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The needle was the thinnest thing in the room, yet it felt like a broadsword aimed at my throat.




I sat on the edge of the cold examination table, the paper crinkling beneath my thighs with every shallow breath I took. The clinic smelled of bleach and old files, a scent that usually meant safety. Today, it smelled like a burial.




Across from me, Arthur Blackwood, the Alpha of the Blackwood Pack and the father of the boy I loved, stood by the window. He didn’t look like a villain. He looked like a man trying to save a kingdom, and I was the price of the brickwork.




“Dominic is nineteen, Juno,” Arthur said, his voice a low gravel that didn’t need to shout to be heard. “He’s brilliant, he’s strong, and in two years, he will take my seat. But the pack is unstable. The Northern families are looking for any sign of weakness. If they find out his True Mate is a girl with no family name and no political leverage, they will challenge his right to lead before he even sits down.”




I looked at my hands. My nails were bitten short. I was eighteen, and three days ago, my body had finally decided to reveal what I was. The fever had burned through me, the sweet, heavy scent of cedar and honey dripping off my skin so thick I thought I would drown in it.




I was an Omega. And the moment I’d scented Dominic in the hallway afterward, I knew. He was mine. The universe had knitted us together before we were born.




“I can help him,” I whispered. “I know him better than anyone.”




“As his mate, you are a target,” Arthur countered, finally turning to face me. His eyes were hard, the color of wet pavement. “You would be the leash they use to pull him into the dirt. But as a Beta? As his Second? You would be his shadow. You would be the person he trusts most in the world, and no one would ever suspect you were the key to breaking him.”




He stepped closer, holding out a small, amber vial. “This is a medical-grade suppressant. It doesn’t just hide the scent, Juno. It alters the hormone output. Your eyes won’t change color. Your scent will flatline into something neutral, something boring. You will look, act, and smell like a Beta. To Dominic, you will just be his best friend. His most loyal soldier.”




“He’ll feel it,” I said, a tear finally escaping and hitting my knee. “The bond… he’ll know something is missing.”




“He’s young. He’ll think it’s just the stress of the transition. Eventually, his instincts will quiet down. He’ll find a suitable Omega—one with a name that strengthens the pack—and he’ll live a good life. And you? You get to stay. You get to protect him. You get to be by his side every single day.”




The alternative was exile. If I stayed as an unbonded Omega, the pack laws would force me into a pairing with a high-ranking Alpha I didn’t know, simply to keep the bloodlines pure. I would be moved to a different wing of the estate, or worse, traded to another pack for territory.




I would lose the way his eyes crinkled when he laughed. I would lose the way he always saved me the last slice of pizza. I would lose the person who made the world feel quiet.




“It will hurt,” Arthur warned. “The injections go directly into the mating gland. Every month. It will feel like fire, and the side effects aren’t pleasant. Migraines, tremors, a constant sense of being… halved.”




“Give it to me,” I said. My voice didn’t shake this time.




Arthur signaled to the doctor waiting in the shadows. The man moved forward with the needle.




“Tuck your hair back, Juno,” the doctor said softly.




I pulled my hair over my shoulder, exposing the sensitive skin of my neck. My mating gland was already pulsing, a small, raised knot of nerves that was crying out for Dominic’s mark. It wanted to be claimed. It wanted to be loved.




Instead, I felt the cold swipe of an alcohol pad.




“On three,” the doctor murmured.




I closed my eyes and pictured Dom. I pictured him at the training grounds, sweat soaking his shirt, grinning at me as we sparred. I pictured the future Arthur had described—Dom on a throne, powerful and safe. If the cost of his safety was my soul, I would pay it. I would pay it every month until my heart stopped beating.




The needle sank in.




It wasn’t a sharp pain. It was a thick, invading pressure. It felt like someone was pouring molten lead into my veins. My wolf let out a long, mournful howl in the back of my mind, a sound of pure agony as the chemical wall slammed down around her.




