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  Chapter 78 The Alpha In Charge

Eric's POV

The city was waking up when we arrived; lights flickering on, streets still half-asleep. I hated that the world kept moving while she lay silent in my arms.

She wasn't breathing right. Too shallow. Too weak. "Drive faster," I roared, though the driver was already pushing the limit. My voice didn't sound like mine. It sounded hollow and broken. The convoy of black SUVs slid to a violent stop in front of the Pack's biggest hospital. Before anyone could open a door for me, I was already out, holding her close, her head tucked under my chin like I could protect her from death itself.

People were waiting. Too many of them. Doctors. Nurses. A man in a suit I recognized as the hospital head. "Alpha Eric," he said quickly, almost bowing. "Everything is prepared. The surgeons are ready."

"Move," I said. Hands reached for her. I stepped past them.

Murmurs followed us down the hall, shoes squeaking on the polished floor, fear thick in the air. They knew better than to touch her without my permission. Inside the operating room corridor, I finally slowed.

I placed her on the table myself. My hands shook when I pulled back.

She looked fragile. Not like the woman who stood up to monsters. Not like the one who jumped without thinking.

I leaned down, resting my forehead against hers for a second too long. "Stay," I whispered. "You don't get to leave me." I straightened and faced the surgeon. "She lives," I said simply. "That's the only outcome I accept."

The surgeon nodded, pale. "We'll do everything we can."

"That won't be enough," I replied coldly. "Do more."The doors shut between us. The red light came on. I stood there for a moment, staring at it, before my legs finally gave out. I dropped into a chair, my hands clasped together like a prayer I didn't believe in anymore.

Minutes passed. Or hours. I couldn't tell. Footsteps approached.

Bella. She looked nothing like the woman I'd last seen, her face swollen from crying, her body wrapped in borrowed clothes. She stopped a few steps away from me. "Eric…" her voice trembled. "Is she..?"

I didn't look at her. "I warned you," I said quietly.

Bella broke. "I know," she sobbed. "I was blind. I thought he loved me. I thought I could fix him. I almost got us killed…" She dropped to the floor, crying into her hands.

I didn't even realize Bella was crying until I heard the muffled sobs. I turned my eyes on her, cold and sharp. "She shouldn't have saved you," I said, each word cutting like steel. "You should've been the one on that table… bleeding out. Not her." Her body froze. Then she sank, shaking, onto the floor, hiding her face in her hands.

Footsteps thundered down the hallway. My parents came running, panic written on their faces.

"Bella! Baby, are you hurt?" Mother cried, scooping her up. Bella clung to her, sobbing, but I didn't flinch.

"And what did you just say to your sister?" the former Alpha barked at me, veins standing out on his neck. "You wish she was on that table instead? That's your blood! How could you even…"

I didn't answer. Let them yell. Let them feel a fraction of the fear I'd felt holding Elena in my arms, watching life almost leave her because of Bella. Her mother's hands inspected Bella's scraped arms, torn clothes. "Look at you! How could you be so reckless? Where are the nurses? Eric, why did you let this happen to your pregnant sister?"

I ignored them. My eyes stayed on the ER doors. Elena's life was all that mattered. The doors swung open abruptly. A doctor emerged, scrubbed in blood, face pale. "How is she?" I demanded, stepping forward. My voice was low, a quiet growl that made him flinch.

"She's… critical, Alpha," he said. "We've lost a lot of blood. We're doing everything we can, but…"

Bella's mother's voice cut through the tension. "Doctor! Check her immediately! She's the Silver Crest Pack's heiress. Her life comes first!"

Bella's whisper was barely audible. "Mom… Elena's worse off… she's still in surgery…"

Mother snapped, venom in her tone. "Look at you! Scraped, bleeding, barely standing. You will be treated! Now!"

I growled low in my throat, a sound that carried through the hallway.

"GUARDS!" I barked. Immediately, rifles rose, leveled at the former Alpha and Luna. They froze. My authority was absolute.

"What…are you insane?!" the old Alpha shouted. "Pointing guns at your family? How dare you?"

"I take orders from the CURRENT Alpha," Nova said sharply, unmoving.

I ignored them. My gaze snapped back to the doctor. "Use every resource," I said quietly, my voice colder than ice. "Every hand. Every tool. Every doctor on the continent. You will not let her die. Is that understood?"

"Y-yes, Alpha!" The doctor's voice trembled as he dashed back inside.

The old Alpha slammed his cane on the floor, splintering a faint crack into the air. "How could you! I gave you this Pack to lead! Not to waste resources on some… some ordinary woman! Stop this at once!"

I looked at him, and a humorless, icy laugh slipped out. "Father… you've forgotten something. You have no power here. No one in this pack answers to you anymore."

"You dare speak to me like that?!" he roared. "I am the former Alpha!"

I let his words hang in the air like steel.


  Chapter 79 No Matching blood

Eric's POV

The hallway felt colder than the grave. Not a single sound came from behind the operating room doors, yet the silence screamed at me louder than any howl.

My parents stood across from me, staring like they no longer recognized the son they raised. "You've completely lost it," my father finally said, his voice shaking as he pointed at me. "Destroying your own blood for some woman? No. We won't stand for this."

I slowly lifted my head. "Then stand against me," I replied quietly. "Let's see how far that gets you." The moment the words left my mouth, my control snapped. Darkness flooded my vision. My wolf surged forward, and my Alpha power exploded outward like a storm breaking loose. The air thickened. The walls seemed to tremble.

Bella screamed. She grabbed her chest and collapsed, crying as if something inside her was being ripped apart. I felt it instantly; the bond between her and the pack tearing away. Exile. Only one Alpha could do that. Me.

"No…no… Eric, stop!" she sobbed, writhing on the floor.

My parents weren't spared either. They bent over in pain, gasping, their faces drained of color. Once, they ruled this pack. But that time was over. Authority no longer belonged to them. "Please… enough…" my mother begged weakly. "Eric… you'll kill us…"

I pulled the power back.

The pressure vanished, leaving everyone trembling and soaked in cold sweat. I stepped closer to my father, my voice calm but lethal.

"I warned you," I said. "Back then, I didn't understand what Elena meant to me. I hesitated. And you used that hesitation to hurt her. You all did." My eyes hardened. "That mistake ends now. No one lays a finger on her again. Not you. Not her. Not anyone. No exception with family.."

My father slowly straightened, hatred burning in his eyes. "You're twisted," he spat. "You always were. You never loved us. You were never normal."

Bella shook her head violently. "Dad, stop! That's not true!"

But I felt nothing. No sting. No regret. I let out a cold laugh. "Interesting," I said. "When I was winning battles and making this pack feared, I was your pride. Your perfect son. But the second I stopped dancing to your tune, I became a monster." I tilted my head. "Tell me; what kind of parents only love their child when he's useful?"

My mother snapped back, her voice sharp with fear. "We raised you! We gave you everything! How were we supposed to know you'd turn into something so heartless? This darkness is your fault, not ours!"

I met her gaze without blinking. "You're right about one thing…I am dark. But you never tried to help me. You only enjoyed the power I brought you. The respect. The throne." My voice lowered. "Elena was the only one who ever saw me as more than a weapon. So yes, I chose her. Every time."

My parents opened their mouths again, but Bella suddenly pushed herself up, eyes blazing. "Enough!" she shouted. They froze.

"No matter what else has happened," she said tightly, "Elena saved my life today. She's bleeding out while you're here arguing. I won't let you waste another second." She grabbed them both, ignoring their protests, and dragged them down the corridor.

The hallway finally emptied. I stood there alone, staring at the operating room doors. My chest burned. My wolf paced restlessly inside me, hungry for destruction, anything to silence the fear clawing at my bones. Don't die, I thought grimly. Only I can decide when our contract ends.

"…Alpha?" The voice cut through my thoughts like ice. I blinked and realized Nova was standing there, horror etched into her features. "Alpha… are you—are you alright?" It was only then I noticed my hands. My fists had been clenched so tightly that my nails had sliced into my palms. Blood pooled and dripped onto the spotless floor. Pain, sharp and burning, flared through my fingers.

