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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

If this story made your pulse quicken, shattered your heart only to rebuild it stronger, or left you breathless with a happily-ever-after that felt worth every tear, I would be endlessly grateful for a positive review.

Your reviews are the lifeblood that helps other readers discover these passionate worlds and gives me the strength to keep crafting stories where love doesn’t just conquer, but transforms, heals, and sets souls ablaze.

Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







POV: Kira




The necklace feels cold against my skin.

I stare at my reflection in the mirror, my fingers trembling as I work the delicate silver clasp. The chain is fragile, ancient, each link worn smooth by time and touch. My mother wore this on her mating day. I’ve seen the pictures—her radiant smile, my father’s hand at her waist, this same necklace catching the light against her throat.

She’s been dead for ten years. They both have.

My hands shake harder, and I have to try the clasp three times before it finally catches. The pendant settles into the hollow of my throat—a crescent moon, small and perfect. I press my fingers against it, and the metal warms beneath my touch.

“Get it together, Kira,” I whisper to the girl in the mirror.

She doesn’t look like an Alpha’s daughter. Her chestnut hair falls in waves past her shoulders, but there’s no power in it, no dominance. Her amber eyes—the color of aged whiskey, my father used to say—hold nothing but doubt. Fear. The kind of weakness that gets you killed in a wolf pack.

Tomorrow, I become Vance Blackwood’s mate.

Tomorrow, everything changes.

The thought should comfort me. It doesn’t. My reflection stares back with eyes that know I’m lying to myself, and I look away before the truth can surface. I smooth down the front of my dress—deep green silk that Vance chose because he said it makes my eyes glow—and force my breathing to steady.

Tonight is my Prenuptial Bonfire. The pack is waiting.

I can do this. I have to.

The sound of celebration reaches me even before I descend the stairs. Music pulses through the Crescent Shadow Pack house, voices raised in laughter and song, the scent of woodsmoke and roasted meat thick in the air. My heels click against the stone steps, each one feeling like a countdown to something I can’t name.

The courtyard blazes with light.

The bonfire towers in the center, flames licking toward the sky, casting dancing shadows across the assembled pack. There must be two hundred wolves here—my pack, Vance’s allies from Darkspine, neutral packs hoping to curry favor. They turn as I appear at the top of the courtyard steps, and I feel the weight of their stares like a physical thing.

Some faces hold warmth. Most hold pity.

The wolfless heir. That’s what they call me when they think I can’t hear. Poor Kira Valenzia, whose wolf went silent the night her parents were murdered. Who’s spent ten years as a ghost in her own pack, enduring every humiliation because she has no choice.

I lift my chin and descend into the crowd.

“Kira! There you are, darling.”

Sasha’s voice cuts through the noise like a blade wrapped in silk. She glides toward me through the press of bodies, and every head turns to watch her. My cousin has always had that effect—drawing eyes, commanding attention without even trying.

She’s beautiful in a way that makes you forget to breathe. Copper curls cascade down her back in perfect waves, catching the firelight and turning it to molten gold. Her dress clings to every curve, emerald green like her eyes, cut low enough to make the male wolves stare and the females whisper. She moves like water, graceful and inevitable.

Everything I’m not.

“Sasha.” I keep my voice neutral, practiced. “You look lovely.”

“Don’t I?” She does a little spin, letting her dress flare, and the wolves around us murmur appreciation. When she stops, she’s close enough that I can smell her perfume—something expensive and cloying, with notes of sunflower that make my stomach turn.

She leans in, her lips brushing my cheek in a mockery of affection. To anyone watching, we’re cousins sharing a tender moment before my big day.

“Enjoy your last night of relevance,” she whispers, her breath hot against my ear.

Then she pulls back, all smiles, and squeezes my hands like she’s genuinely happy for me. The emerald in her eyes holds nothing but contempt and something else. Something that looks like triumph.

My chest tightens, but I smile back. I’ve had ten years of practice smiling through Sasha’s cruelty.

“Thank you for coming,” I say, and my voice doesn’t shake. Small victories.

She drifts away into the crowd, already laughing at something one of the Darkspine wolves said, and I’m left standing alone in a sea of pack members who won’t quite meet my eyes.

I need a drink.

I’m halfway to the drinks table when someone calls my name. I turn, and my heart does a stupid flutter in my chest.

Vance.

He’s late—the ceremony started an hour ago—but he’s here now, moving through the crowd with that easy confidence that first drew me to him. Tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair and pale blue eyes that found mine across a crowded room three years ago and never looked away.

