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I learned long ago that survival is not about strength.

It is about silence.

The kind that settles into your bones and teaches your face how not to react when a man who murdered your family passes close enough that you can smell the iron and frost on his skin.

Alpha Dominus Raithe crossed the Great Hall with the confidence of someone who had never been denied anything—not land, not loyalty, not blood. The stone floor echoed beneath his boots, each step measured, deliberate, as though the castle itself bent its breath to his pace.

I kept my head bowed.

Servants were meant to disappear. We were shadows stitched into the edges of power—present enough to serve, invisible enough to be ignored. I had perfected the role over seven years. I poured wine without spilling. I memorized council schedules without asking questions. I listened with my eyes lowered and my mind sharp as a blade.

No one saw Seraphina Valecrest.

That was the point.

“Enough.”

The single word cut through the hall like a blade drawn from a sheath. Conversations died instantly. Even the council lords—men who commanded packs of their own—fell silent under the Alpha’s voice.

I did not look up.

Looking up would be dangerous.

I moved forward with the tray, offering a goblet to Lord Kestrel, whose hands trembled as he accepted it. Fear hung in the air, thick and metallic. The scent of submission. The scent of a court built on power taken, not earned.

“Tell me again,” Alpha Raithe said calmly, “why you believe my patience should extend any further.”

Lord Kestrel swallowed. “The southern territories are resisting the new levy. They claim the winter stores—”

“They claim,” Raithe interrupted softly, “as if claims outweigh law.”

His presence pressed against my senses even without direct eye contact. Alpha energy—dominant, oppressive, commanding. The kind that bent weaker wolves to their knees without a single touch.

I had felt it before.

On the night my world burned.

I clenched my fingers around the tray, forcing my breathing steady. Rage was a luxury I could not afford. Rage got people killed. Rage had gotten my parents killed. Rage had turned my ancestral home into a pyre visible for miles.

The Wolf Crown had fallen that night.

And everyone believed it had been extinguished.

Raithe turned slightly, his gaze sweeping the hall. I felt it brush over me like a blade’s edge—testing, assessing, dismissing. He did not pause. He never did.

Good.

“Resistance invites correction,” he said. “Deploy the northern battalion. Reduce their stores. Remind them who feeds them.”

“Yes, Alpha,” the council murmured.

I moved away, heart steady, expression neutral.

Inside, my mind catalogued everything.

Northern battalion. Winter stores. Weakening borders.

Mistakes were being made.

Power always made men careless.

That was how empires fell.

Later, in the narrow servants’ corridor behind the Great Hall, I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. The stone walls closed in, damp and cold, carrying the distant echo of the council resuming its murmured politics.

“Elia.”

I froze.

That name was mine now. The one I wore like borrowed skin.

I turned to see Rowan, another servant, watching me with narrowed eyes. Too observant. Too curious.

“You went pale in there,” he said. “Alpha’s presence get to you?”

I forced a small, embarrassed smile. “He’s… intense.”

Rowan snorted. “That’s one word for it. Come on. The kitchens will need the goblets returned before nightfall.”

We walked together, our footsteps quick. I let him chatter, nodding at the right moments, while my thoughts raced ahead.

Tonight.

The restricted wing.

The records vault.

I had been waiting three months for the guard rotation to change. Tonight, the southern sentries would be drunk on spiced ale, celebrating a minor victory on the border.

Tonight, I would steal proof.

Proof that Alpha Dominus Raithe had no legitimate claim to the crown he wore like it was forged into his spine.

The kitchens were chaos—steam, noise, clattering metal. I blended into it easily, scrubbing goblets, stacking plates, letting the rhythm of labor steady me.

“You’re quiet,” the head cook remarked. “Thinking of escaping this place?”

I smiled without warmth. “Every day.”

She laughed, unaware of how close the truth hovered.

When the moon climbed high, I slipped away.

The restricted wing lay beyond the eastern tower, sealed by iron doors etched with runes meant to deter thieves and traitors. I had studied them for years. I knew where the magic thinned. I knew how to slip through without triggering alarms.

The corridor was dark, lit only by torchlight that flickered uneasily.

My heart beat louder with every step.

This was the edge.