"You… you're hurt," she whispered, her voice trembling. "I…I should get a nurse…"

"No," I snapped, brushing off the sting. I didn't care about the blood. I didn't care about the pain. My eyes locked on her. "Have you contacted her family?"

Nova hesitated, her gaze dropping to the floor. "I… I tried. Her grandmother is closest, but her blood type isn't compatible. We tracked her father in Frostpine Pack and…" she swallowed hard, "he's not compatible either."

I felt the fury rising like wildfire in my chest. The Moon Goddess wasn't watching over her tonight, and that made me want to tear something apart. I clenched my fists again, fresh blood welling, the metallic taste of iron sharp in the air. I needed a win. I needed hope. "Then find her mother," I growled, my voice low and dangerous. "What are you waiting for?"

Nova flinched. Her hands shook. "That… that's actually why I came, Alpha."

I froze. Every muscle tensed. "Explain."

"I… we can't find her mother," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

The words hit me like a punch. My heart thudded painfully in my chest. My jaw tightened. "What do you mean you can't find her?" My tone snapped, dangerous and cold.

"You have to understand, Alpha," Nova stammered. "I've exhausted every resource. Every contact. Every trace we could follow. The only thing we know is her name, Maurine and that she once lived in Frostpine Pack. But after she left home… she vanished. Completely. No records, no sightings, nothing."

Impossible, and yet the evidence was staring me in the face. My wolf growled in my chest, primal and restless. The pack's resources were vast. My influence stretched across nations. No one simply disappeared from the world without leaving a mark. I slammed a fist against the wall, the echo booming down the hallway. "Then you dig deeper!" I barked. "I don't care how long it takes! I don't care who you have to call, who you have to threaten! If she ever walked this earth, I will find her!"

Nova flinched again, nodding rapidly. "Y-Yes, Alpha. I'll expand the search immediately."

I didn't move. I couldn't stop thinking about her. About Elena, lying on that table, fighting for her life. And about the girl whose mother had vanished, the same girl who had caused me this surge of helpless anger and fear. If the Moon Goddess had abandoned us tonight, I would take matters into my own hands. I would bend the world if I had too.


  Chapter 80 Repairing A Broken Bond

Eric's POV

This wasn't the time to fall apart. If I let my mind wander even for a second, fear would swallow me whole. Elena was still behind those doors, still fighting. Saving her was the only thing that mattered.

I turned and strode back to the operating room entrance. The lead surgeon met me halfway, his face tight with concern.

"Without a matching blood donor, her situation is extremely dangerous," he said carefully. "But… There is a temporary solution. One that might keep Miss Grey alive long enough."

My heart slammed against my ribs. "Say it," I demanded. "Whatever it is."

He hesitated, then spoke. "An Alpha's blood carries strong regenerative power for members of his own pack. If Miss Grey were officially under your pack, a transfusion from you could stabilize her condition." I sucked in a sharp breath. Of course. The Alpha bond was ancient and sacred. Powerful. In moments of crisis, it could make the difference between life and death. The fact that I hadn't thought of it sooner made my chest ache with self-loathing.

"There's a complication," the doctor added, lowering his voice. "Miss Grey isn't originally from Silver Crest Pack, correct?"

"Yes," I said firmly. "She's from Frostpine."

The doctor shook his head. "Then the bond won't activate. This type of transfusion only works if she's an officially claimed member of your pack. Normally, that would require permission from Frostpine's Queen …"

"We don't need it," I cut in coldly.

He paused. "Alpha?"

"There's an old ritual," I said, my jaw tightening. "One that allows an Alpha to place someone under his direct protection without approval. It's absolute." I should have done it long ago. The day I chose her, I should have made it official.

The doctor studied my face for a moment, then nodded. "Very well. If you're ready, we'll begin immediately. Time is critical."

"Do it," I said. "Now."

"Drawing blood?" a voice gasped behind us.

I didn't need to turn around to know who it was. Bella rushed toward us, pale and shaken. "Why are you giving blood? What's happening?"

I ignored her completely. The doctor answered instead. "The Alpha's blood may be the only way to stabilize Miss Grey."

Bella swallowed hard. "H-how much blood are you taking?"

"Approximately seven thousand milliliters."

Her eyes widened in horror. "That's insane! That's way beyond what's considered safe! Are you trying to kill him?!"

"No, Lady Bella," the doctor replied evenly. "But this may be her only chance. Even then, we'll still need a master healer from White River Pack to fully save her."

"This is madness…" Bella whispered.

"Enough!" I snapped, finally turning on her. She flinched under my glare. "Now you're worried about me?" I said coldly. "Where was that concern when you handed me a drink poisoned with wolfsbane? When you worked with Mark behind my back?" Her lips parted, but nothing came out.

Tears spilled down her cheeks, her shoulders shaking. "I…I didn't mean for things to go this far," she cried. "I just wanted to fix everything… I thought…"

"There's nothing left to repair," I said quietly, my voice cold enough to sting. "What I'm carrying right now…this anger, this damage…and what Elena is suffering through… all of it traces back to you. So don't cry in front of me. It means nothing."

Bella wiped at her face, her breathing uneven. "I…I only wanted to help," she whispered.

I laughed under my breath. There was no humor in it. "Help?" My eyes narrowed. "Or are you helping Mark again? Is that why you're still standing here?"

Her head snapped up. "What? No. I swear…I thought you already had him. Did he escape?"

I studied her face carefully, watching for hesitation, for fear, for guilt sharp enough to betray a lie. There was panic there. Shock. But not the kind that comes from being caught. After a moment, I looked away. "Then do this one thing right," I said flatly. "Stay away from Elena. That's the only help I want from you."

I didn't wait for an answer.

I turned and followed the doctor toward the operating room, my steps steady, my back straight. I never looked over my shoulder.

Behind me, Bella collapsed into one of the chairs lining the hallway. I didn't see it but I knew. I could feel it the same way you feel a door close forever. She covered her face, breaking apart in silence.

And she was right about one thing. Whatever bond we once had as siblings… She had destroyed it herself.


  Chapter 81 A Confirmed Girlfriend

Elena's POV

I opened my eyes and blinked slowly, feeling dizzy. The room felt unreal, like I was trapped in some dream that I couldn't wake from. "What's going on?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. My throat was dry, my limbs weak.

Eric was sitting close, his hand brushing against mine, grounding me. "You were shot," he said quietly, his tone almost too calm to be true. "But it's over now. You're stable. You're alive."

I frowned, confusion clouding my mind. "If I was just shot, why did you… why did you give me your blood? Couldn't someone else have helped?"

His expression was unreadable, his gray eyes sharp and calm, but the tension in his jaw betrayed him. "Because no one else could. And I didn't want anyone else to."

I hesitated. "I… don't understand…" My words stumbled against the fog in my head. A doctor entered then, accompanied by two nurses. They checked the monitors, adjusted the IV, and finally removed the transfusion line. "She's stable now," the doctor said with a small smile, glancing at Eric.

I tried again. "Doctor… What exactly happened? How bad was it?"

The doctor glanced at Eric for a split second, and I saw Eric shake his head ever so slightly, a warning to stay silent.

"You were shot," the doctor said carefully, "and you lost a lot of blood. The transfusion helped stabilize you, but your body will need time to recover fully. Any pain or weakness is normal for now."

I bit my lip, unsettled. Something about the way Eric watched me made me feel… like he was hiding more. "Are you sure everything is okay with me?" I asked looking from doctor to Eric.

Eric didn't answer at first. He just squeezed my hand gently. "Just trust the doctor, Elena." I closed my eyes briefly, letting his presence soothe me, even though a part of me felt uneasy.

Days passed, each one slow and heavy. Eric stayed nearby as much as he could, but he was always slipping away to do urgent calls, meetings, and endless video calls. Something important was happening, I could feel it, but no one would tell me what.

The pain in my side still throbbed, a constant reminder of how close I'd come to death. It wasn't healing as quickly as it should, and it made me anxious. Then Bella appeared. I had been lying in bed, flipping through a book just to distract myself when she walked in. She looked pale, nervous, and… fragile. Not the poised, glamorous woman I remembered.

