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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

When Darius's sister and town mayor tells the council that he is to be married to a werewolf for the good of the town, he is far from pleased. He has a good life here and he has his own dreams and aspirations. He is his father's only son and is supposed to be mayor one day, but the position has been filled by his sister. While he has never been troubled by it, he couldn't help but wonder if this is her attempt to be rid of her threat to the position once and for all. 

It is only his sense of duty that compels him to go through with it. There is a feral werewolf pack nipping at their borders, threatening to enslave all of his people and the only way to be safe is, ironically, by making an alliance with another werewolf pack. 

He doesn't know what to expect from the pack of werewolves who welcome him with open arms and he certainly doesn't know what to make of the fact that all of the Alpha's children may lay claim on him, if they so wish. 

He knows even less of the emotions that the youngest of the Alpha's daughter draws out of him, but there is little time for him to get to know her, what with the dangers that lurk in every corner and the run that is soon to happen, where he will be at the mercy of all the werewolves that wish to lay claim on him... 

...

He took a leap of faith and curled his fingers into hers. "Got you," he whispered.

She stared at him until he began to worry that he had broken some sort of werewolf etiquette. Then slowly, her face began to soften until there was no trace of the wall that separated them. "Careful," she squeezed their hands and the size difference made something electric zip down his spine. How could someone so small be so powerful? "I might not let go," she whispered. 

He licked his lips, voice hoarse. "Sounds good."

Her eyes darken. Her lashes had specks of red on it, like blood, and he wanted to brush them away. He lifted his other hand to do just that, but she stopped it at the wrist.

"Darius," she hummed warningly. "You have no idea what you do to me."

He figured it was the same thing that she was doing to him. He overrode the grip with his own strength and cupped her cheek. Her eyes were half-lid, like she couldn't help it and he felt very, very brave. Every doubt watched away. He mapped the lines of that ridiculously perfect, beautiful face, touched that darling lip like he always wanted to.

He was going to taste it. 
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​​​​​Sneak Peek
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"Hey," he whispered nervously. He was unsure why, but he felt the need to be quiet. 

"Hey," she replied, just as low. Was she nervous? He didn't want to disturb her in the middle of her work, but they were late for dinner. 

He took a leap of faith and curled his fingers into hers as a way of stopping her sewing. "Got you," he whispered, almost impulsive. 

She stared at him until he began to worry that he had broken some sort of werewolf etiquette. Then slowly, her face began to soften until there was no trace of the stone that separated them. "Careful," she squeezed their hands and the size difference made something electric zip down his spine. "I might not let go." 

He licked his lips, voice hoarse. "Sounds good." 

Her eyes darken. Her lashes had specks of red on it, like blood, and he wanted to brush them away. He lifted his other hand to do just that, but she stopped it at the wrist. 

"Darius," she hummed warningly. "You have no idea what you do to me." 

He figured it was the same thing that she was doing to him. He overrode the grip with his own strength and cupped her cheek. Her eyes were half-lid, like she couldn't help it and he felt very, very brave. 

Every doubt watched away. He mapped the lines of that ridiculously perfect, beautiful face, touched that darling lips like he always wanted to.

He was going to taste it. 

"Hold still," he murmured. 

​
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​​​​​​Prologue
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​​Darius's fingernails dug into the flesh of his palms, jaw clenching.

His sister’s voice had a finality to it that he knew it would be pointless to argue against. He certainly didn’t agree with that decision. Far from it, really, but for now, he bit his tongue, unwilling to cause a scene in front of the council.

“I will take the proposal to them myself,” Soulrani said, addressing the council, her back turned to Darius.

To their credit, the council didn’t seem too pleased with the decision either, but no one protested. Perhaps they were thankful that it wasn’t their children that were being led to the wolves.

He could feel the anger simmering under the skin, the cruelty of his sister’s decision hitting him in the pit of his stomach. He felt that same burning anger and injustice of it all tremble through him as his sister continued.

“We’ve lost five of our own in the last two weeks,” she said, as if anyone could have forgotten. “Our village can’t keep suffering such losses.”

“What do they stand to gain from this...” Yang paused as he searched for the right word. His amber gaze fell onto Darius and there was something akin to pity in his gaze. “Arrangement,” he settled for saying at last, gesturing weakly in Darius’s direction.

Darius bared his teeth at the elder, who took a step back even though there was no risk of Darius attacking him in broad daylight.