I gasped, my fingers digging into the vinyl of the table. The vibrant colors of the room seemed to bleed into shades of grey. The rich, complex scents of the world—the dust in the air, the rain on the window, Arthur’s heavy Alpha musk—all of it curdled and died.




I felt empty. I felt like a house that had been gutted by fire, leaving only the charred frame behind.




“It’s done,” the doctor said, withdrawing the syringe.




I stayed still for a long time, waiting for the world to come back. It didn’t. I touched my neck. The gland was already swelling, a hard, bruised lump that throbbed with a dull, sickening heat.




“Go to him,” Arthur said. His voice was softer now, almost kind, which made it worse. “He’s been looking for you all morning. He’s confused, Juno. Fix it.”




I stood up. My legs felt like lead, and my head was already beginning to pound with the first of a thousand migraines. I walked out of the clinic, through the sterile hallways, and out into the bright, unforgiving sunlight of the estate.




I found Dominic at the edge of the woods. He was pacing, his movements agitated and jerky. When he caught my scent—or rather, the lack of it—he spun around.




His eyes were wide, searching. He crossed the distance between us in three long strides, stopping just inches from me. He leaned in, his nose brushing against the hair near my temple. I held my breath, my heart screaming Look at me, please look at me.




He frowned, his brows knitting together. He sniffed again, a deep, searching inhalation.




“Juno?” he asked, his voice sounding lost. “What happened? You… you smelled like heaven this morning. I’ve been going crazy trying to find you.”




I forced a laugh. It sounded hollow to my ears, but he didn’t notice. “It was just the fever breaking, Dom. You know how it is. My hormones were all over the place. The doctor gave me some blockers to level me out. I’m a Beta. Just like we thought.”




Dominic stepped back, his expression shifting from desperation to a confused sort of relief. “A Beta,” he repeated. He looked down at his hands, then back at me. “Right. Yeah, of course. I just… I thought for a second…”




He trailed off, shaking his head as if to clear a fog. The “Sensory Glitch” was already taking hold. His brain was telling him one thing, but the chemicals I had just injected were telling him another.




“I’m glad,” he said finally, a small, forced smile touching his lips. He reached out and punched my shoulder lightly, the way he always did. “I don’t know what I’d do if you were an Omega. I’d have to start treating you like a girl. This is better. You and me, Grey. Team Blackwood.”




“Team Blackwood,” I echoed.




The lie tasted like copper in my mouth.




He draped his arm over my shoulders, pulling me into his side as we started walking back toward the main house. It was the same gesture he’d used a thousand times, but today, it felt different. It felt like a tether.




I was his best friend. I was his shadow. I was the person who would stand by him while he married someone else, while he loved someone else, and while he lived the life I had bought for him with my own identity.




As we walked, I looked at the bruise on his forearm from training, and I realized I would never be the one to heal it. I would never be the one he turned to in the dark. I would be the ghost in the room, the girl who was always there but never truly seen.




My neck throbbed with every step.




“You okay?” Dom asked, glancing down at me. “You’re really quiet today.”




“Just a headache,” I said, looking straight ahead. “I’ll be fine.”




I had to be fine. Because for Dominic Blackwood, the world was just beginning to open up. And for Juno Grey, the sun had just gone down for the last time.
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The scent of cedar and expensive leather hit me before I even opened the door to Dominic’s office, a reminder that some things were meant to be mine and never would be. It was a smell that should have felt like home. Instead, after ten years of suppressants, it felt like a warning.




I adjusted the high collar of my tactical shirt. The fabric was stiff, rubbing against the tender skin behind my ear where the injection site was throbbing. It was a rhythmic, dull ache, a sign that my body was tired of the chemicals. My wolf was pacing a cage of my own making, her claws scratching at the edges of my mind.




He’s in there, she whispered. The half of our soul that doesn’t know we exist.




“Shut up,” I breathed, pushing the door open.




Dominic Blackwood didn’t look up. He was hunched over his mahogany desk, the sleeves of his white dress shirt rolled up to his elbows. His forearms were thick, corded with muscle and etched with the faint white lines of old training scars. He looked broader this year. Every time I saw him, he seemed to take up more space in the room, his Alpha presence weighing down the air until it was hard to draw a full breath.