"What are you doing here?" I asked, setting the book aside. My voice was firm. "Eric wouldn't want you here. I've heard him warn the guards more than once to keep you away."

She swallowed hard. "…I know," she whispered, clutching her bag. "That's why I waited. I needed to see you when he wasn't around. I… I had to."

I studied her coldly. "Why? To check if Mark's still at large? Don't waste my time. He's a ghost if he's alive at all."

"No! That's not why!" she said quickly, panic rising in her voice. "I… I just…after everything… I don't want anything to do with him. I won't follow his plans, I swear."

I didn't trust her. Not after everything. I motioned for her to sit, but my voice remained flat. "Fine. Sit."

She perched on the edge of the chair, fidgeting, eyes downcast. "Are you… feeling any better?" she asked softly.

"Better," I said, shrugging. "But don't ask me to lie to you. My body's still weak. My side still aches. That's the truth. Now, why are you really here?"

She hesitated, then put her hand over her belly, tentative, as though even touching it made her heart ache. "I… I wanted your opinion," she admitted. "I don't know if I should… keep the baby."

My eyes widened. I sat up straighter, wincing as the wound pulled. "Wait. You mean you want to terminate it?"

Her lips trembled. "I… I don't know what to do. How could I raise a child knowing… knowing who their father is? The same man who tried to kill their uncle. How could I face you, or Eric, with him in the picture?"

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to remain calm. "Eric isn't going to punish an innocent child. You can trust that. But that doesn't make this an easy decision. This is entirely yours."

Her eyes filled with tears. "But it feels so wrong… to bring a child into this world under… under him. I just…" She broke off, voice quivering.

I shook my head. "If you expect me to say, 'It's okay, go ahead,' you're wrong. That's not my place. You have to decide for yourself. No one can do it for you. And whatever you choose, it's not simple. It's not easy. But it's yours."

She stared at me, stunned. Her hands trembled as she pressed them to her mouth, and fresh tears slid down her cheeks. "I just… I don't know if I can do this. What if the child grows up in darkness, like… like Mark? Or worse?"

I sat up a little straighter, wincing as my side protested. "You're the one who's going to raise this child. They'll never know their father. So… who do you think they'll really take after?"

Bella sniffled, fumbling for a tissue and wiping her eyes. "I… I hope they turn out like Eric," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. "I'd be lucky if he could guide them. But… he doesn't even talk to me anymore."

"Well," I said, not bothering to soften the truth, "can you really blame him?" Her head sank, her sobs quieting into soft, shaky breaths. I exhaled slowly, trying to ease the tension in the room. "But listen… I know this. He wouldn't want you to throw this baby away because of him. Just… think carefully. You could have a child that's entirely yours. A little person who's completely in your hands. How amazing is that?"

She lifted her tear-streaked face and managed a weak laugh. "You really like kids, huh? I heard Frostpine Pack's children usually take the mother's last name. And moms are the ones who provide for them."

I nodded. "Yeah… it's one of the few packs where the women are in charge. Strong, independent, and able to guide their children themselves. But that's usually for the royals and nobles." I let that hang. This wasn't about me, not yet.

"You and Eric's kids… they'd be beautiful," she said quietly, a hopeful note threading her voice.

I let out a short, dry laugh. Me? Having kids with Eric? The idea was laughable. Commitment, marriage, family, those were probably the top three things on his permanent "no" list.

I changed the subject. "Since you're here… why don't you go say hi to your brother? He should be in the next room, working."

Her entire body tensed. "I… I can? He probably won't want to see me."

"What's the worst that could happen?" I smirked. "He throws you out? Come on." Honestly, I was ready to get out of this room myself. The air felt heavy, stagnant.

We left the room, walking down the wide hospital corridor toward the far end where a large meeting room sat. Two guards nodded at us, sliding the door open silently. But what I saw inside made me freeze.

It wasn't a meeting. Not even close. The entire space had been turned into a media set. Cameras were positioned around the walls, a boom mic hovered, lights shone like the sun, and a director waved instructions.

In the center, Eric sat on a sleek, modern couch, calm, controlled, and impossibly composed. Across from him, a professional host held a tablet, ready to begin.

My breath caught. Oh god… he looked incredible. A tailored grey suit that made his broad shoulders look even wider, his shirt crisp, perfectly pressed. His hair was styled to perfection, every angle of his face sharper than any camera could capture naturally. The way he carried himself; lethal, magnetic, and untouchable, it was impossible to look away. Even in the middle of this chaos, he was all Alpha. And yet… for me, he was everything else: dangerously close and utterly captivating.

I realized then that nothing in the world; not hospital beds, not surgeries, not Mark's schemes, could prepare me for moments like this. He commanded the room without a word, and yet every flicker of his eyes seemed to speak directly to me.

Bella stepped beside me, whispering in awe, "He… he looks so different… so… alive."

I didn't answer. I just stared, heart pounding, wondering if I'd ever stop being so drawn to him, even after everything. Charm like his could probably break the Internet. I just knew it.

His sharp gray eyes flicked toward us the moment we stepped onto the set. When they landed on me and Bella together, his brows furrowed slightly. I stuck out my tongue at him, just enough to get a reaction.

"This is Global News," the host announced, grinning at the camera. "We're live with Alpha Eric of Silver Crest Pack. Thank you for joining us, Alpha Eric."

Eric straightened, giving a faint, controlled smile that made my stomach twist. "It's my pleasure," he said, calm and polished.

"We understand you're organizing a major international event, the Global Medical Summit, is that correct?"

I blinked. Global Medical Summit? So that's what had been keeping him so busy. Not exactly the kind of thing I pictured him diving into, but… okay, impressive.

"That's right," he replied smoothly.

The host tilted her head, curiosity in her voice. "But most of your work has been in tech, real estate, corporate ventures and lately, AI technologies. What drew you to healthcare?"

"I saw an opportunity to make a real impact," Eric said evenly. "Bringing together pack leaders from across the globe could spark innovation and collaboration that benefits everyone."

The host hesitated, then leaned forward slightly. "And there have been rumors about your past conflicts with Purple River Pack. Are you hoping to mend that relationship?"

Eric's expression didn't flicker. "There were misunderstandings before," he said calmly, "but I want to change that. I've extended a personal invitation to their Alpha to join the summit."

I lifted an eyebrow. Shockingly sincere. That's… not how Eric usually spoke about other packs. Whoever that Alpha is, they must be a big deal.

The host's tone shifted again, a little sharper. "We also noticed your absence from T.E and the packhouse. You've been spending a lot of time at the hospital. Is everything alright with your health?"

"Of course," he said smoothly. Then, his eyes slid toward me, and my heart skipped. "Elena, would you like to join us?" he asked, holding out his hand.

What? I froze. Every single person in the room; the host, the cameraman, even the director, turned to look at me, their expressions echoing my own shock. This is live television. Millions of people could be watching. And he wants me to… sit next to him?

I didn't move. Not until Bella gave me a gentle, encouraging nudge. My legs felt like jelly as I stepped forward, awkwardly crossing the studio floor. The bright lights hit me like a blast, and for a moment, I swore my brain had shut off completely. I probably looked like a deer in headlights.

The host composed herself and continued. "So… is this young lady the reason for your extended hospital visits? Is she unwell?"

Eric's hand found mine, warm and firm. "She's getting better," he said, his voice low, measured, yet unmistakably possessive. "But when someone you care for; your girlfriend, is in the hospital, you stay with her. Naturally."

My ears went hot. Wait… did he just…? What did he just call me?

I blinked at him, frozen, as the cameras whirred and the lights glared, feeling completely exposed.


  Chapter 82 Unexpected Guest

Elena's POV

Was this real? I felt frozen in place, like my body had forgotten how to function. For several seconds, I couldn't even breathe.

What he had just said—on live television—kept echoing in my head. He hadn't hinted. He hadn't danced around it. He had claimed me. As his girlfriend. That single word carried weight. It meant intention. It meant exclusivity. It meant a line had been crossed and there was no stepping back from it. And the most terrifying part? He'd said it so calmly. So decisively. As if it had already been settled between us, whether I was ready or not.