“In times like this, everyone is trying to make allies,” Soulrani replied easily, hands coming to rest behind her back. “They may be wolves, but we’ve hurt their numbers over the years as well.”

“Soulrani is right,” Inra added, her voice gravelly with age, eyes barely opening. “It’s to our benefit to have them as allies. God knows we need as many of them as we can make right now." 

“We have nothing to offer them,” another elder piped in and he felt the urge to snap at him, to demand why none of them had protested earlier when it counted. They were only discussing this among themselves after the agreement had been made, now that they were back in their home turf. Had they bothered to bring up these same arguments when her sister had made the suggestion to the werewolves? What good was discussing it now that it had already been agreed upon? The proposal, he knew, was only a formality. Him and a little something to sweeten the deal

"My brother is not nothing," Soulrani said with an edge to her voice that made him question whether she still cared for him or not. From where he stood, he could see her taking a deep breath to calm herself. Anger wouldn't solve anything here. “Human or wolf, no one wants to lose members of their community. They gain nothing from attacking us and we are not as helpless as you may think we are,” Soulrani directed the last comment right to the elder, who had nothing to say in response. "My brother is an asset. Adding them to their pack would only strengthen them and they know it too." 

He gritted his teeth. That meant she had shared his skillset with them already. It wasn't a secret that his magic was strong, though it manifested itself in a different manner compared to the townsfolk. Still, was she so eager to be rid of him that she would reveal to them what he was capable of? 

"He's your brother, Soulrani," Mina said quietly, her eyes sympathetic as they fell onto Darius. 

"And I will lose him to death or worse, if things remain if they are," Soulrani asserted, turning so that she had him in her peripherals. Her eyes were resolute, that dark shade of blue that reminded him of clear skies. He saw the same eyes whenever he looked in the mirror. "Marriage is a blessing," she said, firm and confident that she was doing the right thing. She didn't say that they would be kind to him or that he would be happy in the strange pack with werewolves whom he had never met before. She hadn't even bothered pulling him aside to let him know who he was to be wedded to, only that the Garang Pack had agreed to an alliance as long as he agreed to be married to one of them. 

The room fell silent because what she said was close to the truth. 

Darius was their first line of defense. If the Kutuk Pack were to attack, he would be the first to die. 

There were no other arguments. No one wanted to say anything for fear that their own families would be offered up as tribute. They didn't ask whether he would be safe there because his safety wasn't their concern. That responsibility belonged to their leader, to his sister... and she had all but forsaken him. 

The good of the many for the life of a single person. 

It was a fair decision. 

It just wasn't fair to him. 
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Chapter One
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“You can run away,” Hamma insisted, her hands gripping his arm, a helplessness to her that made his insides squirm and tense. She looked like she wanted to cry- as if she was the one who had to marry a stranger in a foreign land.

It wasn’t like he hadn’t considered running away when he was first told of what his sister had agreed to, but he was self aware enough to know that he wouldn’t last long out there on his own, mage or not. It hardly mattered how sharp a shooter he was or how well he wielded his sword in the fact of the horrors that lurked around every corner.

He understood his sister’s logic, but to offer his hand to werewolves? 

The decision felt akin to a knife in the back.

Even though logically he understood that she made the decision for the good of the townsfolk, it still felt like a betrayal. 

His mother hadn’t been any help, her eyes red-rimmed when he had returned home after barging out of the town hall, seething with fury from the injustice of it all. He had been tired after spending all night patrolling the perimeters and the morning working in the mill to haul wheat for grinding before returning home, only to be told that it was not going to be his home for long by his mother. Then, he walked to the town hall to listen to a bunch of old men and women debate about his fate as if it wasn't already a done deal. 

He felt like he had spent his whole life doing whatever he could for the town and the people in it and now they were asking him to make another sacrifice. So much for being appreciated. 

His mother offered him nothing except for her tears and he had left the house after she had cried herself to sleep and he was no longer needed there. 

And now he was with Hamma, who had also started crying and he found himself exhausted not just physically, but emotionally. He was the one who was going to have to leave and in need of consoling. Instead, he found himself patting the young woman's back and reassuring her awkwardly that it wasn't that bad. 

"She can't just marry you off!" Hamma exclaimed, rising to her feet. "Were you even asked?" 