“You’re late, Grey,” he said. His voice was a low, gravelly vibration that skipped across my skin like a physical touch.




“Three minutes, Dom. Traffic was backed up near the south border,” I said. My voice was flat. I had spent a decade perfecting that tone—the voice of a reliable Beta, a right-hand man, a shadow.




He finally lifted his head. His eyes were the color of a storm over the Atlantic, piercing and restless. He didn’t return to his paperwork. Instead, he tilted his head, his nostrils flaring as he took a long, slow breath. I felt my pulse jump. I wondered if I’d messed up the dosage. I wondered if the heat of the office was making the scent of honey and burnt sugar leak through my pores.




He frowned, a deep line appearing between his dark brows. “You smell like nothing,” he muttered. It wasn’t a compliment. It sounded like an accusation. “Just soap and that sharp, chemical sting of yours. It’s distracting.”




I felt the familiar twist of the “Sensory Glitch” in his behavior. Because his wolf couldn’t find a scent on me to categorize, his instincts were perpetually on edge. To him, I was a biological blank space, a puzzle he couldn’t solve. It kept him irritable whenever I was close.




“It’s the new detergent the barracks are using,” I lied. The words came out easy because I’d said them a thousand times. “And you’re just wound tight because of the council meeting. You’re looking for something to be annoyed at.”




Dominic leaned back, his leather chair creaking under his weight. He ran a hand through his hair, pushing the dark strands back only for them to fall right back into that perfectly messy swoop. “The council doesn’t care about my mood, Juno. They care about the Union. They’ve been breathing down my neck for months about securing the bloodline.”




I tightened my grip on the file I was holding. The paper crinkled under my thumb. “And? What did you tell them?”




“I told them I’ve made my choice.” He looked at me then, and for a heartbeat, the professional mask slipped. I saw a flash of something raw—a desperate, searching look that made my stomach flip. But it vanished as quickly as it appeared. “Vanessa is coming over tonight. The Northern Pack is sending her to discuss the merger terms over dinner at The Gilded Lily. I need you to run the security sweep of the restaurant before we arrive.”




The name felt like a physical blow to my chest. Vanessa. I’d seen her photos. She was a high-born Omega with hair like spun silk and a scent that supposedly smelled like spring rain. She was everything I was pretending not to be.




“Security sweep. Right,” I said, my voice barely holding steady. “I’ll get on it. I’ll make sure the perimeter is clear and the staff is vetted.”




“Check the private entrance too,” Dom added, turning back to his monitor. “I don’t want any paparazzi or rival pack scouts ruining the night. This has to go perfectly, Juno. The transition of power depends on this alliance.”




“I know the stakes, Dom. I’ve been guarding them since we were kids.”




I turned to leave, but his voice stopped me when my hand hit the brass knob.




“Juno?”




I didn’t turn around. I couldn’t. I didn’t want him to see the way my eyes were watering from the sudden, sharp spike of a migraine. “Yeah?”




“Is your head hurting again? You’re standing stiff. You look like you’re made of glass.”




He noticed. He always noticed the symptoms, but he was blind to the cause. He thought I was a sickly Beta with a dedicated streak. He didn’t realize he was looking at a woman who was literally poisoning herself so she wouldn’t be exiled from his side.




“Just a tension headache,” I said, staring at the wood grain of the door. “I’ll take something for it before I head to the restaurant. You just worry about your date.”




I walked out of the office before he could reply. The hallway was long and quiet, lined with portraits of Alphas who had come before him. As I walked, I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck. My fingers came away damp. I wasn’t just sweating; the injection site was weeping.




I made it to the bathroom at the end of the hall and locked myself in a stall. I sat on the closed lid of the toilet and put my head in my hands. The light from the fluorescent bulbs above felt like needles stabbing into my brain.




