never completed. She has my mark, but I never accepted hers. Technically, she’s… nothing. A placeholder.”

Placeholder.

The word punched through me. My lungs refused to work.

“And when Arielle arrives?”

“I’ll handle Elara. Quietly. She’ll accept it—she accepts everything. That’s what weak wolves do.”

Something died in my chest. Not my heart—that was still beating, frantic and painful—but something deeper. The hope I’d carried for eight years, the belief that love could grow from patience and devotion, the faith that I mattered.

My hand found the wall, fingers digging into the wallpaper to keep myself upright. The mark on my neck burned suddenly, viciously, like Lance’s teeth were tearing into me all over again.

“She might surprise you,” Garrett said quietly.

“Elara? Surprise me?” Lance laughed again, cruel and certain. “She’s exactly what I needed her to be—convenient, obedient, and too ordinary to ever threaten my plans. But Arielle… Arielle is my true mate. Moon-blessed. Strong. Everything Elara isn’t.”

I should have run. Every instinct screamed at me to flee, to get away before I heard more. But my feet were rooted to the floor, my body locked in place by a horror too vast to process.

“The pregnancy will complicate things,” Garrett said.

Pregnancy.

The world lurched. My vision tunneled, black spots dancing at the edges.

“Arielle’s carrying my heir,” Lance said, and the pride in his voice was a knife between my ribs. “Do you understand what that means? The Council can’t deny her claim. She’ll be my Luna within the month, and this farce with Elara will finally be over.”

I stumbled backward, my heel catching on the carpet. I barely caught myself on the banister, my breath coming in short, sharp gasps that didn’t seem to bring any oxygen. The emerald dress felt like it was strangling me, the fabric too tight, too expensive, too stupid.

Three months of saved allowance.

A sob tried to claw its way up my throat. I bit down on my lip hard enough to taste copper, forcing it back. Not here. Not where they could hear.

I turned and ran.

Down the stairs, my hand sliding along the banister, my heels abandoned somewhere on the second-floor landing. Past the shocked faces of pack members who finally noticed me—noticed the tears streaming down my face, the makeup smearing, the dress I’d been so proud of now just a mockery.

“Elara? What—”

I shoved past them, not caring who they were. The bond on my neck pulsed with each footfall, a reminder of every lie, every empty promise, every time I’d told myself that patience would be rewarded.

Placeholder. Weak. Ordinary.

The words chased me into the night, into the small cottage that had never truly been mine. I slammed the door and collapsed against it, sliding down until I hit the floor. The sobs came then, violent and ugly, ripping out of me in waves that left me gasping.

Lyra howled in my mind, a sound of pure anguish that mirrored my own.

I told you, she whimpered. I tried to tell you something was wrong.

“Shut up,” I choked out. “Just—shut up.”

But she was right. The unease I’d dismissed, the restlessness I’d ignored—she’d known. On some level, I’d known too. I’d just refused to see it.

I don’t know how long I sat there, shaking apart on the floor of a cottage that belonged to a man who’d never loved me. Minutes. Hours. Time felt meaningless.

Eventually, the tears slowed. My body went numb, shock settling in like frost. I pulled myself up, my legs unsteady, and walked to our bedroom—his bedroom, I realized now. I’d never truly belonged here.

The room was painfully familiar. Our bed, neatly made. His desk in the corner. The photographs on the wall of pack events, Lance always at the center, me hovering at the edges like a ghost.

I moved mechanically, searching. For what, I wasn’t sure. Proof? Confirmation? Some sign that I’d misunderstood?

I found it in the locked drawer of his desk.

The lock broke easily—I’d always been stronger than I pretended, always made myself smaller to avoid threatening his ego. Inside, a box. Wooden, carved with symbols I didn’t recognize.

My hands shook as I lifted the lid.

Letters. Dozens of them, tied with red ribbon. The paper was expensive, the handwriting feminine and elegant.

My darling Lance,

Only three more months until I can return to you. The Council’s investigation is finally closing, and soon we’ll be together as we were always meant to be…

I dropped the letter like it had burned me. Picked up another.

