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      Sasha

      

      I pride myself on being able to find the silver lining in any situation.

      My whole life, every day, no matter what I deal with, there’s always a positive takeaway if I look hard enough. But today is something else. I don’t know exactly how to find the good when each one is marked with something awful.

      My boyfriend of five years and best childhood friend is named Alpha—surpassing his older brother because of his skill, his strength, and his ability to lead. Then he dumps me. He dumps me publicly, in front of the ‘court’ in our pack. Everyone important in town saw him push me away when I tried to hug him.

      Well, at least it’s over without being drawn out, and I can lick my wounds and kiss the life I’d planned out goodbye. No, not really, because he turns to the head of my group of bullies, the one girl who’s tormented me since my mother ran off with a ‘human’ and declared her his true mate.

      Also survivable, until I learn that I’m going to have to cater the party announcing the happy news that our newly appointed alpha and his mate will seal their bond on the same night he’s presented in front of all the other packs on the Eastern coast.

      Tabby, with her Victoria’s Secret curves, her siren-like face, and thick, bouncy blonde hair, flips said hair in my direction while hip-checking me. Even though Cody, my now ex-boyfriend and maybe ex-friend, tells her to spare me, she doesn’t.

      “Better for you to know now than to force it, right? He would have ended up with me anyway. Imagine being named his mate only to find me in his bed taking care of everything you can’t,” she hisses. “Also, make sure the cake has strawberry frosting.”

      Tabby kisses Cody in front of me obviously before talking about wedding plans. She runs off with her friends while Cody shoves his hands in his pockets. “You know I didn’t plan that.”

      “Why her?” I whisper.

      “It’s not my choice. It’s not how the mate bond works. There must be something good in her, something that will balance me in the right way to allow me to be an effective alpha,” he says with a sympathetic shrug. “I really thought it would be you, Sasha.”

      I want to tell him I understand, and I do, on some level. But the hurt is too intense. I’ve loved him since I was seven. For seventeen years, he’s been the only man I’ve ever wanted. Sure, the mate bond should have locked into place, but he promised that it didn’t matter because what we had was real.

      He laughed when people said he’d change his mind once he felt it. He clears his throat. “We can’t be together, but we can still be friends.”

      “As long as she doesn’t rule it out,” I say as I force a smile to try and cover my watery eyes. “I can’t upset her; I don’t want to cause problems.”

      “Don’t do that,” he says, reaching out to me.

      I flinch away.

      Cody’s father calls him away. He looks at me, then goes. I still feel the mental link that we developed. Once he’s alpha, he’ll be able to fill everyone’s mind, not just those close to him. It’ll be beyond when we shift, beyond full moons.

      If I could have chosen, it wouldn’t have been her.

      But based on that statement, it wouldn’t have been me either. Or maybe the mate bond won’t let him say it. I don’t know because I never felt it. My dad saw what was between Cody and me, so he didn’t bother sending me to the parties most wolves go to with other packs to find their mates.

      Now I feel ... alone. I have one other friend, but Tabby has destroyed everyone else’s opinion of me. She’s whispered that I wanted to go with my mom when she left. She commented on how long it took my wolf to form. She’s constantly pointed out how terrible I am at combat and hunting for myself. I’m the ‘runt’ of our class, and since she’s the star, people eagerly share her opinions. At first, they said it was to get by, but now that she’s the alpha’s mate, her opinion will slowly leech out.

      How long until everyone’s whispering? Until everyone is flinging passive-aggressive attacks and purposely making sure I fail obstacles they put in my way just to get her approval and just to do as they’re told?

      I head to my little home. My dad left the pack, unable to stand the embarrassment of it all. It’s not hard to leave Appalachia. West Virginia used to be booming, but now wolves make up the hollers and towns. The same towns that plenty of people would call abandoned are actually doing plenty of work—internationally and nationally. I’m proof of it.

      And if work is what I have to throw myself into, that’s what I’m going to do. I’m a graphic designer by trade, eagerly creating custom art pieces, book covers, stickers, and everything in between. It’s all I have that’s mine and mine alone, so that’s what I focus on other than my pack-delegated job at the bakery.

      Thankfully, it keeps me out of the spotlight most days. However, creating a cake and a whole menu for an alpha transfer and for the announcement he’s found his mate means dealing with Tabby and her cronies jeering at me, laughing at me, mocking me constantly, pushing me further and further down until I’m ready to start smoking again just so I can fill myself with something other than their comments.

      Thankfully, when other packs start arriving, they stop showing up. They have other alphas, betas, and guests to impress.

      “They’re bitches in every sense of the word,” Tessa, my other best friend, says while delicately slicing strawberries.

      I tut at her. “They’re just ...”