This was the life I had chosen. I could have been an Omega in a comfortable house, cared for and scented by a mate. Instead, I was a ghost in a tactical vest, clearing the way for the man I loved to sit down to dinner with another woman.




I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small, unmarked vial and a fresh syringe. My hands were shaking. I knew the doctors had warned me about the long-term effects. They talked about nerve damage, about the risk of permanent scent-blindness, about how my wolf might eventually just give up and die.




But then I thought about Dominic’s face when he looked at me in that office. Even through his irritation, even through the “nothing” scent I projected, he looked at me like I was the only person in the world who understood him. If I stopped the injections, I’d be a mate he was forced to take. He’d feel the bond, and he’d hate me for the deception. Or worse, he’d be forced to step down as Alpha because I wasn’t the “political” choice the pack needed.




I couldn’t let that happen.




I wiped the back of my neck with an alcohol swab, the scent of it stinging my nose. I found a spot just half an inch away from the last bruise and pushed the needle in. The liquid burned. It felt like ice water being forced into my veins, freezing the fire of my true nature back down into the basement of my soul.




I waited for the gray fog to settle over my senses. Within minutes, the vibrant world dimmed. The smell of the cleaning supplies in the bathroom faded into a dull, flat odor. The pounding in my head eased into a manageable throb.




I stood up and looked at myself in the mirror over the sink. My eyes, which should have been a warm, glowing amber, were a flat, stony hazel. I looked tired. I looked like a soldier who hadn’t slept in a week.




“You’re fine,” I told my reflection. “You’re just the help.”




I left the bathroom and headed for the garage. I had a job to do. I had to go to a five-star restaurant and make sure the lighting was romantic and the exits were secure. I had to ensure that nothing would interrupt the moment Dominic Blackwood decided to give his future to a woman who wasn’t me.




As I drove toward the city, the sun began to set, casting long, bloody shadows over the road. My phone buzzed in the center console. It was a text from Leo, the only friend who knew even a fraction of the truth.




You okay? I saw his car heading toward the florist.




I didn’t reply. There was nothing to say. I just gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white, wishing for a scent I wasn’t allowed to have and a life I wasn’t allowed to lead.




By the time I reached The Gilded Lily, the migraine was gone, replaced by a cold, hollow emptiness. I stepped out of the car, adjusting my holster. The valet looked at me and immediately looked away—I was just another Beta enforcer, invisible and unimportant.




I walked into the restaurant, my boots clicking on the marble floor. The manager hurried over, recognizing the Blackwood crest on my jacket.




“Everything is ready for the Alpha’s arrival,” the man said, bowing slightly. “The corner table is secluded, as requested. We have the lilies arriving now.”




“Show me,” I said.




I followed him to the back of the room. The table was draped in white linen. In the center was a crystal vase. As the florist placed the lilies inside, the cloying, sweet scent of the flowers filled the air. It was a feminine scent. A soft scent.




I stood there for a long moment, staring at the empty chairs. I imagined Dom sitting there, leaning across the table to take Vanessa’s hand. I imagined him smelling those lilies and thinking they were the most beautiful thing in the world, because he had no idea that the woman standing five feet away actually smelled like the home he’d been searching for his whole life.




“Is the lighting to your satisfaction?” the manager asked nervously.




“It’s fine,” I said, my voice sounding like it was coming from a long way off. “It’s perfect.”




I turned and walked toward the kitchen to check the service staff. I had twelve hours until the next dose, and a long night of watching my heart break in high definition. This was the job. This was the bond. And as the first guests began to arrive, I realized the hardest part wasn’t the pain of the needles—it was the fact that I was getting used to being a ghost.
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I watched the jeweler slide a tray of diamonds across the velvet counter, and for a split second, I wondered if the suppressants would finally kill me before the heartbreak did.




The lights in the boutique were too bright. They caught the edges of the stones, sending sharp shards of white light into my eyes that fed the low-grade throb behind my temples. My tactical boots felt heavy and out of place on the plush cream carpet. I stood three steps behind Dominic, my hands clasped behind my back in a standard security stance, playing the role of the dutiful Beta protector.