…she suspects nothing? Good. Your little pet has her uses, I suppose. Keep her content until I arrive…

Another.

…I can’t wait to see her face when she realizes the truth. You’ve played the part perfectly, my love. She actually believes you care…

The dates spanned years. Years. From before he’d marked me. From when I’d thought I was special, chosen, loved.

The last letter was dated three weeks ago.

…the baby is healthy. Strong. Our son will be the perfect heir. I’ll arrive on the 15th. Have you told her yet? Or should we make it a surprise?

The 15th. Today. Tonight.

The anniversary I’d been celebrating was the night he planned to replace me.

I sank onto the bed, the letters spilling from my hands. My fingers found the mate mark again, tracing the scar tissue that had never felt right, never felt complete. Because it wasn’t. He’d marked me to claim ownership, but he’d never truly bonded with me. Never intended to.

Placeholder.

The word kept echoing.

In the mirror across the room, I caught sight of myself—the expensive dress now wrinkled, makeup streaked down my face, eyes red and hollow. I looked like a broken doll, something discarded and forgotten.

And that’s exactly what I was.

Lyra whimpered again, but this time there was something else beneath the pain. Something sharp and furious beginning to unfurl.

We don’t have to stay broken, she whispered.

I stared at my reflection, at the mark on my neck that had defined me for eight years, and felt something inside me crack. Not break—breaking implied there was still something whole to shatter.

No, this was different. This was the sound of a cage door rusting off its hinges.

The party music drifted up from the packhouse, cheerful and oblivious. They were all down there, celebrating. Waiting for Lance to make his grand announcement. Waiting to see me humiliated.

Or, Lyra growled, we could leave. Now. Before they get the satisfaction.

I should. I should pack a bag, run, disappear before dawn. But as I sat there surrounded by evidence of my own stupidity, a different thought occurred to me.

I wanted to see her. Arielle. The woman Lance had loved all along. The woman carrying his child while I’d wasted eight years believing in a fantasy.

I wanted to look her in the eyes and understand what she had that I didn’t.

It was a mistake. I knew it even as I stood, even as I wiped my face and straightened the dress. This would only hurt more. But pain was all I had left, and I was going to feel every bit of it.

I walked back to the packhouse on bare feet, the stones cold against my skin. The mark on my neck throbbed with each step, a countdown to my own destruction.

When I opened the doors, the music stopped. Every head turned toward me.

And standing at the center of the room, her hand resting on a very pregnant belly, her blonde hair catching the light like a crown, was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

Arielle smiled at me, sweet and poisonous.

“You must be Elara,” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

Lance stood beside her, his hand possessive on her lower back. When his eyes met mine, there was no guilt. No regret.

Only cold, calculated dismissal.

And I understood, finally, that I had never mattered at all.
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ELARA

The silence stretched like a bowstring pulled too tight, ready to snap. Every pair of eyes in the great hall bore into me—some curious, some pitying, most carefully blank. Pack politics had taught them well. No one wanted to be caught sympathizing with the losing side before the battle was officially over.

I stood in the doorway, barefoot and disheveled, my carefully applied makeup now streaked down my cheeks in dark rivers. The emerald dress that had made me feel beautiful three hours ago now felt like a costume, something a child would wear while playing pretend. My fingers curled into fists at my sides, nails biting into my palms hard enough to break skin. The small pain anchored me, kept me from dissolving completely under the weight of all those staring eyes.

Arielle tilted her head, studying me with the detached interest of someone examining an insect under glass. She was radiant in a way that made my chest physically ache—golden hair falling in perfect waves over bare shoulders, skin that seemed to glow from within, a cream-colored dress that draped elegantly over her swollen belly. She looked like everything a Luna should be: poised, powerful, untouchable. Standing next to Lance, they were a matched set, two beautiful predators who belonged together in a way I never had.

“Come in, dear,” Arielle said, her voice honey-sweet with an edge I suspected only I could hear. “Don’t be shy. We’re all pack here.”