      “Find one positive thing to say about them, and I’ll find seven terrible ones,” she grunts. “Already, Tabby’s trying to abuse the mental group chat.” Tessa taps her temple with the knife blade. “All about how she can’t wait to show Cody what he’s been missing in bed.”

      “It’s not like we were virgins,” I mumble, my cheeks flaring.

      “I know. But Queen Tabby doesn’t want to think about Cody as your leftovers. By the way, you deserve better,” she informs.

      “You say that because you have a mate,” I remind.

      She smiles brightly. “Lori seriously is the best.”

      I bump her hip. She laughs and bumps mine. I take a breath. “At least I know that the cake will be excellent. Once it’s official, all my feelings will be done. And she wasn’t wrong. It’s better now than after Cody and I sealed it. Imagine the fallout of being rejected then.”

      It kills people. They literally die from heartbreak. People say finding a fated mate is a blessing. It’s a way to calm the curse we’re all born with. We’re half human and half wolf. We can only reach our full potential when we find our mate.

      Which has never made sense to me. I feel pretty full as I am. I’m happy more often than not. I don’t feel some gaping hole in my life. I exist.

      The thought keeps swirling in my head. There’s so much lore about what we are and who we are, but so much doesn’t line up with how I feel or think. Maybe I was raised differently. Since those thoughts don’t change my circumstances or affect my life in any positive way, I try to let them go.

      I pour myself into books about combat. I watch some of the guards’ fight, just enjoying the sight of them showing their skill and thinking about how I could help them—not that I can possibly compete. I study and plan and bake until Tessa drags me to a dress store to get something for the party.

      “I’m just the baker,” I remind.

      “You’re a member of this pack. You’re required to make an appearance, and I’ll be damned if you don’t look sexy as hell,” she giggles as she drags me in.

      I sigh and play with my light brown hair, curling it around my finger as I look over the options. It’s a semi-formal event, but I don’t want to look sexy. I just want to look like I belong there. That’ll be enough.

      I run my fingers over a simple deep blue dress that has a cascading back that’s pretty but won’t show too much. Just as I pull it from the rack, I catch a whiff of something. Bourbon, old books, and ... something mouthwatering. My whole body wavers, and I blink a few times as heat swallows me.

      My eyes flick up to a man I’ve never seen before. A man is watching me. His dark green eyes catch on mine as his lips part, and a shiver slips along my spine. My instinct practically purrs.

      No. Please no.
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      Cyrus

      
      The horror on her face makes me question everything. Her gray-blue eyes are so big and gentle, her full lips, her soft face, her heart-shaped face, the soft rolls of her hair, and her inviting softness threaten to pull me from my place while I run my thumb over my bottom lip, savoring the prick of my light beard across my finger.

      Beautiful. Sweet. Mine.

      She smells like strawberries, vanilla, and ... wine. She’s meant to be mine. I know it just like I know my heart is racing against my ribs. When she inhales, I feel like she’s pulling me in. My animalistic side tries to push to the front, begs me to grab her, drag her against me, and make her mine the right way.

      “Sasha, come on,” a girl says, pulling my mate into a changing room.

      “Hey,” my beta, Colin, says while punching my shoulder. “Let’s go. We still have to meet the current alpha and the named heir.”

      I incline my head but don’t move. I want to see her again.

      If you want to keep the ruse, then let’s go, Cyrus ... Colin puts in my head.

      My head leans as I run my hand through my curly dark hair. As we walk out, something opens inside of me. A little annoying emptiness that nudges at me more the further we get away from her.

      Find out everything you can about her, I order.

      “Sir?” Cyrus asks once we’re in my car. Pulling out of the parking spot, I head towards the shockingly upscale hotel the pack owns.

      “Sasha. The brunette,” I say.

      “Any specific reason why?”

      When I glance at him, he holds up his hand. “Look, if the monster alpha is asking me to do something, I’m going to do it, but it might be helpful to know why.”

      “She’s mine,” is all I say.

      Colin doesn’t argue. He never does. We let people think he’s the alpha since he’s better with people than I am. The ‘monster alpha’ of Louisiana is only spoken about in whispers. I don’t show off my name, nor do I brag about what I am. My pack knows, and that’s enough for me. I don’t need to go out of my way to prove myself.

      My word is law, my fury something feared, and my scarred body a testament to the fact that I can, will, and prefer to fight my own battles. I’ve all but rid the South of werewolf hunters on my own after one dared to spread word about my pack.

      Tonight, won’t be any different. Colin pretending to be the alpha will allow me to get my mate where I can touch her, where I can make sure she feels the same. There’s no denying it; even if I thought I wouldn’t have to deal with the bullshit of being mated, there are benefits.
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