“What do you think, Grey?” Dom asked. He didn’t turn around. He didn’t have to. He was an Alpha; he knew exactly where I was standing down to the millimeter.




“It’s a four-carat pear cut, Dominic,” I said. My voice was a flat, dry stone. “It’s expensive. It matches the Northern Pack’s status. Vanessa will like it.”




He finally turned, leaning his hip against the glass case. He looked expensive too. His tailored charcoal suit strained against his shoulders, a silent warning of the power he kept tucked away under silk and wool. He looked at me with that brooding, narrow-eyed intensity that usually made my wolf want to roll over and offer him her throat. Today, it just made me want to scream.




“I didn’t ask if Vanessa would like it,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “I asked what you think of it.”




“My opinion isn’t part of the security protocol.”




Dom’s jaw tightened. A faint, spicy scent of sandalwood and agitated Alpha pheromones began to bleed into the air. In any other world, I would have responded with my own scent—something sweet to calm him, something that said I’m here, I’m yours. Instead, I stayed a blank slate. A void.




“Forget the protocol for five minutes,” he snapped, turning back to the tray. He picked up a delicate platinum band set with a pale blue diamond. “This one. It reminds me of the river behind the estate. Where we used to hide from the tutors.”




My heart did a slow, painful roll in my chest. He remembered. He was picking out a ring for another woman, yet he was using our memories to find the right one. It was a special kind of torture.




“The blue is too subtle for a political union,” I said, forcing the words through a throat that felt like it was closing. “Go with the pear cut. It’s loud. It makes a statement.”




“Right. A statement,” he muttered. He dropped the blue diamond back onto the velvet like it had burned him.




The jeweler, a thin man who seemed terrified of Dom’s radiating energy, cleared his throat. “Shall we look at the matching bands, Alpha Blackwood? Most couples prefer a set that locks together. Inseparable.”




Inseparable. The word felt like a physical blow.




The migraine spiked. A sharp, hot needle of pain drove through my left eye, a direct result of the chemical cocktail keeping my Omega nature buried. I swayed, just a fraction of an inch, but Dom caught it. He was off the stool and at my side before the jeweler could blink.




“Juno.” His hand gripped my upper arm. His touch was electric, even through the layers of my sleeve. “You’re gray. You’re actually turning gray.”




“I’m fine. It’s just the lights,” I lied. I tried to pull away, but his grip only tightened.




“It’s not the lights. You’ve been off for weeks. You’re losing weight, you’re pale, and you smell like a goddamn hospital.” He leaned in closer, his nose hovering near my neck, right over the high collar that hid my injection bruises.




I stopped breathing. If he scented me now, while his pulse was up and his Alpha was on high alert, he might catch the ghost of my true self. The suppressants were strong, but they weren’t magic.




“Dom, back off,” I whispered, my voice trembling with a mix of fear and sheer longing.




“Don’t tell me to back off. I’m your Alpha.”




“You’re my boss,” I corrected him, finding a sudden spark of anger to anchor me. “And you’re in the middle of choosing a ring for your future wife. Focus on the diamonds, Dominic. Leave my health to the pack doctors.”




He let go of me as if I’d slapped him. The silence in the boutique became heavy, thick with things we weren’t allowed to say. Dominic was an Alpha who prided himself on control, but I could see the frustration rolling off him in waves. He didn’t understand why his “Beta friend” was suddenly so prickly, and he certainly didn’t understand why his inner wolf was snarling at the idea of him marrying Vanessa.




He turned back to the counter, his movements jerky. “Fine. The pear cut. Wrap it up.”




The jeweler scurried away to process the payment. Dom stood with his back to me, staring at his own reflection in the mirror behind the counter. He looked like a man heading toward a funeral, not a wedding.




“You’re going to the Northern border tomorrow,” he said, his voice cold and professional again. “I want a full report on the patrol shifts before you leave. If you’re too sick to do your job, tell me now so I can find a replacement.”




