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They didn’t bother to blindfold me.

I think that was the first cruelty.

The iron doors groaned open, and cold air slammed into my face like a warning. The hall beyond stretched wide and merciless, lit by firelight and lined with bodies—wolves in human skin, standing shoulder to shoulder, waiting to watch me die.

Chains dragged across stone as I was shoved forward.

I didn’t stumble. I wouldn’t give them that.

My wrists burned where iron bit into skin, each step echoing louder than the pounding of my heart. I lifted my chin and forced my spine straight, even as blood trickled down my temple from the blow I’d taken earlier. The taste of copper lingered on my tongue, sharp and familiar.

This was how traitors ended.

Publicly. Slowly. Memorably.

At the far end of the hall, raised above everyone else, sat the throne.

And on it—

Him.

Alpha Caelen Drayce didn’t rise when I was dragged before him. He didn’t lean forward, didn’t sneer, didn’t smile. He simply watched.

That was worse.

I had imagined him before today, of course. Everyone had. The High Alpha who ruled with iron restraint and colder judgment. The executioner who carried out his own sentences. The man whose word meant life or death with no appeal.

But imagination had not prepared me for the weight of his presence.

He was carved from shadows and authority, broad-shouldered, still as a coiled blade. Dark hair brushed his collar, untamed but controlled, like everything about him. His eyes—gods, his eyes—were a pale, piercing gray that missed nothing. They settled on me with clinical detachment, as if I were already a corpse being measured for burial.

I hated him instantly.

“Seraphina Vale,” a voice boomed across the hall.

The Speaker of Law stepped forward, an older man with ceremonial markings etched into his skin, his tone rehearsed and merciless.

“You stand accused of conspiring against this territory. Of aiding rival packs. Of orchestrating the breach at the southern border that cost five warriors their lives.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd.

I clenched my jaw.

“Do you deny these charges?”

I lifted my gaze, not to the Speaker—but to the Alpha.

His eyes met mine.

Something flickered there. Not sympathy. Not doubt.

Recognition.

The bond didn’t snap. Not yet. But something in the air shifted, sharp and electric, like the pause before lightning strikes.

“I deny them,” I said clearly. My voice carried farther than I expected. “All of them.”

A few wolves scoffed. Someone laughed.

Caelen Drayce said nothing.

The Speaker sneered. “Evidence was found in your quarters. Maps. Correspondence. You were seen near the border on the night of the attack.”

“Planted,” I said. “And I was summoned there under false orders.”

“And you expect us to believe that?” the Speaker demanded.

“I expect nothing,” I replied. “I know how this ends.”

That earned a reaction.

A low chuckle rolled through the hall. The Speaker’s lips thinned.

“Alpha Drayce,” he said, turning. “The law is clear.”

Finally, the Alpha moved.

He rose from the throne in a single, fluid motion, his height commanding instant silence. When he descended the steps, every instinct in my body screamed danger. Power radiated off him in suffocating waves, pressing against my chest until breathing felt like work.

He stopped a few feet away from me.

Up close, he was devastating. Not just in the physical sense—though he was undeniably that—but in the way his presence demanded submission. Wolves around us lowered their gazes. Even the Speaker shifted uneasily.

Caelen’s eyes swept over me once, from the blood in my hair to the chains at my wrists.

No warmth. No hesitation.

“Do you understand the charges against you?” he asked.

His voice was deep, even, controlled to the point of brutality.

“I do,” I said.

“And do you maintain your innocence?”

“I do.”

A pause.

Then, quietly, “If you are lying, you dishonor this pack with your last breath.”

“I’m not,” I said. “And if I die today, it won’t be for betrayal. It will be because someone wanted me silenced.”

A few wolves shifted.

Caelen’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Enough,” the Speaker snapped. “Alpha, pass judgment.”

The moment stretched.

I waited for fear to come. For panic. For my knees to give out.

None of it did.