He saved me, in a way. Noticed me when no one else did. Courted me when everyone said the wolfless heir wasn’t worth the effort. Promised me a future when I thought I had none.

I love him. I must love him.

“Kira.” He reaches me, and his hands settle on my shoulders. The touch is familiar, comfortable. Safe. “I’m sorry I’m late. Pack business ran long.”

He leans down and presses a kiss to my forehead. It’s gentle, chaste, and ends too quickly. When he pulls back, his pale blue eyes are distracted, already looking past me toward the pack house.

“It’s okay,” I say, even though something in my chest twists. “You’re here now.”

“I am.” He squeezes my shoulders absently. “Listen, I need to make a few calls. Elder business. But I’ll find you later, alright? We’ll talk.”

“Vance—”

“Later,” he says again, already stepping away. “I promise.”

I watch him disappear into the pack house, and the unease that’s been sitting between my shoulders since this morning settles deeper, heavier. Like a physical weight pressing down on my spine.

He’s stressed. The alliance between Crescent Shadow and Darkspine is important. He has responsibilities.

I tell myself these things, and they feel like lies.

“Kira.”

The voice makes me stiffen. I turn to find Elder Donovan standing beside the drinks table, a glass of something dark in his weathered hand. My uncle—my father’s older brother—who’s led the pack as regent since my parents died.

Who should have protected me. Who didn’t.

“Elder Donovan.” I keep my voice respectful, my eyes lowered. It’s a habit born of survival.

“Walk with me.”

It’s not a request. I follow him to a quieter corner of the courtyard, away from the bonfire’s heat, and wait for whatever lecture he’s about to deliver. He takes a long drink, his eyes scanning the crowd like he’s cataloging threats.

Finally, he looks at me.

“Tomorrow’s ceremony,” he begins, his voice stern and controlled. “You understand what it means, don’t you?”

“Yes, Elder. I’ll be mated to Vance Blackwood, and our packs will be allied—”

“This isn’t about love, girl.” His fingers close around my arm, tight enough to hurt. “This is about securing the alliance between Crescent Shadow and Darkspine. About preserving your family’s legacy. About proving you’re worth something despite your… condition.”

My jaw clenches, but I don’t pull away. Can’t pull away.

“You will not embarrass this pack,” he continues, his grip tightening. “You will smile. You will be gracious. You will do everything Vance Blackwood asks of you, because if you don’t—if you fail—we lose everything. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” I whisper.

“Don’t disappoint us, girl.”

He releases me, and I resist the urge to rub my arm where his fingers left marks. He drains his glass, sets it down with too much force, and walks away without another word.

I stand there, breathing hard, my arm throbbing, and wonder when my uncle started hating me. If he always did, and I was just too young to notice.

The crowd presses too close. The music is too loud. The smoke from the bonfire burns my eyes.

I need air.

I slip through the crowd, murmuring apologies when I bump into shoulders, until I reach the edge of the courtyard. The old oak tree stands there like a sentinel, its branches spreading wide and dark against the night sky.

My tree. My father’s tree.

I press my palm against the rough bark, and the memories flood in.

“Higher, little wolf! You can do it!”

My father’s voice, warm with laughter, calling encouragement as I climbed. I was seven years old, fearless, convinced I could reach the top branch if I just tried hard enough.

“An Alpha protects the vulnerable, Kira,” he’d told me later, sitting beside me on that same branch, his arm around my shoulders. “Remember that when your wolf comes. Your strength isn’t just for you. It’s for everyone who can’t protect themselves.”

I close my eyes and feel tears prick behind my lids.

My wolf never came.

Ten years ago, raiders attacked our territory. My parents fought to protect the pack. I hid in the cellar like my mother told me to, listening to the screams, smelling the blood, feeling my wolf stir for the first time—

And then silence.

When they found me hours later, huddled in the dark, my parents were dead. And my wolf—that presence I’d felt stirring, that power I’d been so excited to finally meet—was gone. Silent. Like it had looked at the violence and horror and decided to disappear.

I’ve been wolfless ever since.

Useless. Weak. A daughter who couldn’t even shift to honor her parents’ memory.

“Kira?”

I turn, swiping at my eyes, and find Mira standing a few feet away. My best friend looks at me with dark eyes that see too much, know too much. She’s in a simple black dress that makes her look elegant and understated, her hair pulled back in a neat bun.

She’s the only person in this pack who’s never pitied me.

“Hey.” I try to smile. It feels wrong on my face.

“You’re crying.” She moves closer, her hand finding mine. “What happened?”