The presumption in that we made something hot and vicious coil in my stomach. She’d been back for less than a day and was already claiming ownership of my pack, my home, my life. Except none of those things had ever truly been mine, had they? I’d just been borrowing them, living in a fantasy Lance had constructed to keep me compliant.

I forced my feet to move, stepping into the hall. Someone had decorated—silver streamers hung from the rafters, candles flickered on every surface, a banner stretched across the far wall that read “Welcome Home.” I’d assumed it was for our anniversary. Of course, I’d been wrong about that too. The party had never been for me at all.

Lance’s hand tightened possessively on Arielle’s back, and I watched his thumb trace small circles against the fabric of her dress. An intimate gesture, casual and unconscious. I’d never received touches like that from him. His affection had always been performative, doled out in public spaces where pack members could witness his supposed devotion to his mate. In private, he barely looked at me.

“Elara,” he said, my name flat and businesslike in his mouth. “I’m glad you could join us. We have an announcement to make.”

The formal distance in his tone was a slap. No endearment, no acknowledgment of the eight years I’d spent by his side. I was already being erased, edited out of the narrative of his life as if I’d never existed at all.

Maya appeared at my elbow, my childhood friend who’d been notably absent from my cottage earlier when I might have needed her. Her hand closed around my arm, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. “Smile,” she hissed under her breath. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

I turned to look at her, this woman I’d trusted since we were children playing in the pack territory woods. Her eyes were cold, assessing. There was no warmth there, no sympathy. Just calculation and something that looked almost like satisfaction. How had I never noticed before? How had I been so blind to everyone around me?

“Let go of me,” I said quietly. My wolf, Lyra, snarled in agreement, pushing against my skin. For once, I didn’t try to calm her.

Maya’s grip loosened, uncertainty flickering across her face. I pulled away from her and kept walking, moving deeper into the crowd. Pack members parted around me like water around a stone, careful not to touch me, careful not to get too close to whatever catastrophe was about to unfold.

I stopped ten feet from Lance and Arielle, close enough to see every detail I didn’t want to see. The way his hand never left her body. The secret smile they shared. The casual intimacy that spoke of years, not days. How long had this been going on? How long had I been the joke everyone was in on except me?

Lance cleared his throat, and the remaining whispers in the hall died. He’d always commanded attention effortlessly—tall and broad-shouldered, dark hair swept back from a face that could have been carved from stone. He looked like an Alpha should, powerful and confident and utterly certain of his place in the world. I’d fallen in love with that certainty when I was eighteen and stupid and desperate to believe that someone strong would protect me.

“Thank you all for gathering on such short notice,” he began, his voice carrying easily through the hall. This was Lance at his best, addressing his pack, playing the role he was born for. “Tonight, we celebrate a homecoming that has been too long delayed.”

He pulled Arielle closer, and she leaned into him with a contentment that made my stomach turn. “Many of you remember Arielle Brennan from her time with the Silvercrest Pack years ago. What you may not know is that Arielle and I have been fated mates since we were teenagers—true mates, blessed by the Moon Goddess herself.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Fated mates were rare, sacred. The kind of bond that transcended politics and choice, written in the stars and sanctified by divine power. If he was claiming that kind of connection with her, it meant—

The mark on my neck burned suddenly, viciously. I pressed my hand against it, feeling the scar tissue pulse with a pain that radiated down my spine. Lyra was howling inside me, a sound of betrayal and grief that I felt in my bones.

“Circumstances forced us apart,” Lance continued, his expression carefully somber. “Arielle had to leave pack territory to deal with… family matters. During her absence, I took Elara Thorne as my acknowledged companion.”

Companion. Not mate. Not partner. Companion. Like I was a pet he’d kept to pass the time.

Someone in the crowd gasped. I didn’t look to see who. My eyes were locked on Lance, on the ease with which he rewrote our history, turning eight years into a footnote, an inconvenience to be explained away.