Instead, a strange calm settled over me. I had survived worse than this—hunger, loss, nights spent hiding from shadows that wanted me erased. If this was the end, I would meet it standing.

Caelen turned away from me.

That hurt more than if he’d struck me.

“By the authority vested in me as High Alpha,” he said, his voice carrying to every corner of the hall, “Seraphina Vale is found guilty of treason.”

The word slammed into me like a fist.

“Sentence,” he continued, “is death.”

The crowd erupted.

I sucked in a sharp breath, pain flaring in my chest, but I refused to cry out. My vision blurred—not with tears, but with something hotter. Rage. Injustice. A scream lodged in my throat.

Caelen turned back to me.

He didn’t look pleased. He didn’t look cruel.

He looked resolved.

“The execution will be carried out immediately.”

Guards yanked me forward.

The platform rose beneath my feet, rough stone biting into my boots. I was forced to my knees, chains clanking loudly in the sudden hush.

Someone pressed my head down.

I smelled iron. Blood. Fire.

The execution blade was brought forth—a massive thing, etched with runes, designed to end life cleanly and permanently.

I closed my eyes.

Not in surrender.

In defiance.

Let them remember that I didn’t beg.

Footsteps approached.

I felt him before I saw him. The weight of Caelen Drayce at my back, the heat of his presence a brand against my skin.

“Look at me,” he said.

I lifted my head.

Our gazes locked.

And the world broke open.

The bond didn’t whisper. It didn’t gently unfold.

It detonated.

White-hot agony ripped through my chest, stealing my breath. I gasped, a sound torn from my throat as something ancient and violent snapped into place inside me. My heart slammed hard enough to hurt. Heat flooded my veins, my skin buzzing like it was on fire.

Caelen staggered.

The blade clanged against stone as it fell from his hand.

Gasps echoed through the hall. Someone shouted.

“No—” I whispered, clutching at my chest as the sensation intensified. Images flickered behind my eyes—steel-gray eyes, blood on stone, hands gripping mine, heat and darkness and something that felt terrifyingly like home.

Mate.

The word crashed into my mind with brutal clarity.

Caelen sucked in a sharp breath, his eyes blown wide, pupils dilated. For the first time since I’d been dragged into this hall, he looked shaken.

“No,” he breathed.

The bond surged again, answering denial with pain.

I cried out.

Caelen dropped to one knee in front of me, ignoring the uproar behind us. His hand hovered inches from my face, trembling, like touching me might shatter something irreparable.

“This is impossible,” he said hoarsely.

I laughed—a broken, hysterical sound. “Funny. That’s what I was thinking.”

“Silence!” the Speaker barked. “Alpha, step away from the traitor!”

Caelen didn’t move.

The hall descended into chaos. Wolves shouted, argued, cursed. I barely heard them. All I could feel was the pull—relentless, magnetic, tying me to the man who had just sentenced me to death.

His scent flooded my senses—smoke and winter and something darkly intoxicating. It made my head spin.

“You,” he said quietly, to me alone. “You’re my—”

“Don’t,” I snapped. “Don’t say it like it means anything.”

His jaw clenched.

The Speaker stormed forward. “This changes nothing! The law—”

“The law,” Caelen growled, rising slowly to his full height, “does not account for this.”

His voice cracked like thunder. The hall fell silent again.

“She is my mate.”

The words rang out, undeniable and damning.

Shock rippled through the crowd. I swayed, the weight of it crashing down on me.

Mate.

The Alpha’s mate.

The woman he had ordered executed.

Caelen turned to the Speaker, his gaze lethal. “The sentence is suspended.”

“You cannot—”

“I can,” he snapped. “And I will.”

The Speaker’s face twisted with fury. “Keeping her alive undermines everything.”

Caelen’s eyes flicked to me—just for a moment.

Something raw flashed there. Something like horror.

“Killing her,” he said quietly, “would destroy me.”

A hush fell.

I stared at him, heart pounding, mind reeling.