The studio fell into a strange, heavy silence. No one spoke. No one even breathed properly. I could see it from the corner of my eye; wide eyes, frozen smiles, mouths hanging open like someone had just dropped a bomb in the room.

The host was the first to recover, blinking rapidly as if rebooting. "Well… this is unexpected," she said with an awkward laugh. "Alpha Eric, I believe this is the first time you've ever spoken openly about a relationship."

"Yes," he replied without hesitation. His fingers tightened around mine, grounding me.

The host leaned forward, clearly intrigued. "Then Miss Grey must mean a great deal to you."

"She does," Eric said calmly. Then, after a brief pause, his voice softened just enough to make my heart flip. "Lately, I've realized I don't see a future that doesn't include her."

My face went hot. The lights. The cameras. The people. None of it mattered anymore. All I could hear was the pounding of my own heart and his words echoing in my head. This felt unreal, like I'd stepped into someone else's life by mistake.

The host turned toward me, smiling brightly.,"Well, Miss Grey, the world just watched Alpha Eric declare his feelings. How do you respond?"

Oh no. Every thought in my head vanished. Gone. Reduced to dust. "I… um…" I swallowed, feeling my cheeks burn. "I'm really bad at public speeches." A few soft laughs rippled through the studio. I took a breath and forced myself to continue. "What I can say is… it hasn't been simple. Nothing about us ever has been. From the beginning until now, it's been intense. Complicated."

Eric squeezed my hand again. I looked up at him, and for a second, everything else disappeared. His eyes were fixed on me, steady and warm, like I was the only person in the room. "She's right," he said quietly. "It wasn't easy. But we didn't walk away. We're still standing here."

The host nodded thoughtfully. "There have been many rumors surrounding Miss Grey," she said. "Pressure, judgment, scrutiny. But seeing you both here like this… I think many people will feel it was worth it."

"So do I," Eric replied.

After that, the conversation drifted back to the medical summit, numbers, logistics, and global cooperation. I nodded when I needed to, smiled when expected but my mind was somewhere else entirely. Did that really just happen? Finally, the cameras shut down. "And we're clear," someone called.

I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. My shoulders slumped. My shirt was damp with sweat. Eric glanced at me, amused. "That bad?"

I turned toward him, lowering my voice. "Do you have any idea what you just did?" I hissed. "You announced me to the entire world!"

Before he could answer, the host hurried over, glowing with excitement. "Thank you both so much! That was incredible."

Eric stood politely. "Glad to hear it."

"We just checked the live numbers," the host continued, barely containing himself. "You shattered our records. Views, engagement, everything. People are already calling it historic."

My stomach flipped. Great. So the whole world just watched me panic on camera.

"We'd love to have you back," the host added eagerly. "Maybe next time… when things progress further?" He winked. "The audience is already obsessed. Anything involving the two of you is instant news."

I forced a smile, my head spinning. Obsessed?

"Thank you for the invitation," Eric said calmly, already stepping back. His smile was polite but cold. "But that's not something we're considering right now." Before the host could respond, he gave a brief nod and turned away, his hand still firmly wrapped around mine as he led me toward the hallway.

That was when I noticed her. Bella stood near the wall, stiff and uncomfortable, like she didn't quite belong there. The moment Eric saw her, his entire mood shifted. His shoulders stiffened. His voice dropped. "What are you doing here?" he asked sharply. "I told you not to set foot in this hospital."

Bella flinched. She clasped her hands together, eyes glossy. "I know… I know you did," she said quickly. "I just… I wanted to see Elena. And you. I wanted to apologize. I really am sorry."

Eric didn't soften. Not even a little. "You've said that before," he replied flatly. "I'm not interested. Don't come looking for me again."

Bella's lips trembled. Her gaze slid toward me, silently begging.

I hesitated. Just for a second. Then I turned to Eric. "You can't stop her from coming here." He looked at me like I'd just betrayed him."She's pregnant," I added quietly. "What if she needs treatment too? This is a hospital. You can't take that away from her."

His jaw tightened. For a moment, I thought he'd argue. Instead, he let out a slow breath, clearly holding back his irritation.

"Fine," he muttered. "But we're leaving." He tugged my hand and started walking again. I glanced back and saw Bella whisper a small thank you. I gave her a tiny smile in return.

I barely had time to react before we were out of sight. "Hey!" I yelped as Eric suddenly lifted me off the ground. "What are you doing? Put me down!" I protested, my face burning as he carried me down the hallway. People stared. Guards. Staff. Cameramen. Then quickly looked away like they hadn't seen anything at all.

Eric didn't slow down until we reached my room. He set me gently on the bed and leaned over me, his eyes dark and intense. "I told you to rest," he said quietly. "Yet you keep finding ways to escape."

I groaned. "I've been stuck in here forever. I feel fine! Why am I even still here?" A strange look crossed his face but gone as fast as it appeared.

"Maybe because you don't listen," he said smoothly. "At this rate, I'll have to think of a way to keep you in line."

I narrowed my eyes. "Don't distract me. That interview; what was that about?"

A slow smile tugged at his lips. He sat beside me and took my hand. "I was honest," he said. "Was that a problem?"

"You called me your girlfriend," I said softly. My heart was racing. "You didn't even warn me."

He reached up and brushed his thumb against my cheek. "When you were in surgery," he said quietly, "I thought I was going to lose you." My breath caught. "I've faced wars. Power struggles. Death," he continued. "But sitting there, not knowing if you'd wake up… I've never felt that helpless." My eyes burned. "I realized something then," he said. "If you were gone without knowing how I felt, I would never forgive myself."

I shook my head, tears slipping free. "I'm here. I'm not going anywhere."

He squeezed my hand. "Exactly. And I don't plan to waste another chance." He leaned down and brushed a gentle kiss over my tears.

"But a girlfriend?" I whispered, voice shaking. "That's not a small word. It means commitment. Are you sure?"

"I am," he answered immediately. "I don't promise marriage. I don't know if I ever will. But I know I want you with me. Always." I cried harder. He wiped my cheeks patiently, then looked at me seriously. "And I owe you an apology.. For the pain I caused you and your family. I know I can't erase it but I want to do better. So stop pushing me away."

I sniffed. "And if I refuse?" His gaze darkened, possessive and intense. "Then I'll keep proving myself," he said. "Because you already belong with me."

I laughed weakly through my tears. Scared? Yes. Confused? Absolutely. But walking away from him felt impossible.

He leaned closer. "So?" he asked softly. "What do you say?"

I wiped my face and smiled faintly. "Can I make one request… as your girlfriend?" His breath stilled. "Sure."

"I want out of this room," I said firmly. "Out of the hospital. And I want to see my grandmother and May. You can't keep using them as leverage against me. That's not how you treat someone you're with."

His jaw tightened, a low sound rumbling in his chest—not anger, not exactly. Frustration. Need. Then he leaned in and kissed me, hard and breathless, like he was sealing a promise with his mouth. When he pulled back, his forehead rested against mine. "Fine," he murmured, voice rough. "I'll give you whatever you want. Just don't leave me."

He didn't lie. The next day, the nurses told me my grandmother and May were cleared to visit. If my final tests went well, I'd be discharged soon after. Relief washed through me so fast it almost hurt. For the first time since everything went wrong, I felt like I could breathe again. Like the worst was finally behind me.

There was only one thing that didn't make sense; my injury still refused to close properly. The doctors whispered, frowned, ran tests, and came up empty. But with good news piling up, I chose not to dwell on it.

That morning, I woke up early, changed into real clothes, and even dabbed on a little makeup. I wanted to look like myself again. Strong. And normal. When the door opened, I smiled wide and stood up. But the woman standing there wasn't my grandmother. It wasn't May. She held a bouquet of flowers, perfectly arranged, like something out of a magazine. She was tall, elegant, and breathtaking in a way that felt effortless. Everything about her; from the smooth fall of her dark hair to the quiet confidence in her posture, screamed composure and power. She didn't try to impress. She didn't need to.