“It was never my intention to mislead anyone,” he said, and the lie was so smooth, so practiced, that I almost believed it myself. “Elara understood that our arrangement was temporary, until Arielle could return.”

No. No, that was a lie. My mouth opened, words fighting to get out, to scream the truth at all of them. But my throat had closed, my voice trapped behind the shock and humiliation flooding through me.

Arielle stepped forward, one hand resting protectively over her pregnant belly. “I know this must be difficult to understand,” she said, her voice soft and sympathetic in a way that made me want to claw her eyes out. “But Lance and I share a bond that transcends time and distance. The Moon Goddess herself brought us back together.” She paused, her eyes finding mine across the space between us. “I hope, Elara, that you can be happy for us. For what we’ve found.”

The audacity of it stole my breath. She was asking me to bless my own destruction, to smile and nod while they dismantled everything I’d built my life around.

“And,” Lance said, his voice taking on a note of pride that I’d never heard directed at anything involving me, “Arielle is carrying my child. Our son, who will be the next Alpha of the Silvercrest Pack.”

The hall erupted. Cheers, applause, wolves howling in celebration of their Alpha’s heir. The sound crashed over me in waves, drowning me. My vision blurred at the edges, black spots dancing across my field of view. The floor tilted beneath my feet.

This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real.

But it was. Lance was smiling, accepting congratulations from his Beta and the pack elders. Arielle was glowing, one hand on her belly, the picture of maternal radiance. And I was standing in the middle of it all, the ghost at the feast, invisible except as a cautionary tale.

I took a step backward, then another. No one noticed. They were too busy celebrating the new Luna and her unborn son. My replacement and the heir I would never give Lance.

“Elara.”

Lance’s voice cut through the noise. I froze. Everyone turned to look at me again, their celebration pausing.

He crossed the distance between us in three long strides, his hand closing around my elbow. Up close, I could see the calculation in his eyes, the cold assessment. He was measuring me, determining how much of a threat I posed to his carefully orchestrated narrative.

“I think we should talk,” he said quietly, his voice pitched for my ears alone. “Privately.”

It wasn’t a request.

He steered me through the crowd, his grip on my arm just shy of painful. Pack members parted for their Alpha, their eyes tracking our progress with hungry curiosity. I caught sight of Maya again, watching with an expression I couldn’t read. Behind her, other she-wolves I’d considered friends whispered to each other behind raised hands.

Lance pulled me into a small side room off the main hall and shut the door. The sudden quiet was deafening. Through the walls, I could hear the muffled sound of continued celebration, but in here, it was just the two of us and eight years of lies.

“I know you’re upset,” he began, releasing my arm. “But you need to understand—”

“Understand?” The word ripped out of me, my voice raw. “Understand what, exactly? That you’ve been lying to me for eight years? That you marked me knowing you’d throw me away the second she came back?”

His jaw tightened. “I never lied to you. I told you we were mates, and we were. The mark is real.”

“But not complete. You never accepted my mark. You never bonded with me fully.” My hand went to my neck again, to the scar that suddenly felt like a brand of ownership rather than love. “You kept me at arm’s length for eight years, and I thought you were just being cautious, waiting for the right time. But you were waiting for her.”

“Yes,” he said simply, and the blunt admission was worse than any elaborate excuse would have been. “Arielle is my fated mate. What you and I had was… convenient.”

Convenient. There was that word again, the one that had shattered me in his office.

“I gave you everything,” I whispered. My voice broke on the last word, and I hated myself for it, for showing weakness in front of him. “Eight years. My loyalty, my devotion, my—”

“Your mediocrity,” he cut in, his voice hard now. The mask of Alpha benevolence was slipping, revealing the cruelty underneath. “Let’s be honest, Elara. You were never Luna material. You’re weak. Your wolf is weak. You have no significant bloodline, no political connections, nothing that would benefit this pack. You were a placeholder, someone to warm my bed and play the devoted mate until Arielle could return.”

Each word was a knife, precise and deliberate. He wanted me to understand my place, to accept my insignificance.

“The pregnancy—” I started.