The threat of being replaced—of being sent away from him—hurt worse than the migraine.




“I’ll have it on your desk by midnight,” I said.




“Good.”




The jeweler returned with a small, mahogany box wrapped in a silver ribbon. He handed it to Dominic, who shoved it into his pocket without a second glance. He didn’t look happy. He looked haunted.




We walked out of the store and into the cool autumn air. The sidewalk was busy, humans and shifters alike moving through the city, oblivious to the silent war happening between the two of us. I fell into step behind him, the perfect shadow.




As we reached the black SUV parked at the curb, Dom stopped with his hand on the door handle. He looked back at me, the wind rumbling through his dark hair. For a second, the mask slipped. He looked at me with a raw, confused desperation.




“Why does this feel wrong, Juno?” he asked. It wasn’t a command. It was a plea.




I looked at him, my heart breaking into a thousand jagged pieces. I wanted to tell him. I wanted to rip off my shirt, show him the bruises, and let my scent fill the street until he realized I was the only one who could ever truly be his. I wanted to tell him that the “wrongness” he felt was the bond screaming at him to stop.




But I thought of his father’s warning. I thought of the rivals who would kill me just to weaken him. I thought of the stability of the pack that depended on his “perfect” union.




“It’s just nerves, Dom,” I said, my voice as cold as the platinum ring in his pocket. “Everyone gets them before a big commitment.”




He stared at me for a long beat, searching for a lie he couldn’t quite find. Finally, he got into the car and slammed the door.




I climbed into the driver’s seat, my hands shaking as I gripped the steering wheel. I could smell the faint trace of the ring box—new leather and cold metal. It was a physical weight in the car, a boundary marker that told me exactly where I stood.




I started the engine and pulled into traffic. Every turn we took toward the estate felt like a countdown. Tomorrow, I would be at the border. Tomorrow, I would be away from the suffocating scent of his conflict. But tonight, I had to sit in his office and pretend that the sight of that ring hadn’t finished the job the suppressants started.




My head throbbed again, a sharp, rhythmic pulse of pain that reminded me of the ticking clock. The dosage was too high. I knew it. My body was starting to reject the poison I was feeding it to stay hidden.




As I glanced in the rearview mirror, I saw Dominic staring out the window, his hand resting on the pocket where the ring sat. He looked miserable.




I turned the radio up to drown out the sound of my own shallow breathing. I had to keep it together. Just a few more months of the mask, a few more months of the silence, and he would be mated. Then, maybe, I could finally go away and disappear before the silence became permanent.




But as we pulled through the iron gates of the Blackwood estate, I saw Vanessa’s car parked in the driveway. The sight of it was a fresh blade to the ribs.




“She’s early,” Dom muttered, his tone bordering on resentful.




“She’s excited,” I countered, though the words tasted like ash. “Go be a fiancé, Dom. I have reports to write.”




I parked the car and stepped out, not waiting for him. I needed to get to my room. I needed the needle. I needed the dark.




As I walked away, I felt his eyes on my back, heavy and questioning. I didn’t turn around. I couldn’t. If I looked at him one more time, I was afraid I’d lose the strength to keep the secret that was killing me.




I hurried toward the servants’ entrance, the pain in my head blooming into a full-blown roar. The “Sensory Glitch” was getting worse. I could hear his heartbeat over the sound of the wind, a steady, thumping rhythm that called out to mine.




Mate, my wolf whimpered, her voice weak and fading. Please. He’s right there.




“He’s not ours,” I whispered into the empty hallway, the shadows swallowing me whole. “He’s hers.”




I reached my small, sterile room and locked the door. I didn’t turn on the light. I reached for the medical kit hidden under the floorboards, my fingers fumbling with the glass vial. My vision was blurring, dark spots dancing at the edges of my sight.




I had to stay a Beta. I had to stay a ghost. Because the moment I became a woman—the moment I became his Omega—was the moment the world would tear him apart to get to me.




I plunged the needle into my neck, the cold burn of the suppressants flooding my veins. The heartbeat in my ears faded. The colors of the world washed out into gray.