He straightened, mask sliding back into place. “Take her to the inner quarters. Guarded. Watched. She is not to leave without my order.”

Guards hesitated.

“Now,” he barked.

They moved.

As I was hauled to my feet and dragged away, I locked eyes with Caelen Drayce one last time.

Hatred burned in my chest.

So did something far more dangerous.

The Alpha who had tried to kill me was now the only reason I was still breathing.

And I had the terrifying sense that this was only the beginning.
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(Caelen)

The hall didn’t exhale until she was gone.

I stood where the blade had fallen, the echo of steel against stone still ringing in my bones. Every eye in the chamber tracked me—elders measuring weakness, warriors searching for permission to doubt, rivals tasting blood in the air.

Mate.

The word had no right to exist in my mouth. It tasted like ash and inevitability.

I curled my fingers slowly, forcing steadiness into hands that had executed traitors without a tremor for years. The bond throbbed like a living thing beneath my skin, pulsing with heat and accusation. It was relentless—every breath dragged her scent deeper into me, every heartbeat hammered her name against my ribs.

Seraphina Vale.

A woman I had just condemned.

A woman who had looked death in the face and refused to bow.

“Alpha,” the Speaker of Law said, stepping into my line of sight. His voice was clipped, careful. Too careful. “You must reconsider what you’ve done.”

I turned to him.

The murmur died instantly.

“I have reconsidered,” I said. “That is why she lives.”

“This—” He gestured sharply toward the doors she’d vanished through. “—sets a dangerous precedent.”

“So does executing your mate.”

A hiss of breath moved through the hall.

The Speaker’s eyes flickered, not with fear, but calculation. “The bond does not absolve treason.”

“Nor does accusation prove it,” I replied. “You presented circumstantial evidence. Convenient witnesses. And a confession you never obtained.”

“You believed her guilty moments ago.”

I did.

The admission scraped like a blade along my spine.

“I believed the law,” I said instead. “I still do. Which is why this matter will be investigated properly.”

The Speaker’s mouth thinned. “And if she is found guilty?”

The bond flared—hot, violent, punishing.

I didn’t flinch.

“Then I will carry out the sentence myself,” I said. “When the truth is known.”

Silence stretched, taut and heavy.

The elders shifted. A few warriors exchanged glances. I could feel it—the subtle shift in power, the hairline fracture spreading beneath the surface of my authority.

The Speaker inclined his head, the motion stiff. “As you command, Alpha.”

He turned away, but not before I caught the glimmer in his eyes.

Challenge.

Good.

I waited until the hall emptied, until only the guards remained. Only then did I bend and retrieve the execution blade. My fingers closed around the hilt, grounding myself in familiar weight and purpose.

I had not spared her out of mercy.

I had spared her because fate had forced my hand.

And I would not let fate rule me.

“Dismissed,” I ordered.

The guards scattered.

The moment I was alone, the control I’d been clinging to fractured.

Pain lanced through my chest—sharp, sudden, merciless. I staggered, bracing myself against the throne’s armrest as the bond surged again, flooding me with sensations that weren’t mine.

Stone beneath bare knees.

Blood in dark hair.

Defiance burning like a brand.

I sucked in a breath, teeth clenched, riding out the wave. When it passed, sweat slicked my skin beneath my tunic.

“Damn you,” I muttered—to fate, to the bond, to the woman who had detonated my world without even trying.

I straightened, forcing order back into my posture, and strode from the hall.

The inner quarters were carved deep into the mountain, wards layered thick into the stone. Only those under my direct authority could pass the final gates. It was the safest place in the territory.

And the most dangerous—for both of us.

As I approached, I could sense her before I saw her. The bond hummed, pulling me forward, a constant low thrum that set my nerves on edge.

She stood in the center of the chamber, wrists free of chains now but guarded on all sides. Two sentinels flanked the door. Another pair watched from the far wall.

Seraphina lifted her head when I entered.