“Is none of your concern.” His eyes flashed, Alpha authority rolling off him in waves designed to make me submit, to make me bow my head and accept my fate. “Arielle carries my heir. That child will be everything you could never give me—strong, powerful, worthy of the Silvercrest bloodline.”

The bond mark on my neck burned hotter, and I realized what he was doing. He was using our incomplete bond against me, pushing Alpha dominance through it to force my compliance. It was a violation, an abuse of the connection that should have been sacred.

But something in me refused to bend.

Maybe it was Lyra, snarling and snapping inside my mind. Maybe it was the last shred of self-respect I had left. Maybe it was just that I’d already lost everything, so there was nothing left to protect by being obedient.

I lifted my chin, meeting his eyes directly. “You’re right. I was never worthy of you.”

Surprise flickered across his face. He’d expected tears, pleas, desperate attempts to change his mind.

“But that’s because you were never worthy of me,” I continued, my voice growing stronger. “I gave you everything I had, and you treated it like garbage. You used me, lied to me, made me believe I mattered when I was just a convenience. That’s not strength, Lance. That’s cowardice.”

His hand lashed out, grabbing my throat. Not hard enough to choke, but enough to remind me that he was stronger, that he could hurt me if he wanted. His face was inches from mine, fury blazing in his eyes.

“You will show me respect,” he growled. “I am your Alpha.”

“You’re nothing to me,” I said, and meant it.

For a moment, I thought he might actually hit me. Violence crackled in the air between us, the threat of it palpable. But then he released me, shoving me backward. I stumbled but didn’t fall.

“You’ll stay for the rest of the evening,” he said coldly. “You’ll smile and congratulate Arielle and show this pack that you accept my decision with grace. If you cause a scene, if you do anything to embarrass me or upset her, I will make sure you regret it. Do you understand?”

I understood perfectly. He wanted me to participate in my own humiliation, to give his narrative credibility by playing the gracious loser. One last performance for the pack before he discarded me completely.

“And if I refuse?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

“Then I’ll have you removed from pack lands tonight. Forcibly. You’ll be declared rogue, and no pack within a hundred miles will take you in.” His smile was sharp and cold. “You have no family, no allies, nowhere to go. Without pack protection, how long do you think you’d survive?”

It was true. My parents were dead, killed in an accident when I was sixteen. Lance had taken me in, given me a place in his pack. I’d been so grateful, so desperate for belonging, that I’d never questioned his motives. I’d thought he was being kind. Now I understood—he’d isolated me deliberately, made me dependent on him, ensured I had no one else to turn to.

The trap I’d been living in for eight years snapped fully into view.

“Three hours,” Lance said. “Stay for three hours, play your part, and then you can leave tomorrow morning with enough money to start somewhere new. Make a scene, and you leave tonight with nothing.”

He didn’t wait for my answer. He simply turned and walked out, leaving me alone in the small room with my shattered illusions and burning humiliation.

Through the door, I heard him rejoin the party. Heard Arielle’s delighted laugh, heard someone propose a toast. The celebration continued without missing a beat, as if my entire world hadn’t just collapsed.

I looked down at my hands. They were shaking. My whole body was shaking, adrenaline and shock warring with a grief so vast I didn’t know how to contain it.

Three hours. I had to endure three hours of watching Lance and Arielle play happy couple, of accepting congratulations for my own replacement, of pretending my heart wasn’t bleeding out on the floor.

Lyra whimpered in my mind. We could run, she whispered. Right now. Just shift and run and never look back.

But run where? Lance was right—I had nowhere to go, no one to turn to. I was alone in a way I’d never fully understood before.

So I did what I’d been doing for eight years.

I straightened my spine, smoothed down the wrinkled emerald dress, and walked back into the hall.

The next three hours were the longest of my life. I smiled until my face ached. I accepted condolences disguised as congratulations. I watched Lance hold Arielle like she was precious while barely glancing in my direction. I listened to pack members I’d thought were friends discuss how much stronger the pack would be with a real Luna, how everyone had always known I wasn’t quite right for the position.