She smiled at me, calm and brilliant. "Elena?" she asked gently. "I hope I'm not interrupting." My heart sank before she even finished speaking. "I'm Sara," she added. "Eric's former wife."


  Chapter 83 Facing The Past

Elena's POV

Finding out she was Eric's ex-wife felt like being hit by cold water.

She was standing right there—calm, flawless, confident—and suddenly every thought in my head scattered. If this woman had once been his wife, then what did that make me? A phase? A distraction? My mind stalled so badly that I forgot how to speak for a moment.

When I finally did, my voice came out shaky. "Sorry… but how do you even know who I am?"

She laughed lightly, like the answer was obvious. "After yesterday? Who doesn't?" Her eyes sparkled with amusement. "The interview was everywhere. You and Eric practically broke the internet."

Before I could respond, she glanced around the room. "May I?" she asked, already stepping inside. She closed the door behind her and walked over to the bedside table, placing the flowers down neatly. "I thought these might brighten the place."

I nodded awkwardly. "Thanks."

"They're orchids, I hope you don't mind?" she added casually. "I've always loved them."

Of course you do, I thought. Out loud, I only managed a small sound of acknowledgment.

She tilted her head, studying me—not cruelly, not kindly either. Just curious. "Eric used to bring these home all the time," she said. "The house was never without them back then."

The room suddenly felt too small. I shifted on my feet, forcing myself to breathe. "So… why are you here?"

Her shoulders lifted in a graceful shrug. "I came to see Eric. And since I heard you were still admitted, I thought it would be polite to stop by."

Polite. That word echoed in my head. Did she know? About me? About what he'd said on air? Was this normal, an ex-wife showing up like this, completely unbothered?

She glanced toward the door. "Is he around?"

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I had no idea what the right answer was or if I even wanted to give her one. Thankfully, fate intervened. The door swung open.

"There you are!" May exclaimed, wheeling Grandma inside.

Relief flooded me so fast I almost laughed. "May! Grandma!" I hurried over, hugging May tightly before kissing Grandma's forehead. Seeing them felt like coming back to life.

May pulled back, eyes shining—then she noticed the other woman. "Oh. Hi. And you are…?"

I hesitated, then said the first thing that came to mind. "She's… a friend of Eric's."

Sara smiled smoothly, like she didn't mind the label at all. "Looks like you have company now," she said lightly. "I won't intrude." She picked up her phone, giving me one last unreadable look. "I'll call Eric myself." And with that, she walked out with confidence, and all, leaving behind a silence that felt far heavier than when she arrived.

May waited until the door clicked shut before she exploded. "Oh. My. God." She stared at me like I'd just confessed to dating a king. "Who was that woman? And why does she look like she walked straight out of a luxury magazine?"

I hesitated, then sighed. There was no point hiding it. "That was Sara," I said quietly. "Eric's former wife."

The effect was instant. May's face was drained of color. "Wait…wife?" Her voice cracked. "You mean the woman he couldn't get over? The one everyone whispered about?"

I nodded. "She's the one who ended the marriage. If she hadn't walked away… they'd probably still be together." I sank back onto the bed, suddenly exhausted. My chest felt tight, like something heavy had settled there and refused to move.

I'd always known she existed, at least, as a story. A chapter in Eric's life that came before me. Distant. Untouchable. But now she wasn't just a name anymore. She was real. Close and somewhere in this same building. Possibly sitting across from him right now, talking in low voices I couldn't hear. Why did this have to happen now?

"Seriously," I muttered, rubbing my face. "We barely made things official yesterday. One day. Is that too much to ask?"

May crossed her arms, eyes narrowing. "Then why are you still here?"

I blinked. "What?"

She grabbed my wrist and tugged lightly. "Go find out what she wants."

I pulled back. "That's… weird. I'm not spying on my own boyfriend."

May stared at me like I'd just said something insane. "Elena. Please. That woman did not show up with flowers just to wish you well."

"That's not fair," I said weakly. "If she wanted him back, she could've tried any time before now."

May shook her head. "No. Before you, Eric didn't choose anyone. No titles. No labels. No threat." She pointed at me. "But you? You just became official. On camera. In front of the whole world." My stomach flipped. "You don't think that rattled her?" May continued. "You changed the game."

I swallowed. "So you think… she's here because of me?"

May gave a humorless smile. "Absolutely. And trust me, she's not panicking. She's calculated. When there was no competition, she stayed in the background. But now?" Her eyes sharpened. "She's making her move."

I said nothing. My thoughts were already racing. Whatever Sara wanted, one thing was clear. She hadn't come by accident.


  Chapter 84 Behind My Back

Elena's POV

May dragged me halfway down the corridor before she suddenly stopped. We were already close to Eric's temporary office—the one the staff had hurriedly set up for him near the private wing. The guards stood a little farther away this time, distracted, and the door wasn't fully shut.

May lifted a finger, eyes sharp. Wait. I frowned at her, but before I could ask what she was doing, a familiar voice drifted out. Eric.

"…the summit isn't about politics or alliances," he was saying. His tone was low, controlled, but heavy with something I couldn't place. "I'm pulling every medical authority in the world into one room because I need answers. Real ones."

I felt my chest tighten.

Sara's voice followed, calm and intimate. "You're doing all this because of her?"

"Yes." No hesitation. "Elena's condition isn't normal. The wound should've closed days ago. I'm not waiting until it's too late." May slowly turned to look at me, eyes wide.

Eric continued, "If someone out there knows what's wrong, if there's a healer, a specialist, a method we haven't tried yet, I'll find them. That summit is my net. I'm casting it wide enough to catch anything that can save her." My knees weakened.

"So this is all for her," Sara said softly.

"For her," Eric repeated.

There was a brief pause, then Sara spoke again, her voice gentler. "Then let me help you. You don't have to do this alone. I can't just sit back and watch you destroy yourself over this, Eric."

"You don't owe me anything," he replied.

She let out a quiet breath. "I know. But I still choose to be here. You have me. Always."

Something cold slid down my spine. My vision blurred at the edges. The hallway tilted slightly, like the floor had decided it no longer wanted to stay still beneath my feet.

May noticed instantly. "Elena?" she whispered urgently.

"I'm fine," I lied, even as the room spun harder. I took one step forward. Then another. And then my legs simply… gave up. The world tipped violently to the side, a sharp ringing filling my ears as darkness rushed in.

"Elena!" May's shout echoed just as my body hit the floor and the door to Eric's office flew open.

"Elena!" Eric reached me in two long strides, his hands firm on my arms as he steadied me. The world slowly stopped spinning. May had already pushed herself up from the floor beside me, rubbing her elbow with a groan. "Are you okay?" Eric asked sharply, his eyes searching my face like he was afraid I'd disappear if he blinked.

"I'm… fine," I said, though my voice betrayed me. My chest still felt tight. I looked past him, straight at Sara. "I heard you talking. Both of you. What aren't you telling me?"

Sara tilted her head slightly, studying me. "So you were listening outside the door."

May bristled instantly. "Oh please. If you people weren't acting shady, we wouldn't need to listen through walls," she snapped, then rounded on Eric. "Enough already. What's wrong with her? Is she sick?"

Eric lifted my chin gently, forcing my eyes back to his. His voice softened, careful. "Nothing you need to panic about. You just need rest. The doctors know what they're doing."

That did it. I pushed his hand away, heat rushing through me. "Stop lying to me," I said, my voice shaking. "I can feel my body failing, Eric. I'm tired all the time, I'm bleeding when I shouldn't be, and now your ex-wife is here talking about medical summits. You really think I wouldn't put two and two together?"

His jaw tightened. Sara stepped in smoothly, her tone calm but pointed. "Eric, shielding her won't help anymore. She deserves to know what's happening to her own body."

I clenched my fists. I hated how reasonable she sounded. Like she belonged in his world. Like she had a say. The silence stretched.