Her eyes met mine, dark and sharp, and the bond flared in response—hot, possessive, furious.

I dismissed the guards with a flick of my hand. They hesitated, then obeyed, sealing the door behind them.

Silence settled, thick and volatile.

She didn’t move.

Neither did I.

For a long moment, we simply stared at each other, the air between us vibrating with unspoken things.

“You don’t get to look at me like that,” she said finally.

My brow arched. “Like what?”

“Like I belong to you.”

The bond surged, answering her accusation with heat.

I stepped forward despite myself.

“You are under my protection,” I said evenly. “Until the investigation concludes.”

She laughed, bitter and sharp. “Protection. That’s what you call it?”

“It’s what it is.”

“You ordered my execution.”

“I followed the law.”

“And when the law decided I was inconvenient?”

I stopped a few feet away from her. Close enough to feel the heat of her body. Close enough that the bond roared approval, urging me nearer.

“You were accused of treason,” I said. “In this territory, that sentence is death.”

“And you didn’t hesitate.”

“No,” I admitted.

Something flickered across her face—pain, maybe, quickly buried beneath steel.

“Good,” she said. “I’d hate to think you hesitated before killing an innocent woman.”

The words struck deeper than they should have.

“Watch your tongue,” I said.

She lifted her chin. “Or what? You’ll finish what you started?”

The bond pulsed, hot and punishing, as if daring me to deny it.

I clenched my jaw. “You live because of the bond.”

“No,” she shot back. “I live because you don’t want to break.”

That landed too close to the truth.

I stepped back, forcing space between us. “You will remain here. You will be guarded at all times. You will not leave without my permission.”

“And if I refuse?”

“You won’t.”

Her lips curved into a slow, dangerous smile. “You sound so certain.”

“I am.”

“Then why do you look like you’re afraid to touch me?”

The bond flared violently.

I moved before I could stop myself.

In two strides, I had her backed against the stone wall, one hand braced beside her head. I leaned in, close enough to feel her breath hitch, to scent the wild spark beneath her defiance.

“Do not test me,” I said quietly. “I am holding the line between instinct and control by a thread.”

Her pulse fluttered beneath my palm where it hovered near her throat. Her scent shifted—fear, yes, but also something darker. Curiosity. Heat.

“Then step away,” she whispered. “Before you do something you can’t undo.”

Our eyes locked.

The bond screamed.

I forced myself to retreat, every muscle protesting. When I stepped back, it felt like tearing away a part of myself.

She exhaled shakily.

“This changes nothing,” I said, more to myself than to her. “If you’re guilty, you will face judgment.”

“And if I’m not?” she asked softly.

I hesitated.

“Then whoever framed you will answer to me.”

Her gaze sharpened. “You’ll have to look very close, Alpha.”

“I always do.”

She studied me for a long moment, then nodded once. “Good.”

I turned to leave.

“Caelen,” she said.

I stopped.

“For what it’s worth,” she added, voice steady despite the storm in her eyes, “I would rather die than submit to you out of fear.”

I faced her again.

“You won’t submit to me at all,” I said. “Not unless you choose to.”

The bond pulsed—warm, insistent, approving.

Her breath caught.

I left before either of us could say more.

Night fell heavy over the territory, but sleep refused me. I paced my chambers, mind turning over possibilities, threats, alliances shifting like sand beneath my feet.

The council would move quickly. They always did when their power was threatened.

And Seraphina Vale was a threat.

Not just because of the bond.

Because of what she didn’t know yet.

I stopped at the window, staring out at the darkened forest beyond the walls. Somewhere within the mountain, she lay awake too—I could feel it, a restless pulse echoing my own.

“You don’t belong here,” I murmured.

The bond answered with a sharp, undeniable truth.

Neither did I anymore.

By morning, the pack would be whispering. By nightfall, someone would try to kill her.

And I would be ready.

Not as her executioner.

But as her Alpha.