The place where hiding ended and action began.

I pressed my palm against the cold stone and whispered the ancient words my mother had taught me—words passed down through bloodlines long erased from official history.

The door sighed open.

Inside, the vault smelled of dust and old parchment. Shelves lined the walls, heavy with ledgers and sealed documents. I moved quickly, scanning labels, fingers flying.

War decrees. Execution orders. Pack treaties.

Then I found it.

A sealed scroll marked with the sigil of the Wolf Crown—my sigil—crossed out in black ink.

My hands shook as I broke the seal.

The truth bled across the page.

A forged declaration. A falsified accusation of treason against my father. A rushed council vote conducted while half the realm burned.

And at the bottom—

Not Raithe’s signature.

Another name.

I sucked in a sharp breath.

Footsteps echoed outside the vault.

I rolled the scroll, heart hammering, and turned—

Straight into a wall of muscle and heat.

Alpha Dominus Raithe stood in the doorway, his eyes catching the torchlight like frozen steel.

“Well,” he said softly, gaze dropping to the scroll in my hands. “This is unexpected.”

Fear did not scream.

It went silent.

My body locked, instincts warring—submit, flee, fight. His Alpha presence pressed down, demanding obedience.

I forced myself to meet his gaze.

For the first time in seven years, I looked directly at the man who had destroyed my life.

And something unreadable flickered in his eyes.

“Who,” he asked quietly, “are you really?”
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The Alpha’s presence filled the vault like a living thing—cold, dominant, impossible to ignore. I felt it press against my skin, a silent command to bow, to submit, to remember my place.

I did neither.

If I was going to die, it would not be on my knees.

Dominus Raithe studied me with a predator’s stillness, his gaze sharp enough to peel flesh from bone. He did not reach for me. He did not raise his voice. That restraint was more frightening than any shout.

“You have ten seconds,” he said calmly, “to explain why a servant is standing in my restricted vault with a sealed royal record in her hands.”

My pulse thundered in my ears. Ten seconds was an eternity and a heartbeat all at once.

I lifted my chin, forcing my shoulders to square. “Curiosity,” I said. “It’s a dangerous thing, Alpha. But you already know that.”

One dark brow arched. Amusement flickered briefly across his face—gone as quickly as it appeared.

“Curiosity gets people executed.”

“So does ignorance.”

The words escaped before I could stop them.

The air shifted.

His Alpha aura surged, slamming into me like a physical blow. I staggered back a step, the scroll clutched tight against my chest, my lungs burning as instinct screamed at me to yield.

I did not.

Raithe moved then—fast, controlled, lethal. One moment he was blocking the doorway, the next he was inches from me, his hand braced against the shelf beside my head. Heat radiated from him, sharp and overwhelming.

“What did you read?” he asked quietly.

I swallowed. “Enough.”

His eyes dropped to the scroll. “That seal hasn’t been broken in years.”

“Funny how lies age badly,” I shot back.

Silence stretched between us, thick and volatile. His gaze snapped back to my face, searching, dissecting. I felt stripped bare beneath it—not of clothing, but of masks.

“Look at me,” he ordered.

I already was.

Slowly, deliberately, he reached out and took the scroll from my hands. His fingers brushed mine, and the contact sent an unwelcome jolt through my body—heat, awareness, something dangerously close to recognition.

His expression darkened.

“Interesting,” he murmured as he scanned the document. “Very interesting.”

My heart pounded. If he read far enough—

“You forged this,” I said, testing him.

He looked up sharply. “No.”

The denial was immediate. Absolute.

That gave me pause.

“You benefit from it,” I pressed. “My father was accused of treason overnight. The council voted while half the realm burned. You marched in and crowned yourself ruler before the ashes cooled.”

His jaw tightened, muscle flexing. “Careful.”

“Or what?” I snapped. “You’ll kill me like you killed—”

I stopped myself.

Too far. Too soon.

His eyes flashed. For a moment, something dangerous surfaced there—not rage, but pain, tightly leashed and buried deep.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

I laughed, sharp and bitter. “I know exactly what I’m talking about.”

The words hung between us, electric.

Raithe studied me again, more carefully this time. Not as a trespassing servant. Not as a thief.