“Nothing. Everything. I don’t know.” I laugh, and it comes out broken. “Tomorrow I’m getting mated, and I should be happy, but I—”

“You don’t have to go through with this,” Mira says quietly. “There are other ways to survive, Kira. Other packs. Other lives. You could leave tonight, and I’d help you.”

The offer is tempting. So tempting.

But I shake my head.

“Vance is safety,” I say, and I believe it. I have to. “He protects me from Sasha’s cruelty. From the whispers. From all of it. And he—he chose me. Despite everything. That means something.”

“Does it? Or does it mean he saw an opportunity?”

“Mira—”

“I love you,” she says, squeezing my hand. “I just want you to be sure. Because once you’re mated, there’s no going back.”

I think of Vance’s smile. His promises. The way he makes me feel seen.

“I’m sure,” I lie.

Mira studies my face for a long moment, then sighs. “Alright. But if you change your mind—if anything happens—call me. Any time. I’ll come get you.”

“Thank you.”

She hugs me, quick and fierce, then disappears back into the crowd. I stand beneath my father’s oak tree, watching the bonfire burn, and make a decision.

Tonight. Before the ceremony. Before doubt can poison everything.

I’ll go to Vance. I’ll give myself to him completely, prove I’m ready to be his mate in every way. My virginity has been a barrier between us for too long, a physical manifestation of my fear of intimacy, of getting close to someone I might lose.

But I won’t lose Vance. He’s not going anywhere.

And tonight, I’ll finally let him in.

The decision settles over me like armor. I smooth my dress, check that my necklace is still secure, and slip away from the bonfire while the pack is distracted by food and drink and celebration.

The pack house is quieter than I expected.

Most of the wolves are outside, enjoying the festivities, and the halls are dim and empty. My heels click against the stone floor, each step echoing too loud in the silence. I climb the stairs to the second floor where Vance’s quarters are, my heart hammering against my ribs.

This is it. This is the moment everything changes.

I reach his door and raise my hand to knock.

Then I hear it.

Sounds from inside. Breathless. Desperate. The kind of sounds that make heat crawl up my neck and settle in my cheeks.

My hand freezes mid-air.

Those sounds—they’re intimate. Private. They’re sounds that should only happen between mates, between people who—

My stomach drops.

No. No, he wouldn’t. He’s probably on a call, or watching something, or—

I push the door open a crack.

The scene on the other side sears itself into my memory with brutal clarity.

Sasha. On her knees in front of Vance, her copper curls tangled in his fingers, her emerald dress pooled around her waist. Vance has his head thrown back, his eyes closed, his mouth open in pleasure as my cousin—

I can’t breathe.

Can’t think.

Can’t process what I’m seeing.

“God, Sasha,” Vance groans, and his voice is rough with desire. “Tomorrow we’ll have everything.”

Sasha pulls back, wiping her mouth, and her laugh is low and triumphant. “Her shares, her inheritance, all of it. The wolfless bitch won’t know what hit her.”

My vision narrows. Tunnels. Every sound becomes muffled except for their voices.

“You’re sure the documents are solid?” Vance asks, and he’s already tucking himself back into his pants, his expression all business now. “If she figures out I tricked her into signing over her company shares—”

“She won’t.” Sasha stands, smoothing her dress. “Kira’s too trusting. Too desperate to believe someone actually wants her. By the time she realizes what we’ve done, she’ll be publicly rejected and exiled, and I’ll be Alpha of Crescent Shadow.”

“And I’ll have access to the Valenzia fortune.” Vance grins, and it’s a expression I’ve never seen on his face. Cold. Calculating. Nothing like the man who courted me. “My uncle will be pleased. He’s been wanting those mining rights for years.”

My hands are shaking. My whole body is shaking.

This isn’t real. This can’t be real.

But Sasha’s laugh cuts through the denial like a knife. “I almost feel bad for her. She actually thinks you love her. That you see past the wolfless weakness to some hidden strength.” She moves into Vance’s arms, and he kisses her. Really kisses her. “Poor, pathetic Kira.”

“She served her purpose,” Vance says against Sasha’s mouth. “That’s all that matters.”

Something in me breaks.

Some fragile thing I didn’t know I was holding together just shatters into a million pieces, and I can’t—I can’t—

My phone. My phone is in my hand. When did I pull it out?

My fingers move on autopilot, opening the camera, hitting record. The video captures everything—Sasha in Vance’s arms, their faces visible, their words clear.

“After the rejection tomorrow,” Vance continues, and I keep recording, “how long before Donovan names you heir?”

“A week. Maybe less. The council already supports me. Without Kira’s claim, there’s no contest.” Sasha pulls back, her eyes gleaming. “And once I’m Alpha, the alliance with Darkspine will be even stronger. Everyone wins.”