He wasn't, but he knew it wouldn't have made a difference. His sister would have explained to her why this was necessary and he would have been upset, but he would have had to deal with the same result at the end of the day. Still, it would have been nice to be asked.  

"You're not cattle to be traded for security," she continued. He had never seen Hamma so riled up.  

That drew a laugh from him. "I doubt they would agree to do this for cattle," he said and focused instead on fixing the lapels of his sister's jacket. He had just fixed this prior to her last trip, so it perplexed him that she managed to ruin it already. He would have his mother ask Soulrani how she managed to tear the cloth- if she had come to any danger during her last trip, but he couldn't deal with more of mother's tears at the moment. Hamma's tears were no better. 

No, that's not true. It was callous and terrible, but he didn't care for Hamma enough to worry about her crying. Hamma was the youngest of five and had always been rather pampered. She was only two years younger than him at eighteen and should have been working in any one of the many shops or farms in the town, but most of them were owned by her father and she believed herself to be exempt from working in them because of that. 

Darius thought that it was dangerous not to be skilled in times like this. Danger lurked in every corner and they could lose half their numbers if the borders didn't hold up. Hamma was, to his knowledge, gifted enough in magic that she should at least be able to help with drawing runes and strengthening the borders, but she had refused to do even that. It was a tiresome work that required long hours in the sun at times and she didn't like getting sweaty. He told her that it was selfish not to be involved in something that would make the town safer, but she dismissed his worry by claiming that there were enough people involved in that effort already and they didn't need her. 

"Maybe they'll say no," Hamma said. 

He didn't say that they had already agreed to this. Now, it was only a matter of how much he brought with him- how much more their people would be willing to offer in exchange for their safety. 

His sister had set off at dawn with five others, protection charms drawn onto their skin and sewn into their coats. There was always the possibility that she would simply not return. While the Garang pack lived with some kind of order, there were other werewolf packs that roamed and attacked with abandon and were trying to wipe out all of his kind. The rules of war meant little to them. 

Although encroaching on the Garang pack hadn't been a very wise decision either, but they didn't have a choice. Their Oracle had forewarned that if they didn't take any steps to ensure their safety, they were going to be drawn into a battle with the Kutuk Pack, an expanding werewolf pack that was known for enslaving witches and forcing them to cast taboo spells that put curses on the castors. They had destroyed many witch towns in their path to conquer everything. 

"They'll agree," he said. Because the alternative meant that they would be facing the Kutuk pack alone. "The enemy of my enemy is my friend," he said, echoing his sister's words when he tried to confront her about it earlier that morning. He was operating on less than an hour's sleep and wished that Hamma was elsewhere so he could gather his own thoughts, but the woman had nothing to do elsewhere. 

"What're you going to do?" Hamma asked, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand when it was clear that he wasn't going to do it for her. 

He wasn't blind. He was aware that the young woman had feelings for him, but he thought he had made it clear to her that he wasn't interested. He had always seen her as the younger sibling he never had and as lovely as she was, he wasn't drawn to her at all in the romantic sense. 

"Romance can be nurtured," she insisted. "My parents were a love match and they adore each other!" she pressed. 

He wanted a partner and companion who shared his world view and his work ethics. Hamma was a good friend, but she was also used to having her way and her refusal to contribute to the betterment of the village was something that had always gnawed on him. It was something that he knew she would be unwilling to change, but he was also unwilling to change his own expectations of what he wanted in a partner. Perhaps one day, she would find someone who was willing to let her have her way in all things. 

And yet, he couldn't help but think that if he had returned her feelings, they would have been married the moment she turned eighteen and he wouldn't be in his predicament.

Even as the thought crossed his mind, he dismissed it. 

It wouldn't be fair to either of them to be married. They wouldn't be happy together. 

Was a werewolf better than Hamma? 

How terrible that thought was. He was glad that Hamma wasn't capable of mind-reading, unlike Vea, his cousin who was able to skim the surface level thoughts of everyone around her. It was more of a curse than a blessing, really, and she had to be in isolation most of the time because of it. Vea was a sweet darling and enjoyed handicrafts, which helped her pass time. He would visit her sometimes. She claimed that his thoughts were calming. There was a point where his mind was a tangled mess of embroidery patterns and she loved asking him questions about all the new stitches he had learned. He thought about work a lot and when he wasn't thinking about all the work he had to do, she claimed that he thought of nothing at all, which was nice. He still wasn't sure if that was a compliment or an insult. 
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