Finally, Eric exhaled, running a hand through his hair. "Alright," he said quietly. "You want the truth? Then listen carefully." My heart dropped. "When you were shot, you lost far too much blood," he continued. "Your body went into shock during surgery. It wasn't just the injury, it overwhelmed your system. Since then, your immunity hasn't recovered the way it should have." May sucked in a sharp breath. "That's why the wound won't close properly," Eric went on, his voice tight. "And why you feel weak. The doctors are worried it could lead to complications if we don't intervene properly."

My ears rang. I pressed a hand over my mouth as the weight of his words settled in. So I wasn't imagining it. My body really was… breaking down. "I knew it," I whispered. "I knew something was wrong."

"How is that even possible?" My voice shook as the question slipped out. "I've never been sick like this before. I barely even caught colds growing up." A scary thought hit me and I grabbed onto it. "What if the bullet was tampered with? Poisoned or something?"

Eric shook his head slowly. "That was the first thing we checked. The bullet was clean. No toxins. No tricks."

My chest tightened. He was saying it too calmly, like he'd already accepted something I was still trying to process. If this didn't get fixed… I didn't want to finish that thought.

He must have seen the fear on my face. Eric reached for my hand, his grip steady, grounding. "Listen to me. You're not dying today. I donated blood already. It helped stabilize you. It buys us time."

"For how long?" I whispered.

"Long enough," he replied. "And I'm not stopping there. I've contacted healers from the Purple River Pack. They're some of the best."

My head snapped up. "The Purple River Pack?" I almost laughed, but nothing about this was funny. "They hate us. Why would they help me?"

Before Eric could answer, Sara spoke up. "Because of me." She stepped closer, her voice calm, almost gentle. "I have history with their Alpha. We trust each other. If there's a medical summit, I can get him there. I can talk to him—for you."

My heart lurched. And the word escaped my mouth before I could stop it. "No."

The silence that followed was thick and uncomfortable. Sara blinked. "I'm sorry?"

"I said no." I took a breath, forcing myself to stay calm. "I'm grateful you want to help. But I don't want this kind of favor. It's too much."

She smiled, polite but surprised. "Elena, it's really not…"

"It is to me," I cut in. "This is my body. My problem. I don't want to be caught in old alliances and debts."

Eric's jaw tightened. "You don't have to decide right now."

"I do," I said firmly, meeting his eyes. "And you don't get to decide for me on that either." A flicker of anger crossed his face before he could hide it.

Then Sara laughed softly, like she'd just solved a puzzle. "Oh… I see." She tilted her head. "You think this is about something else."

May stepped forward instantly. "No, this is about boundaries. Which you clearly don't understand."

Sara raised a brow. "Relax. I'm just saying, your friend feels uncomfortable. That happens when feelings are involved."

"What feelings?" May shot back. "You're divorced, but you sit together, plan together, and whisper about her health behind her back. That's not normal."

I glanced at May, warmth spreading in my chest despite everything.Yeah. Thank the Moon Goddess for her.


  Chapter 85 Fading Strength

Elena's POV

With May's words echoing in my mind, I turned toward my hospital room, my head spinning from the revelation that my life was hanging by a thread. May followed right behind, her steps quick and purposeful. I didn't care to hear what Eric and Sara were saying anymore; it wasn't my business. Not now.

But before I could close the door, it swung open with a sharp push, and Eric stormed in. His eyes locked on me, burning with a mix of anger and concern. "What is this?" he growled. "Are you doubting me now? You don't trust me?"

"This isn't about trust, Eric," I snapped, my voice shaking with frustration. "It's about my life, my body! I deserve to know what's happening to me. I deserve to have a say instead of being kept in the dark and…" I paused, glaring at him. "...teaming up with your ex-wife."

"I was only doing what I thought was best to protect you," he said, his voice low, carrying both frustration and something deeper—care, maybe even fear. "You shouldn't have barged in while Sara and I were talking. It wasn't just about me… it was about keeping you safe. You could've gotten hurt, Elena."

I stood my ground, meeting his eyes without flinching. For the first time in a long while, I realized I wasn't as intimidated by him as I used to be. "Is that it? You don't want me saying anything about your ex?" I asked, my voice sharp.

He didn't flinch, didn't even raise an eyebrow. He just stared at me, like he was looking right through me. "No," he said quietly, almost too softly to hear. "It's not about her. It's about you… and me. I can't bear the thought of you leaving me one day."

My anger vanished like smoke, leaving only guilt in its place. Had I really been so harsh? The silence was heavy until May's voice broke through, awkward and small. "I… I'll leave you two alone," she murmured, giving me a look that said more than words, and slipped out.

I exhaled, my shoulders sagging. "That… was ridiculous. I can't believe we were arguing over something so stupid."

He stepped closer, his hands brushing my arms gently, grounding me. "I didn't want this fight either," he admitted, voice soft, almost tender. "But I need to know what's really troubling you. I can't help if you don't tell me."

I closed my eyes for a moment, then opened them and met his gaze. "It's… it's her. Everything about your ex. The way she carries herself, how graceful she is… how everyone keeps talking about the way you two were. It's… it's overwhelming. And then there's the whole royalty thing—I'm nothing compared to her."

He shook his head slowly, flat and certain. "I didn't marry Sara for her title. Never did."

"Then why?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. I knew the question was risky, but I needed the truth.

"She was the only one who could calm me—both me and my wolf—when things got… messy," he said, voice low, almost vulnerable. "I felt safe with her. But with you, Elena… I'm calmer than I've ever been. You make me feel something I've never felt before."

A small, shy smile tugged at my lips. His heart, his trust… It was mine now. What more could I ask for? I hesitated, then asked, "If she hadn't asked for the divorce… would you still be together?"

He shook his head slowly, cutting me off before I could overthink it. "I don't know. But back then… things were chaotic. She felt trapped, and honestly, I was a mess too. I could tell I was holding her back, so I let her go. With her, I felt like we were drowning together. But with you? You're the one keeping me afloat. I could never let you slip away like that."

I looked up into his eyes, searching for any hint of doubt. There was none, only love and longing. I didn't need to ask if he still cared for Sara. That chapter was closed. I leaned against his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart, and he wrapped his arms around me, gently brushing my hair back. "So… our first fight as a couple is officially over?" he murmured.

"It's over," I said softly, though a hint of steel remained in my tone. "But I'm not changing my mind—I don't want Sara involved."

His face darkened instantly. "Elena…"

"Please," I whispered, holding his gaze. "Everything's complicated enough already. If she starts helping, you'll see her all the time, she'll be around constantly… I just want a little peace. We'll find another way, maybe at the Medical Summit. Maybe we won't need her at all."

He exhaled, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. After a long pause, he nodded. "Fine. We'll try the summit first. If that fails, then we'll consider other options." I pressed close to him, hugging him tight, silently hoping for a miracle, anything that would keep Sara at a distance.

He pulled back just enough to look at me seriously. "We still need a blood match for you. Do you have any idea where your mom might be? Anyone she could have stayed in contact with?"

I shook my head, the weight of it sinking in. "No… and I don't think she'd want to be found."

May and Grandma lingered until late that night, reluctant to leave. Their presence had been comforting, but eventually, they had to go.

I was finally discharged next day. Eric didn't come home; I assumed he was swamped with work.

The next morning, I woke up thinking about my health. Strange… aside from the slow healing and lingering weakness, I felt almost normal. Maybe I just needed to get moving.

I changed into my workout clothes and headed to the gym in the mansion. I started with a light warm-up, then picked up the weights. The first few sets felt great. I even broke a sweat and felt strong.

Then, when I grabbed a heavier dumbbell, it hit me like a wave. My legs gave out beneath me, and the weight clattered to the floor with a loud bang. I crumpled onto the mat, breathless, my vision swirling for a few horrifying seconds before it gradually cleared.

Oh god. What just happened?


  Chapter 86 Fighting An Old Flame

Elena's POV

I was sitting in the living room, trying to distract myself with a book, when the door opened. My heart sank the second I saw her.

Sara walked in like she owned the place; poised, confident, and completely in control. Every step she took seemed measured, purposeful, like she had been here a hundred times before.

"Hi," she said, her voice smooth and calm, tilting her head slightly. "Is Eric in?"