As a problem.

“You’re not afraid of me,” he said slowly.

“I am,” I replied. “I just don’t let fear make my decisions.”

“Then what does?”

I met his gaze. “Truth.”

For a long moment, neither of us moved.

Then footsteps echoed in the corridor outside the vault.

Raithe cursed under his breath and stepped back, slipping the scroll into his coat with practiced ease. “You’re coming with me.”

My stomach dropped. “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“You don’t need to.” His hand closed around my wrist—not rough, but firm, inescapable. “If you scream, I will gag you. If you resist, I will restrain you. Choose.”

I chose silence.

He guided me out of the vault just as two guards rounded the corner. They stiffened immediately at the sight of their Alpha.

“All clear?” one asked.

“Yes,” Raithe said smoothly. “The servant got lost.”

His grip tightened fractionally—a warning.

The guards bowed and moved on.

Only when we were deep within the private wing did he release me.

“Speak,” he said.

“You’re not taking me to the cells,” I observed.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he replied, “you’re far more dangerous free.”

I folded my arms, trying to steady the tremor in my hands. “Then kill me.”

He looked almost offended. “I don’t execute people without reason.”

I laughed softly. “You executed my entire bloodline.”

That did it.

The world seemed to tilt as he stepped closer, towering over me, his presence crackling with barely restrained power.

“Say that again,” he said quietly.

I lifted my chin. “My family died because of you.”

His eyes burned into mine. “Your family died because someone betrayed them.”

The certainty in his voice stole my breath.

“You expect me to believe that?” I whispered.

“I expect you,” he said, “to stop pretending you’re a servant.”

The words struck harder than any blow.

My pulse roared. “What are you implying?”

“That you don’t smell like obedience,” he replied. “You don’t speak like a servant. And you looked at that scroll like it was written in your blood.”

I said nothing.

Raithe exhaled slowly. “What is your name?”

“Elia,” I lied.

His mouth curved faintly. “No.”

The silence stretched again, taut as a drawn bow.

“Get some rest,” he said finally. “Tomorrow, you will answer my questions.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Then I’ll start asking questions you won’t like.”

He turned away, dismissing me without another glance.

I stood there long after he left, my knees weak, my mind racing.

He knew.

Not everything—but enough.

Sleep did not come easily.

Every sound made me flinch. Every shadow felt like a threat. My thoughts spiraled around the scroll, the signature I’d seen, the way Raithe had reacted—not defensive, not triumphant.

Troubled.

At dawn, a knock came at my door.

Two guards waited outside.

“The Alpha requests your presence,” one said.

Not summons. Not arrest.

Request.

I followed them through corridors I had only glimpsed from afar—high arches, rune-carved doors, windows that spilled pale light across polished stone. Power lived here, embedded in every surface.

Raithe waited in a private chamber overlooking the training grounds. He stood with his back to me, hands clasped behind him, watching warriors spar below.

“Close the door,” he said.

I did.

He turned slowly. “You read the scroll,” he said. “What did you see?”

“A lie,” I answered. “Wrapped in official ink.”

“And the signature?”

I hesitated. “It wasn’t yours.”

His gaze sharpened. “Whose was it?”

“You know,” I said softly.

Silence.

“I want the truth,” I added. “All of it.”

Raithe studied me for a long moment, then spoke words I never expected to hear.

“So do I.”

He crossed the room and stopped a careful distance away. “You’re standing on a fault line,” he said. “If you step wrong, you’ll bring the entire court down on your head.”

“Maybe it deserves to fall.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. “You’re either very brave or very foolish.”

“Both,” I said.

Something shifted in his expression—not softness, but recognition.

“Until I decide what to do with you,” he said, “you will remain under my protection.”

I stiffened. “I don’t need—”

“Yes, you do.” His voice hardened. “Someone tried to kill you last night.”

Cold spread through my veins. “What?”

“A blade was found outside your quarters,” he continued. “Poisoned.”

My breath caught.

“The moment you touched that scroll,” he said quietly, “you became a liability.”

“And you?” I asked. “What did I become to you?”

His gaze held mine, unflinching.

“That,” he said, “is what I intend to find out.”