“Except Kira,” Vance says.

“Except Kira,” Sasha agrees.

They laugh together, and the sound is nails on a chalkboard, glass in my veins, every nightmare I’ve ever had made real.

I have enough. More than enough.

I back away from the door on numb legs, my heart pounding so hard I think it might burst through my chest. The phone is still in my hand, still recording, proof of their betrayal saved in digital permanence.

Proof that changes nothing.

Because even with evidence, even with their words captured, what can I do? Vance is the heir to Darkspine Pack, protected by his uncle’s power. Sasha has the Crescent Shadow council in her pocket. And I’m—

I’m nothing. Wolfless. Weak. Exactly what they called me.

But I won’t stay here. Won’t let them see me break.

I run.

Down the stairs, through the halls, past the courtyard where the bonfire still burns and my pack still celebrates a mating that will never happen. No one notices me leave. No one ever notices me.

My car is parked at the edge of the property. I fumble with my keys, my hands shaking so badly I drop them twice before managing to unlock the door. The engine roars to life, and I’m driving, foot pressed hard on the accelerator, leaving Crescent Shadow territory behind.

I don’t know where I’m going.

Don’t know what I’m doing.

All I know is that my world just shattered with each footfall, each breath, each beat of my traitorous heart that still hasn’t figured out it should stop hurting.

The road blurs through my tears. The night swallows me whole.

And I drive into it with no destination in mind, no plan, no hope.

Just away. Away from the lies. Away from the betrayal.

Away from everything I thought I knew.
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POV: Darian




The whiskey burns going down, but it does nothing to touch the rage simmering just beneath my skin. I signal the bartender for another, my third in the past hour, and watch him pour with the mechanical precision of someone who’s done this a thousand times before.

“Rough night?” he asks, sliding the glass across the polished wood.

I don’t answer. What would I say? That I’m here for my nephew’s mating ceremony tomorrow, and every instinct I possess is screaming that this union is wrong? That the girl he’s chosen—Kira Valenzia, last heir of the Crescent Shadow Pack—is wolfless, weak, and Vance deserves better than a political arrangement disguised as love?

I lift the glass to my lips, but the burn does nothing. Nothing ever does anymore.

The hotel bar is nearly empty at this hour. Just me, the bartender, and an older couple in the corner booth who can’t keep their hands off each other. The sight makes something twist in my chest. I look away.

My phone buzzes on the bar. Sinclair’s name flashes across the screen.

I pick it up, already knowing what he’s going to say. “Another one?”

“Yes, Alpha.” Sinclair’s voice is tight, controlled, but I hear the strain beneath it. “Female. Early twenties. Found on the eastern border of our territory, same as the others.”

My hand tightens around the glass. “How bad?”

“Torn apart. Claw marks consistent with the previous victims. The human authorities are already on scene.” He pauses. “Darian, if they prove werewolf involvement—”

“I know.” War. Exposure. Everything I’ve built, everything I’ve protected for twelve years, crumbling to dust. “Have you contained the scene?”

“We’re trying, but the humans got there first. They’re asking questions. Demanding answers.”

I drain the rest of my whiskey in one swallow. “I want every pack member accounted for. Anyone who can’t verify their whereabouts during the attack gets brought in for questioning. And Sinclair—”

“Yes, Alpha?”

“Find whoever’s doing this before I do. Because if I get to them first, there won’t be enough left to question.”

I end the call and immediately type out a series of messages. Orders. Contingency plans. Damage control. My fingers move across the screen with practiced efficiency, but my mind is elsewhere.

Five bodies in three months. All human. All killed with brutal precision on or near Darkspine territory. The pattern is too deliberate to be random, too calculated to be the work of a rogue losing control. Someone is trying to start a war, and I need to know who before it’s too late.

I signal the bartender again. He raises an eyebrow but pours without comment.

That’s when the air shifts.

It’s subtle at first—a change in pressure, a disturbance in the atmosphere that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. My wolf surges to the surface with a ferocity that nearly knocks the breath from my lungs.

What the hell?

My vision blurs at the edges, and I grip the bar to steady myself. The whiskey glass slips from my fingers, shattering on the floor in an explosion of crystal and amber liquid. The bartender says something, but his voice sounds distant, muffled, like I’m underwater.

I’ve been drugged.

The realization cuts through the haze with cold clarity. I recognize the symptoms—the disorientation, the way my senses are both dulled and heightened simultaneously, the feeling of my wolf clawing to get out when it should be dormant. Someone slipped something into my drink.