Maya cornered me near the refreshment table. “You’re handling this well,” she said, and I couldn’t tell if she meant it as a compliment or an insult.

“What choice do I have?” I asked hollowly.

She studied me for a long moment. “You could fight for him. Some she-wolves would.”

“He’s not worth fighting for.”

“No,” she agreed quietly. “He’s really not.” Then she walked away, leaving me more confused than before.

By the time Lance finally released me—a curt nod across the room that I took as permission to leave—I was empty. Wrung out. Every emotion scraped raw and then scraped again.

I walked back to the cottage in a daze. The party was still going strong behind me, voices raised in celebration. Tomorrow, they’d talk about how graciously I’d accepted my fate, how mature I’d been about the whole situation. They’d rewrite history to make Lance look generous and me look pathetic but grateful.

And maybe I was pathetic. Maybe I’d always been exactly what he’d called me—weak, ordinary, convenient.

I should pack. I should grab what few belongings were actually mine and prepare to leave at dawn. But instead, I stood in the middle of the bedroom that had never really been mine and felt something inside me crack open.

Not break. Breaking would have been clean, merciful.

This was slower. This was every illusion shattering, every lie revealing itself, every moment of the past eight years recontextualizing into something ugly and painful.

I pulled the emerald dress over my head and let it fall to the floor in a pool of expensive silk. Three months of saved allowance for a single night of humiliation. I laughed, and the sound was unhinged even to my own ears.

The mate mark on my neck throbbed in time with my heartbeat, a reminder that despite everything, I was still tethered to Lance through incomplete magic and his deliberate manipulation.

Tomorrow, I would leave. Tomorrow, I would figure out how to survive.

But tonight, I curled up on the floor next to the ruined dress and let myself shatter completely.

Because tomorrow, I would need to be someone else.

Someone who could survive this.

Someone who could walk away from the ashes of everything I’d believed in.

Tonight, I could still be Elara Thorne, the fool who’d loved a man who’d never loved her back.

Tomorrow, I would have to become someone new.
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ELARA

I didn’t sleep. How could I?

The sun rose over Silvercrest territory in shades of gold and amber, beautiful and indifferent to the fact that my world had ended twelve hours ago. I sat on the floor of the cottage—his cottage, never mine—surrounded by the shredded remains of the emerald dress. I’d torn it apart with my bare hands sometime around three in the morning, fabric ripping like skin, seams splitting like the bond I’d foolishly believed was real.

My fingers were raw. Small crescents of dried blood marked where my nails had dug into my palms hard enough to break skin. I hadn’t noticed the pain then. I barely noticed it now.

Everything was numb except for the mark on my neck. That burned. A constant, vicious reminder of ownership I’d mistaken for love.

Lyra paced restlessly in my mind, her agitation bleeding into my body until my legs trembled with the need to run, to shift, to move. But where would I go? This pack was all I’d known since my parents died. These people—cruel, complicit, or simply indifferent—were the only family I had left.

Had. Past tense.

Because after last night, after watching Lance wrap his arm around Arielle’s waist and announce her as his “true mate, blessed by the Moon Goddess herself,” after enduring three hours of pack members I’d known for years congratulating him while avoiding my eyes—I understood that I’d been alone all along.

A knock shattered the silence.

My head snapped up, heart lurching painfully. For one pathetic, humiliating second, hope flared. Maybe Lance had come to explain, to apologize, to tell me it was all some horrible misunderstanding—

“Elara Thorne.” The voice was female, unfamiliar, and cold enough to frost glass. “Luna Arielle requests your presence in the main packhouse. Immediately.”

Luna Arielle.

The title was a blade between my ribs.

I pushed myself up on shaking legs, my body protesting the movement. When had I last eaten? Yesterday morning, maybe. Before I’d put on that stupid dress and convinced myself tonight would change everything.

The she-wolf at the door was young, blonde, pretty in a sharp-edged way. Her eyes raked over me—wrinkled clothes, tangled hair, bare feet—and her lip curled in barely concealed disgust.