I leaned my head against the cold wall, waiting for the numbness to take hold. Outside, I heard the faint sound of Vanessa’s laughter echoing from the patio.




The ring was bought. The cage was locked. And I was just the guard watching the door.
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I didn’t think it was possible to feel this much like a ghost while still having a heartbeat.




The restaurant was the kind of place that charged thirty dollars for a glass of water and expected you to whisper. It was all white tablecloths, soft jazz, and the suffocating scent of lilies. That was Vanessa’s scent. It was floral, delicate, and so cloying it made the back of my throat itch. To anyone else, she smelled like the perfect Omega. To me, she smelled like the end of my life.




I wasn’t sitting at the table. I was standing ten feet away, near the heavy velvet curtains of the private alcove. My role tonight was “Security Detail,” a fancy title for the person who stands in the corner and pretends not to watch the man she loves pull out a chair for another woman.




Dominic looked restless. He was wearing a charcoal suit that made his shoulders look impossibly wide, but he kept tugging at his tie. Every few minutes, his eyes would drift toward me, scanning my face before snapping back to Vanessa. It was a nervous habit he’d developed lately—checking to see if I was still there, like he was afraid I’d evaporate if he didn’t look.




“Dominic, you haven’t heard a word I’ve said,” Vanessa pouted. She reached across the table, her manicured fingers brushing his sleeve. “I was saying that the spring gala should be hosted at our estate. It’s only right, once the Union is official.”




Dom’s jaw tightened. “It’s a bit early to be planning the gala, Vanessa. We haven’t even signed the contract.”




“Oh, don’t be so stiff,” she laughed, a high, tinkling sound that grated on my nerves. She turned her head slightly, her gaze landing on me like I was a smudge of dirt on a clean floor. “And really, do we have to have her standing right there? It’s a bit dampening for the mood, don’t you think? Having a servant watch us eat?”




The word servant hit me in the chest, but I didn’t flinch. I kept my hands clasped behind my back, my gaze fixed on the far wall. I was a shadow. Shadows don’t have feelings.




“Juno isn’t a servant,” Dom said. His voice had dropped an octave, the low rumble of a warning. “She’s my Second. She’s a Beta of the Blackwood pack.”




Vanessa rolled her eyes, delicately sipping her wine. “Beta, servant—it’s the same thing in the end, isn’t it? They’re just… there. To fill the gaps. Honestly, Dominic, I don’t know why you rely on her so much. She has no scent, no presence. It’s almost eerie. My father says that working too closely with Betas dulls an Alpha’s instincts. They’re so plain, so unremarkable. It’s like keeping a stray dog in the house because you’ve forgotten what a real breed looks like.”




I felt a hot prickle of shame crawl up my neck. I wanted to reach up and touch the gland behind my ear, to feel the bruises that proved I wasn’t “plain,” but I stayed still. I was used to the insults. Usually, I just let them wash over me. I was a ghost; words shouldn’t be able to draw blood.




But then the air in the room changed.




It happened in a split second. The temperature seemed to drop, and the atmospheric pressure spiked. It was the weight of an Alpha’s intent—thick, suffocating, and terrifying.




Dominic didn’t yell. He didn’t move fast. He simply set his wine glass down with a click that sounded like a gunshot in the quiet room.




“Get out,” he said.




Vanessa blinked, her smile faltering. “What? Dominic, I was just—”




“I said, get out.” Dom stood up. The movement was slow and predatory. He didn’t look at her like a suitor anymore; he looked at her like a threat. “You will not speak about her that way. Not in my presence. Not ever.”




“She’s just a Beta!” Vanessa’s voice rose, cracking with indignation. “You’re throwing away a political alliance for a girl who smells like hospital soap and silence? She’s nothing! She’s a placeholder!”




Dom leaned across the table. His eyes were no longer grey; they were a molten, glowing gold. The Alpha was forward, baring his teeth in a way that had nothing to do with human manners.