I snapped my eyes up, my hands tightening on the book. "What do you want with him?" I hissed, my voice low but sharp.

She smiled faintly, like I was amusing her. "I want to update him on my conversation with the Alpha of Purple River Pack. He's agreed to attend the summit. That way he can see you and understand exactly how to help."

I blinked, stunned. "Help? I thought I made it clear, I don't need your help!" My voice rose despite myself, a mixture of fear and anger twisting in my chest.

"Oh, Elena… it's already decided," she said lightly, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. "Eric and I talked about it last night, over a couple of drinks. He said it was fine that I called him."

I felt my blood boil. "Why do you keep deciding things for me? Why does it always have to be your way?" I snapped.

Sara's expression didn't change. Her dark eyes held mine, calm and unwavering. "Because I'm helping Eric. He cares about you. And you're turning down everything he's trying to do for you. Why?"

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. What could I say? Every word I had felt useless. She had this way of making everything I felt; every decision and every fear seem small, silly and even wrong.

I stood up, my heart pounding. "I don't need favors I didn't ask for. And I definitely don't need you deciding what's best for me!"

Sara tilted her head, the hint of a smirk on her lips. "Elena… Do you really think this is about me? This is about saving your life. Eric wants to make sure you get the help you need. You can fight me all you want, but he's agreed. And nothing you say will change that."

I felt my hands clench into fists at my sides. She sounded so calm, so certain, like nothing I could do or say would make a difference. And part of me…hated that part that knew she was right. "You should leave," I said finally, my voice sharper than I intended. "I don't want you here."

"What the hell are you doing here?" I demanded, my voice low and sharp. "Do you even realize the nerve it takes to show up uninvited after everything? After last night?"

She tilted her head slightly, that smug little smile on her lips. "Last night? Oh, I think you're overreacting."

"Overreacting?!" I shouted. "You made decisions with him, decisions that aren't yours to make. You can't just swoop in and act like you own him!"

Her eyes flicked up at me, calm and measured. "I didn't come here to fight with you. I came to help. Eric's happiness matters. That's all."

I laughed, sharp and bitter. "Help? Is that what you call it? You think forcing yourself into his life, ignoring me help? Don't kid yourself. This isn't about him. It's about you. You want him back. Admit it!"

She leaned against the wall, arms crossed, her voice soft but icy. "You really should stop assuming everything is about you. I've moved on. I have my life. I didn't come here for me, I came here for him."

"Bullshit," I shot back. "No one keeps showing up for someone else like this unless they're trying to take something. And he's not yours anymore! He's living his life, and you're late to the party!"

Her eyebrow quivered, the smallest smirk playing on her lips. "Your anger is… amusing. You really think you can scare me off?"

"Oh, I'm not trying to scare you," I growled, stepping closer. "I'm warning you. Stay away from Eric. Because I will make sure you regret even showing your face here if you don't back off. I don't care what your intentions are, you're not stepping into his life again."

Her expression shifted, the warmth draining from her eyes. A thin smile replaced it."You know," she said calmly, "girls like you fascinate me. You really believe raising your voice makes you powerful." She tilted her head. "It's almost… adorable."

My blood snapped. "Get out," I shouted. "Right now. Leave my house!"

She didn't flinch. Instead, she straightened her shoulders. "Your house?" she repeated softly. "I lived here long before you ever stepped foot inside. I hosted dinners here. I welcomed guests here. And Eric and I still speak. You're being disrespectful, Elena."

"I don't care about your past!" I yelled, kicking the chair beside me. "I want you gone!"

Before she could answer, there was a sharp knock at the door.

"Elena? Lady Sara?" James's voice came through, tense. "Is everything alright?"

"Come in," I snapped. James stepped inside, eyes flicking between us. I pointed straight at her. "Call security. I want her escorted out. Immediately." James froze. For a split second, nothing happened.

Sara smiled gently at him. "James. It's good to see you again."

His posture softened. "Lady Sara… it has been a while."

"And your son?" she asked warmly. "Did he settle into the new position?"

His face lit up. "Yes, thanks to you. That referral changed his life."

My stomach dropped. Sara turned to me slowly. "I suppose you didn't know," she said sweetly. "James worked for me for years. I brought him into this house. We're not strangers." She stepped closer, lowering her voice. "This home? I decorated it. The garden? I planted it. The staff? They trust me." Her eyes hardened. "You're living in a space I built."

My hands curled into fists. "Stop talking."

She smiled, satisfied. "I understand why you're upset. Anyone dating a man so far above their reach would be." She picked up her purse. "I'll leave. I don't want to overwhelm you." She smiled at James and walked out like she owned the place.

The silence crushed me. The walls felt colder and hostile.

"Elena…" James began carefully. "Lady Sara has always treated us well. She helped my family when…"

"I need to be alone," I said, barely holding my voice together.

He hesitated, then quietly left. I sank into the chair, shaking. Everything May had helped me rebuild yesterday collapsed in seconds. Sara wasn't leaving. She had already rooted herself into our lives. And no matter what I said or how hurt I was, everyone saw her as graceful… and me as the problem.

Footsteps thundered down the hall. The door burst open. "Elena!" Eric rushed in and dropped in front of me, hands gripping my arms. "Why are you crying? What happened?"

I lifted my head, tears blurring my vision. "You were with her last night," I said quietly.

He stiffened. "I had a meeting. She happened to be there. That's all."

"She said you approved of her calling Purple River's Alpha," I whispered. "After I told you I didn't want that."

"I didn't," he said firmly. "She did it on her own. And Elena, that call could help you. I just want you safe. I can't lose you."

"And I can't lose you either," I said, voice breaking. "But I will…if she stays around. You'll go back to her."

His expression hardened. "Enough. I'm not leaving you. Ever. You're the one I chose."

I nodded slowly, swallowing the ache in my chest. "Then don't act like it's normal to drink with your ex-wife. Because it's not." The silence that followed hurt more than shouting ever could.

Eric let out a long breath and pulled me close, resting his forehead against mine. "Elena… It was literally just a drink. That's it. Nothing happened. You can check the cameras at the Packhouse if you want."

I blinked up at him, trying to steady my shaking hands. "And you swear it won't happen again?"

He nodded, brushing a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "I swear. I don't want you doubting me. Not even a little." I pressed my cheek to his chest, letting his heartbeat calm me slightly. Sara was here, and there was nothing I could do about it. No amount of screaming, yelling, or stomping would change that. If I wanted to survive her presence, I had to accept it. Mentally, I squared my shoulders. It was time to prepare for a battle I didn't want but had no choice but to fight.

Eric tilted my chin up with a gentle finger. "Want me to try cheering you up?"

I frowned. "I'm not sure cheering is possible right now."

He grinned anyway. "We'll see. The medical summit is in two days. All the Alphas and their partners will be there. I want you to host a few of the Lunas, make them feel welcome."

I stared at him. "Me? Host? You can't be serious."

"I am," he said, smiling, but his tone was steady. "You don't need to be perfect. I just want you there, meeting people, showing them who you are. That's all."

I swallowed hard. "It's our first official event as a couple. I don't even know what I'm doing."

He leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to my temple. "You'll be fine. Trust me. I just want the world to see you, Elena. That's it."

That night, sleep refused me. I didn't have any experience with high society events. Everything I knew about hosting elegant gatherings came from movies or reality shows where women in long dresses smiled politely over tea. Afternoon tea. Sophisticated, calm, elegant. Surely, I could at least imitate that.

The next morning, I put on a pale-blue tea dress and arrived at the café below the hotel. Nova had sent the invitations, and the staff had set everything exactly as I imagined: delicate teacups, golden trays stacked with pastries, and flowers everywhere—tulips, roses, hydrangeas. I snapped a few photos, heart fluttering. Beautiful, perfect… maybe I could do this.

I took a seat, constantly glancing at the door. Minutes ticked by. Then an hour. No guests arrived. My stomach twisted. Something wasn't right.

I pulled out my phone and called Nova. "Hey… the Lunas—they're at the hotel, right?"

"They're checked in. Everything's fine on their end," Nova said. "Why?"