“She’s waiting,” the girl said, as if I were being slow on purpose.

I wanted to tell her to fuck off. Wanted to slam the door in her smug face and lock myself inside until I figured out how to stop existing. But Lyra growled a warning.

If we refuse, it gives them ammunition. Go. See what the bitch wants. Then we plan.

Smart. My wolf was being smart while I was drowning in humiliation and grief. I forced my spine straight, lifted my chin, and stepped outside.

The walk to the packhouse felt like a death march.

Pack members were already up and moving, starting their morning routines. I felt their stares like physical touches, heard their whispers slither after me like snakes.

“—can’t believe she actually showed up last night—”

“—so pathetic, the way she just stood there—”

“—Lance said she’s been obsessed with him for years, wouldn’t accept that he never truly wanted—”

My nails bit into my palms again. I kept walking.

The blonde she-wolf led me through the main entrance, past the grand hall where last night’s celebration had taken place. Someone had already cleaned up—no evidence remained of the party that had destroyed me. How efficient.

We climbed the main staircase, the one I’d always been told was reserved for the Alpha and Luna. I’d never walked these stairs before. Had never been invited to the upper floors where the private suites were located.

Because you were never meant to belong here, Lyra snarled. You were the help. The placeholder. Remember that.

The she-wolf stopped in front of an ornate door at the end of the hallway. She knocked twice, then pushed it open without waiting for a response.

“The Thorne girl, Luna,” she announced, stepping aside.

The Thorne girl. Not Elara. Not even Lance’s former mate. Just a girl with a surname that meant nothing.

I stepped inside and my breath caught.

The room was stunning. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the forest, letting in streams of golden morning light. The furniture was elegant—all cream silk and polished wood. A massive four-poster bed dominated one wall, its posts carved with wolves in mid-hunt.

This was the Luna’s suite. The room I’d imagined myself in a thousand times, picturing where I’d place my books, which corner would catch the best light for reading.

And sitting at the vanity, brushing her golden hair with slow, deliberate strokes, was Arielle.

She was even more beautiful in daylight. Delicate features, perfect skin, blue eyes that belonged on a porcelain doll. The silk robe she wore was loosely tied, showing the swell of her pregnant belly—a deliberate display.

Look what I have that you don’t.

“Elara.” My name from her lips sounded like a diagnosis. “Thank you for coming. You may go, Jessica.”

The blonde she-wolf left, closing the door behind her with a soft click that sounded unnervingly like a trap snapping shut.

Arielle set down her brush and turned to face me fully. Her eyes traveled over me with the same disdain Jessica’s had, but sharper. More knowing.

“You look terrible,” she said pleasantly. “Didn’t sleep?”

My throat was too tight to answer. I forced words out anyway. “What do you want?”

“Want?” She laughed, a delicate sound like breaking crystal. “I don’t want anything from you, Elara. I have everything I need.” Her hand settled on her stomach, fingers splaying possessively. “I’m simply here to… clarify the situation. Since you seemed confused last night.”

Confused. As if watching your mate—former mate—announce his love for another woman while she carried his child was simply a matter of misunderstanding the facts.

“I understand perfectly,” I managed, my voice hoarse.

“Do you?” Arielle stood, the movement graceful despite her condition. She crossed the room slowly, deliberately, until she stood close enough that I could smell her perfume—jasmine and something sweeter, cloying. “Because the way you were staring at Lance last night suggested otherwise. Like you still thought you had some claim to him.”

The mark on my neck throbbed. My fingers twitched with the urge to cover it, to hide the evidence of my stupidity.

“I have his mark,” I whispered. It was all I had left—this one piece of evidence that I hadn’t imagined everything.

Arielle’s smile sharpened. “A mark means nothing without a completed bond. Surely you know that? Lance marked you for… convenience. Control. The same reason you’d put a collar on a dog.” She tilted her head, studying me like I was something interesting she’d found under a rock. “Did you really think he loved you?”