But beneath the drug, beneath the artificial surge of adrenaline flooding my system, there’s something else.

Something that calls to me.

My head snaps up, drawn by an invisible thread, and that’s when I see her.

She stands in the doorway of the bar like an answer to a question I didn’t know I was asking. Chestnut hair tumbles past her shoulders in waves that catch the low lighting, and her eyes—Goddess, her eyes—are the color of aged whiskey, amber and gold and warm. Those eyes meet mine across the room, and I watch them go wide with shock.

Her scent hits me a heartbeat later.

Jasmine and vanilla with an undercurrent of something wild, something untamed, something that makes my wolf roar to life inside me with a single, undeniable word: Mine.

No. That’s impossible. I had a mate. She’s dead.

But my wolf doesn’t care about logic, about impossibility, about the twelve years I’ve spent alone. It recognizes something in this woman, this stranger with terror written across her delicate features, and it wants.

I’m on my feet before conscious thought takes over.

The bartender calls something after me, but I don’t hear it. I can’t hear anything except the thundering of my pulse in my ears, the growl building in my chest, the primal need driving me forward.

She backs away, one step, then another, her eyes never leaving mine.

“You,” I growl, and the word tears from my chest like it’s been ripped out of me.

She turns and runs.

I follow.

The drug makes my movements less fluid than they should be, but it doesn’t slow me down. If anything, it intensifies everything—the need, the hunger, the certainty that if I let her get away, I’ll lose something I can’t afford to lose.

She reaches the elevator, her finger jabbing frantically at the button. The doors start to slide shut, and she slips inside, relief flashing across her face.

I catch the door with my hand, forcing it back open.

Her breath catches, and I step into the elevator with her, letting the doors seal shut behind us. The space is suddenly too small, the air too thick, and when I reach out to halt the movement of the elevator by hitting the emergency button, she flinches.

But she doesn’t run. There’s nowhere left to run.

“What do you want from me?” Her voice shakes, and I watch her throat work as she swallows hard.

I don’t answer. Can’t answer. Because I don’t know what I want, except that being this close to her and not touching her feels like trying to breathe underwater.

I close the distance between us in two strides, driving her back until her spine hits the steel wall of the elevator. My hands brace on either side of her head, caging her in, and I lean in close enough to feel the heat radiating from her skin.

“You,” I say again, because it’s the only word my brain seems capable of forming.

Her eyes search mine, confusion and fear and something else—something that looks dangerously like the same desperate need I feel—flickering in those amber depths.

My hand moves of its own accord, grasping her chin with a tenderness that surprises me. The moment my skin touches hers, sparks erupt beneath my fingertips. Actual sparks, like electricity, like lightning, like something I’ve never felt before.

She gasps, and the sound goes straight through me.

“Goddess, you smell so—” I can’t finish the sentence. Can’t think beyond the jasmine and vanilla scent of her, beyond the way her pulse flutters wildly beneath her jaw, beyond the need consuming me like wildfire.

I press my nose to the crook of her neck, tracing the line where her shoulder meets her throat, and take in her scent in deep pulls that make my head spin. She goes completely still in my arms, her breathing shallow and rapid.

When I touch my lips to her skin—just a brush, just a taste—she whimpers.

That sound. That tiny, breathless sound breaks something in me.

Whatever honorable intentions I might have had, whatever control I’ve been clinging to, it falls away like ash. I press a hungry kiss to her neck, then another, then another, my hands moving over her body like I’m trying to memorize every curve, every hollow.

She trembles against me, and when I pull back enough to look at her face, her pupils are blown wide, her cheeks flushed, her lips parted.

“I need—” she starts, her voice barely a whisper, but I don’t let her finish.

I crush my mouth to hers.

The kiss is everything—desperate, consuming, world-ending. She tastes like mint and something sweet, and when her lips part beneath mine, when her tongue slides against mine, I lose whatever remained of my sanity.

She kisses me back with equal ferocity, her hands fisting in my hair, her body arching into mine. There’s no hesitation in her response, no uncertainty. Just raw, primal need matching my own.

The elevator dings, and the doors slide open.

I don’t know what floor we’re on. Don’t care. I just know I need to get her somewhere private, somewhere I can have her without an audience, before I take her right here against the elevator wall.

I tear my mouth from hers long enough to rasp out, “My room. Now.”

She nods, and I take her hand, pulling her down the hallway. My room is blessedly close—or maybe it’s not, maybe we just move fast enough that it seems close. My hands shake as I fumble with the key card, and she’s pressed against my back, her breath hot on my neck, making simple tasks nearly impossible.