“She is the only reason I’m still standing,” Dom growled, the sound vibrating through the floorboards. “She has more loyalty in her ‘plain’ little finger than your entire bloodline has in its history. If you think she is unremarkable, it’s because you aren’t worthy of seeing her. Now, leave before I forget that our fathers are friends.”




Vanessa scrambled to her feet, her face turning a blotchy red. She grabbed her clutch, sobbing in a mix of fury and fear, and bolted for the exit. The heavy doors swung shut behind her, leaving the alcove in a deafening silence.




My heart was thundering so loud I was sure he could hear it. My hands were shaking. I shouldn’t have been happy—this was a disaster. The alliance was the whole point of the year. His father would be livid.




Dominic didn’t turn around immediately. He stood there, his hands braced on the table, his breath coming in heavy, jagged heaves. He looked like he’d just fought a war.




“Dom,” I whispered, stepping out of the shadows. “You shouldn’t have done that. The contract—”




“To hell with the contract,” he snapped, finally turning to face me.




He moved toward me with a suddenness that made me gasp. Before I could move, he had his hands on my shoulders, pinning me against the velvet curtains. He was too close. The smell of him—that rich cedar and dark spice—overwhelmed the fading lilies until I felt lightheaded.




His eyes were still gold, searching my face with a desperate, frantic energy. He looked like a man starving, and I was the only thing in sight.




“Why do you let them say those things?” he demanded, his thumbs digging into the fabric of my shirt. “Why do you just stand there and take it?”




“Because it doesn’t matter, Dom,” I said, my voice trembling. “I’m a Beta. That’s how the world sees me. It’s fine.”




“It’s not fine!” he roared, slamming his hand against the wall beside my head. The force of it made the curtains rattle. “It’s not fine with me. When she called you a servant… when she said you were nothing… I felt like she was tearing a piece of my own skin off. Why, Juno? Why does it hurt me so much when someone touches you?”




He leaned in, his nose brushing against my temple. He was sniffing me again—that deep, searching inhale that always terrified me. He was hunting for a truth I had spent a decade burying.




“There’s something wrong with me,” he whispered, his forehead dropping to rest against mine. “I look at her, and I feel nothing. I look at you, and I can’t breathe. You smell like nothing, Juno. You’re supposed to be my friend. My Beta. But my wolf… he wants to kill anyone who looks at you. He wants to tear the world down just to keep you in a room with me.”




I held my breath, the scent of him druging me, making me want to scream the truth. I wanted to tilt my head back, rip off the collar, and show him the mark. I wanted to tell him that his wolf felt that way because I belonged to him.




“You’re just tired, Dom,” I lied, the words tasting like ash. “You’re stressed about the seat. It’s just… the pressure.”




He pulled back just enough to look me in the eye. The gold was fading, replaced by a deep, haunted grey. He looked broken.




“Is that all it is?” he asked softly.




He reached up, his fingers hovering near the gland behind my ear. I flinched instinctively, pulling away. If he touched it, he’d feel the swelling. He’d feel the heat.




His hand dropped, his expression hardening into something cold and lonely. “Right. The ‘Beta’ doesn’t like to be touched. I forgot.”




He stepped away, putting five feet of empty air between us. The heat left the room instantly. He adjusted his suit jacket, his movements stiff and mechanical.




“Go home, Juno,” he said, not looking at me. “I’ll handle my father. I’ll tell him Vanessa wasn’t a good fit.”




“Dom—”




“Go home,” he repeated, his voice cracking. “Before I say something I can’t take back.”




I turned and walked away, my legs feeling like lead. As I exited the restaurant and hit the cold night air, the first pang of a migraine began to bloom behind my left eye. It was sharp, like a needle.




I had survived another night, but as I walked toward my car, I realized the cost was getting higher. Dom wasn’t just pining unconsciously anymore. He was starting to wake up. And if he woke up before I was ready to tell him the truth, he would never forgive me for the lies.




The shadow was getting heavier, and I didn’t know how much longer I could carry it alone.