The question was a knife, precise and cruel. I couldn’t answer. Couldn’t breathe.

“Eight years,” Arielle continued, circling me slowly. I felt like prey being assessed by a predator. “Eight years of you following him around, desperate for scraps of his attention. Do you know what he called you? His ‘obligation.’ His ‘burden.’ The pathetic little orphan he took in out of pity.”

Each word landed like a physical blow. My vision blurred.

“He told me everything,” she said softly, viciously. “How you threw yourself at him. How you begged him not to reject you even though you knew—you must have known—that you were never good enough. Too weak. Too ordinary. Too—”

“Stop.” The word ripped out of me, raw and desperate.

Arielle stopped circling, standing directly in front of me now. Her eyes were chips of ice. “You need to understand your place, Elara. You were a toy Lance played with while I was away. Nothing more. And now that I’m back, now that I’m carrying his heir—the true heir—your usefulness has ended.”

Something hot and sharp twisted in my chest. Lyra snarled, pushing against my control, wanting blood.

Don’t, I warned her. Don’t give them a reason.

“I’m not trying to take him from you,” I said, the words bitter ash in my mouth. “I never—I didn’t know about you. He never told me—”

“Of course he didn’t.” Arielle’s laugh was genuinely amused now. “Why would he? You were his secret shame. His dirty little charity case.”

The heat in my chest spread, burning up my throat. My hands clenched into fists.

“All I’m asking,” I forced out, “is to be allowed to leave. Quietly. I’ll go, I’ll never—”

“Oh, you’ll leave,” Arielle interrupted. “But not quietly. Not on your terms.” Her expression shifted, hardening into something calculating and cold. “You’re going to apologize to me. Publicly. You’re going to admit that you tried to manipulate Lance, that you knew the bond was false, that you attempted to trap him with lies.”

My head snapped up. “What? No. I never—”

“You’re going to do this,” Arielle continued as if I hadn’t spoken, “because if you don’t, I’ll make sure every pack in this region knows what you are. A desperate, delusional girl who stalked an Alpha for years. Who used dark magic to fake a mate bond. Who—”

“That’s insane!” The words exploded out of me. “I never—there was no dark magic, Lance marked me himself, he told me—”

“He told you what you wanted to hear,” Arielle snapped, her composure cracking for the first time. Real anger flashed across her perfect features. “To keep you compliant. Useful. But now you’re neither, and it’s time for you to accept reality.”

Reality. The word was a joke. Nothing about this was real—not Lance’s mark, not his promises, not the eight years I’d wasted.

“I won’t lie,” I said, my voice shaking but certain. “I won’t apologize for being—for believing—”

“Then you’re stupider than I thought.” Arielle’s eyes narrowed. “Do you think Lance will protect you? Do you think anyone in this pack will stand up for you against their Luna?”

Luna. She kept using the title like a weapon, beating me with it.

“I don’t need protection,” I said, though it was a lie. I needed so many things I’d never have. “I just need to be left alone.”

“No.” Arielle stepped closer, close enough that I could see the calculation in her eyes, the cruel intelligence. “You don’t get to slink away and lick your wounds. You don’t get to leave here with even a shred of dignity intact. Because if you do, if you go out into the world telling your pathetic story about the Alpha who betrayed you, someone might believe you. Someone might feel sorry for you. And I can’t have that.”

Ice flooded my veins. “What are you—”

Arielle’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist. Her grip was surprisingly strong, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise.

“You’re going to help me,” she said quietly, “whether you want to or not.”

Then she screamed.

The sound was piercing, terrified, convincing. It froze me in place for a crucial half-second—long enough for her to wrench her own wrist from my grip and stumble backward.

“No!” she cried, her voice cracking with false fear. “Please, don’t—”

Understanding hit me like lightning. “Wait—”

But Arielle was already moving, throwing herself toward the small staircase that led to the suite’s private sitting room. Three steps, barely a drop, but she went down hard, crying out as she tumbled.

The door burst open.

Lance stormed in, his eyes wild, two guards behind him


















