The door finally opens, and we stumble inside.

Clothes become an obstacle I have no patience for. Her shirt tears when I pull too hard, buttons scattering across the floor, but she doesn’t seem to care. She’s working at my belt with fumbling fingers, and when her hand brushes against me through the fabric, I nearly come undone right there.

“Bed,” I manage to say, but we don’t make it that far.

We crash into the wall instead, and I lift her, her legs wrapping around my waist, her back pressed against the plaster. Skin meets skin, and I have never felt anything like this—this ferocious, all-consuming need that obliterates everything else.

She’s inexperienced. I realize it the moment I touch her, feel her uncertainty in the way she hesitates, in the way her breath hitches when I slide my hand between her thighs. But when I pause, when I pull back enough to search her face for any sign she wants to stop, she shakes her head frantically.

“Don’t stop,” she whispers. “Please. Don’t stop.”

So I don’t.

I take her against the wall first, swallowing her cries with my mouth, her nails digging into my shoulders hard enough to draw blood. She’s tight, almost too tight, and when she gasps in pain, I force myself to slow down, to be gentle despite the drug and the need screaming at me to take, claim, mark.

“Breathe,” I murmur against her mouth. “Just breathe. I’ve got you.”

She does, and slowly, her body adjusts. The pain in her expression melts into something else—pleasure, wonder, surrender. When she starts to move against me, when she whispers my name like a prayer, I lose what little control I have left.

We make it to the bed eventually.

I take her again there, slower this time, worshipping every inch of her skin with my mouth and hands. She’s beautiful in a way that makes my chest ache—delicate features, soft curves, a small scar above her left eyebrow that I trace with my thumb.

“How did you get this?” I ask, my voice rough.

“Childhood fall,” she breathes. “I was climbing a tree and—oh, Goddess—”

I’ve found a spot on her inner thigh that makes her whole body arch off the bed, and I file that information away for later, for the next time, because there will be a next time. There has to be.

When I finally slide into her again, when I feel her tighten around me and cry out my name, when my own release crashes over me with the force of an avalanche, I know with absolute certainty that something monumental has just happened.

This wasn’t just sex. This was something else. Something more.

Afterward, she lies in my arms, her body marked with my touch, her scent mingled with mine until I can’t tell where I end and she begins. My wolf is settled for the first time in years, purring with contentment, and I hold her close, breathing in her jasmine and vanilla scent.

“Stay,” I whisper against her hair. “Choose me.”

She murmurs something I can’t quite make out, but it sounds like agreement. Her breathing evens out, and within minutes, she’s asleep.

I should sleep too. But I can’t stop looking at her, this stranger who’s managed to do what twelve years of solitude couldn’t—make me feel something beyond rage and grief and guilt.

I don’t know her name. Don’t know where she came from, why she was in that bar, why her scent called to me like a beacon. But I know I need to find out.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll ask her everything. Tomorrow I’ll figure out what this means, this connection I can’t explain.

For now, I just hold her and let myself believe that maybe, just maybe, I’ve been given a second chance.

I wake to sunlight streaming through the hotel window and an empty bed.

For a moment, I think I imagined it all. The woman, the connection, the overwhelming need that drove me to abandon every shred of control. But then I catch her scent on the sheets, lingering and sweet, and I know it was real.

She’s gone.

I sit up, my head pounding from the drug that’s still working its way through my system, and scan the room. Her clothes are gone. Her shoes. Every trace of her except that fading scent that makes my wolf howl with loss.

“No,” I growl, throwing back the covers.

I search the bathroom. Empty. I check the closet, under the bed, anywhere she might have left something—a phone, a purse, anything with her name on it. But there’s nothing.

I pull on pants and stride into the hallway, barefoot and shirtless, not giving a damn who sees me. The elevator. Maybe she’s still in the building.

But when I reach the lobby, there’s no sign of her. The desk clerk looks at me with poorly concealed alarm as I approach, probably because I look like a madman, my hair disheveled, my eyes wild.

“A woman,” I say, my voice coming out harsher than I intend. “Chestnut hair, amber eyes. Did you see her leave?”

The clerk blinks. “Sir, I’ve seen a lot of people—”

“This morning. Within the last hour. She would have been in a hurry.”

He shakes his head slowly. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t notice anyone matching that description.”

I want to grab him by his collar and shake him until he remembers, but that won’t help. I force myself to step back, to breathe, to think logically.

She left. Deliberately. Without a word, without a note, without even telling me her name.

The realization hits me like a physical blow.

She didn’t want to be found.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out, barely glancing at the screen before answering.

“What?”

“Good morning to you too,” Sinclair says dryly. “I’m calling to remind you that your nephew’s mating ceremony begins in an hour. You’re expected to be there.”

Vance. The ceremony. I’d completely forgotten.

I run a hand through my hair, trying to force my mind back to the present, to the responsibilities I can’t ignore. But all I can think about is her—the woman whose name I don’t know, whose scent still clings to my skin, who made me feel alive for the first time in twelve years.

Gone.

“I’ll be there,” I say, my voice flat.

“Are you alright? You sound—”

“I’m fine. I’ll see you at the ceremony.”

I end the call before he can ask more questions, before I have to explain something I don’t understand myself.

Back in my room, I shower, scrubbing her scent from my skin even though every instinct screams at me to preserve it. I dress in the formal suit required for the ceremony, knot my tie with mechanical precision, and stare at my reflection in the mirror.

I look the same as I did yesterday. Same sharp jawline, same golden eyes, same expression of controlled indifference. But I feel different. Fundamentally, irrevocably different.

The sheets still smell like her.

I strip the bed before I leave, stuffing the sheets into a bag I have no intention of giving to housekeeping. It’s pathetic, keeping her scent like some lovesick teenager, but I can’t help it. It’s all I have left of her.

My phone buzzes again as I’m heading to the car. Vance’s name flashes on the screen.

I almost don’t answer. But duty has always come before personal desires, and today is no exception.

“Vance.”

“Uncle Darian!” His voice is too loud, too cheerful. “I was worried you’d forgotten. Are you on your way?”

“I’m leaving the hotel now.”

“Excellent! I can’t wait for you to meet Kira. I know you have reservations about her being wolfless, but I promise, once you get to know her—”

“I’ll see you at the ceremony,” I interrupt, not wanting to hear him gush about a girl he barely knows, a political arrangement he’s convinced himself is love.

“Right. Of course. See you soon!”

The drive to the ceremonial grounds takes forty minutes. I spend the entire time trying to focus on anything except the memory of whiskey-colored eyes and the devastating certainty that I just let something precious slip through my fingers.

I don’t know who she was. But I know, with the same certainty I know my own name, that I’ll never stop looking for her.

And when I find her—because I will find her—I’m not letting her go again.
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POV: Kira


The water burns my skin, turning it an angry red that almost matches the shame burning through my chest. I scrub harder, the washcloth rough against my shoulders, my breasts, between my thighs where I can still feel him. Where I can still feel everything he did to me—everything I begged him to do.

Citrus and cedar. That’s what he smelled like. Clean and dark and utterly male, and even now, even as I try to wash it away, my traitorous body responds to the memory. My wolf stirs for the first time in ten years, a whisper of presence I thought I’d lost forever, drawn to the surface by a stranger whose name I don’t even know.

I gave him my virginity.

The thought hits me again, fresh and devastating, and a sob tears from my throat. I press my forehead against the cold tile, letting the scalding water pound against my back, and try to understand what happened. One moment I was walking into that hotel bar, numb and broken from discovering Vance’s betrayal. The next, golden eyes were burning into mine and my entire world tilted on its axis.

The pull was instant. Overwhelming. Like every cell in my body recognized him, needed him, would die without him. When he touched me, sparks erupted across my skin. When he kissed me, I forgot my own name. And when he took me—goddess, when he took me—I shattered into a thousand pieces and didn’t care if I ever became whole again.

“Stay,” he’d whispered against my skin, his voice rough with need and something that sounded almost like desperation. “Choose me.”

And I had. In that moment, with his body moving inside mine, with pleasure I’d never imagined coursing through my veins, I’d chosen him. I’d promised to stay.

Then I woke up alone.

Shame floods me again, hot and suffocating. I turn the water hotter, until my skin screams in protest, trying to burn away the memory of his hands, his mouth, the way he looked at me like I was something precious. Like I mattered.

It wasn’t real. It couldn’t have been real. I was drugged—he said he’d been drugged too. Whatever I felt, whatever we did, it was just chemicals and circumstance. It didn’t mean anything. It can’t mean anything.

Because if it did—if what I felt was real—then I betrayed everything. My pack. My duty. Vance.

My hands still, the washcloth falling from my numb fingers. Vance. My fiancé who I found balls-deep in my cousin last night, who schemed to steal my inheritance, who never loved me at all. Why am I feeling guilty about him?

I shut off the water with shaking hands and step out of the shower. My reflection in the mirror is a stranger—swollen lips, marks on my neck that I’ll have to cover with makeup, eyes that look haunted and lost. I wrap a towel around myself and try to breathe.

The mating ceremony starts in two hours. I’m already late. I need to get back to Crescent Shadow territory, need to face Vance and Sasha and expose their lies. The video on my phone is proof enough to destroy them both.

I can’t think about the stranger. I can’t think about golden eyes and calloused hands and the way he made me feel alive for the first time since my parents died. I need to forget last night ever happened, need to bury it so deep that no one ever finds out.

Especially not him.

I dress quickly in the spare clothes I keep in my car, pulling on jeans and a sweater that hides the marks he left on my skin. My hands shake as I braid my damp hair, as I apply makeup to cover the evidence of my shame. The girl in the mirror looks almost normal. Almost like someone who didn’t spend the night screaming a stranger’s name.

The drive back to Crescent Shadow territory passes in a blur of guilt and self-recrimination. I grip the steering wheel so tight my knuckles go white, my mind replaying last night in excruciating detail no matter how hard I try to stop it.

This was the drugs, I tell myself again. Nothing I felt was real. The way my body responded to his—just chemistry. The way he whispered my name like a prayer—just lust. The way he held me afterward, his fingers tracing patterns on my skin while he begged me not to leave—just the aftermath of whatever they’d given us.

It has to be. Because the alternative—that I chose him, that some part of me recognized him as something important, something mine—is too terrifying to face.

I was supposed to mate Vance today. I was supposed to secure the alliance between Crescent Shadow and Darkspine, supposed to fulfill my duty to the pack. Instead, I gave myself to a stranger and woke up with his scent in my hair and his touch burned into my memory.

My wolf stirs again, that faint whisper of presence, and I shove it down hard. I can’t deal with that right now. I can’t deal with any of this. I just need to get through today, expose Vance and Sasha, and figure out how to survive the aftermath.

The ceremonial grounds come into view, and my stomach lurches. The entire pack is assembled—hundreds of wolves in their finest clothes, gathered to witness my mating to Vance Blackwood. I can see the white tent set up for the reception, the altar decorated with flowers, the rows of seats filled with expectant faces.

I park my car in the lot and sit there for a long moment, my heart hammering against my ribs. I can do this. I have to do this. The video will speak for itself. I’ll expose their betrayal, reclaim what they stole, and walk away with my head high.

My phone buzzes with a text from Mira: Where are you? Everyone’s asking. Vance looks worried.

I almost laugh at that. Worried. He’s probably terrified that I figured out his scheme, that his plan to steal my inheritance is about to implode. Good. Let him be terrified.

I text back: On my way. Don’t worry.

Then I step out of the car and walk toward my execution.

The crowd parts as I approach, their whispers following me like ghosts. I can feel their eyes on me, judging, pitying, wondering where the wolfless heir has been all morning. My chin lifts instinctively, and I force myself to meet their gazes without flinching.

Vance stands at the altar in formal black, his pale blue eyes finding mine across the crowd. Relief floods his features, followed quickly by something that looks almost like guilt. His smile is perfect, practiced, and utterly empty.

I want to rip it off his face.

Sasha sits in the front row, her copper curls gleaming in the morning sun, and when our eyes meet, her expression is the picture of supportive cousin. She gives me a little wave, her emerald eyes sparkling with false warmth, and bile rises in my throat.

My hands clench into fists at my sides. These people—these wolves I’ve known my entire life—have no idea what’s about to happen. They think this is a celebration. They think I’m here to fulfill my duty, to become Vance’s mate, to secure the future of our pack.

They have no idea I’m about to burn it all down.

Elder Donovan steps forward, his weathered face solemn, his ceremonial robes flowing around him. “We are gathered here today,” he begins, his voice carrying across the assembled crowd, “to witness the sacred union of Kira Valenzia and Vance Blackwood. This mating represents not just the joining of two souls, but the alliance of two great packs—Crescent Shadow and Darkspine.”

I barely hear his words. My focus is on Vance, on the way his jaw tightens as I approach the altar, on the flash of something like fear in his eyes. He knows. Somehow, he knows I’m not here to go through with this.

“The bond between mates is sacred,” Donovan continues, his staff tapping against the ground with each word. “It is loyalty. Trust. Devotion that transcends all else. When two wolves mate, they become one in the eyes of the moon goddess, their lives forever intertwined.”

Loyalty. Trust. Devotion. The words are ash in my mouth. Vance knows nothing about any of those things.

“Kira Valenzia,” Donovan turns to me, his eyes cold despite the warmth in his voice. “Do you come here of your own free will, ready to accept Vance Blackwood as your mate, to bind yourself to him for all your days?”
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