"They… haven't come down. Maybe check the hotel staff to see where they are." Before Nova could respond, the café door jingled. I whipped my head around, expecting at least one of the Lunas… but it wasn't any of them. It was Bella, striding in with a coffee in hand, casual as if she owned the place. "What are you doing here?" I demanded, voice tight.

She raised an eyebrow, tilting her head. "Coffee. And you? I thought you were joining everyone upstairs."

"Upstairs? What upstairs?"

"The penthouse lounge. There's a welcome party, and the Lunas are all headed there. Did you not organize it?"

My pulse quickened. "No! Who… who set it up? And who else is there?"

"Oh, just Sara," she said lightly, sipping her coffee. "I saw her coming in when I got here."

I felt my stomach drop. Of course. Sara had moved in on my event before I even had a chance to begin. Bella's grin was faint, almost teasing. "Looks like someone's got a lot to prove today."

I clenched my fists, trying to steady my shaking hands. My tea party, my carefully planned afternoon, it was gone. Hijacked. And Sara… she would act like she belonged here, like nothing had changed.

I pressed my lips together and drew a deep breath. "Fine. If she wants a war, she'll get one," I muttered under my breath, spine straightening. My home, my event, my life…I wasn't letting her take it without a fight.


  Chapter 87 Hijacked Tea Party
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I stood still for a while, my mind going blank as I stared into nothing. No one needed to spell it out for me, I already understood. Perfectly.

Bella's eyes flicked from my face to the untouched tea sets and neatly arranged pastries. Her frown deepened. "Hey… are you okay?" she asked slowly. "And what's all this?" She gestured around the room. "Were you planning some kind of private party down here?"

"I'll tell you exactly what's wrong," I snapped, turning on Bella. "Someone went behind my back, dragged Sara into my affairs and now she's back in Eric's world like she never left. She's planted herself there, and I can't push her out anymore."

Bella's eyes widened. "Wait…are you saying you think Sara still wants my brother? Elena, no. That can't be it. You're reading too much into this."

I let out a harsh laugh. "Then how do you explain her behavior? Yesterday she was walking around the house like she still ran it. Today she swoops in, steals my guests, and plays hostess at an event I planned. Does that sound innocent to you?"

Bella hesitated, clearly shaken, but she shook her head. "That doesn't sound like Sara. She wouldn't do something so… sneaky."

"That's what everyone keeps saying!" I shot back. My chest felt tight with anger. "Why am I the only one who sees what she's doing?"

"Because that's honestly not who she is," Bella said softly. "She's not fake or cruel. She helps people, gives back, treats workers with respect. People adore her. No one has anything bad to say about her."

I laughed again, bitter this time. "Bella, after what you went through with Mark, I thought you'd know better than to judge people by their public image. You of all people should understand how easy it is to wear a mask."

Her mouth fell open. "Are you comparing Sara to him? That's not fair. What proof do you even have that she's pretending?"

"Because nobody is perfect," I said firmly. "When someone looks flawless, it's because they're trying very hard to look that way." I turned and headed for the door.

"Where are you going?" Bella asked quickly.

"Upstairs," I replied without slowing down. "I'm not letting her take this from me. Eric asked me to host, not her."

"I'm coming with you," Bella said, hurrying after me. We rode the elevator up to the penthouse. When the doors opened, my heart sank. The lounge had been completely transformed; soft music floated through the air, servers moved gracefully with glasses of wine, and everything looked polished and expensive. I hated to admit it, but it was elegant. Much more refined than my tea setup downstairs.

The sound of our heels echoed as we stepped inside. Conversations paused. Heads turned. A waiter quickly stepped in front of us, blocking the way. "Sorry, ladies," he said stiffly. "This gathering is private. Entry is by invitation only."

Before I could even open my mouth, Bella lost it. "Are you blind or just stupid?" she barked at the waiter. "Look properly. This is Alpha Eric's girlfriend. And I'm his sister. Do you really want to stand there asking us for invitations?"

The color drained from the man's face. He opened his mouth, then shut it again, clearly panicking. That was when Sara appeared.

She moved toward us like she owned the floor; calm, elegant, and untouchable. She was dressed in soft pink, tiny white flowers scattered across the fabric, her hair falling perfectly over her shoulders. She looked unreal. Like she didn't belong in the same messy world as the rest of us.

"It's fine," she said gently to the waiter. "You can step aside."

Then she turned to us with a warm smile. "Elena, we were wondering when you'd come. And Bella…what a nice surprise."

My teeth clenched. The way she said it, anyone would think this was her event and I was the late guest. "I wasn't aware I was expected," I replied coolly. "Actually, I didn't even know this gathering existed."

Her brows arched, her face settling into practiced surprise. "That's odd. I distinctly remember sending your invitation."

"I never received anything."

She paused, then smiled lightly, as though the answer had just occurred to her. "Ah… I asked Butler James to pass it along. He's been terribly busy lately. The poor man, it probably slipped his mind."

The way she said poor man sounded almost generous. "James is one of the most dedicated staff with Eric," she added smoothly. "Anyone can forget something once in a while. A good hostess knows when to show grace."

My lips pressed together. She had shifted the blame neatly, shielding herself, excusing James, and still managing to imply that I was making an issue out of nothing. I wasn't sure whether to laugh at the cleverness of it… or admire how effortlessly she turned the situation in her favor.

Across the room, one of the Lunas called out, "Sara, is there a problem?"

Sara turned toward them, smiling calmly. "Not at all. I was just persuading Elena and Bella to join us. Hopefully they have the time."

That was it. I stepped around her and walked straight toward the group of women. My pulse was racing, but I kept my head high.

"Good evening," I said, forcing my lips into a polite smile. "I'm Elena Grey. Alpha Eric asked me to personally welcome all of you." I paused, then added, "I arranged something downstairs, a reception meant especially for you. I'd be honored if you joined me there."

Silence. Thick. Heavy. And suffocating. The women exchanged looks; slow and measuring glances. I could feel sweat gathering at my back. These weren't girls my age. These were powerful women, used to respect, money, and being in control. And none of them spoke. For a moment, I wondered if I'd already lost.

They continued to drink in silence, crystal glasses resting against perfectly manicured hands. Light from the chandeliers caught on diamonds and gold as they studied me like I was something mildly amusing. At last, one of them tilted her glass and spoke, her tone smooth but sharp enough to cut. "And why exactly would we leave?" she asked lightly. "This gathering is already quite… adequate."
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Bella didn't hesitate. She stepped forward with a bright, confident smile, her voice cutting through the room. "Because there's something waiting downstairs that none of you will want to miss," she said smoothly. "Trust me, it's far better than standing around here."

That was all it took. Sara had disappeared. Bella and I moved aside as the Lunas suddenly stirred. Dresses swished, heels clicked, and one by one, they hurried toward the exit. I watched them go, stunned.

Bella leaned close to me, her lips curling into a knowing smile. "That's how it works," she murmured. "You don't argue with women like them. You tempt them."

I frowned. "I thought women with money and power wouldn't care about little perks."

She snorted softly. "Please. The more they have, the more they want. And don't forget; these aren't major-pack Lunas. Compared to you? They're nobodies. You're Eric's partner. They should be the ones trying to impress you."

I didn't know what to say. The idea still felt unreal. "Come on," Bella said, linking her arm with mine. "Time to remind them who's hosting."

I followed her back downstairs, still half in shock. When we reached the café, the scene almost made me laugh. The Lunas were already seated, backs straight, hands folded neatly, waiting like students who didn't want to disappoint their teacher.

Bella sat calmly and smiled. "Good. Everyone made it."

The women exchanged eager looks. "I'll see what I can do about a special concert invite later," Bella added casually. "Maybe even front-row seats." Their eyes lit up instantly. She leaned back and glanced around the table. "So tell me," she said lightly, "what do you prefer; this little tea gathering, or the wine event upstairs?"

The question hung in the air. No one wanted to answer too quickly. Finally, one Luna cleared her throat and said carefully, "They're… different experiences. Each has its own charm."

Bella's patience snapped. "You can't sit on the fence," she said sharply. "It's one side or the other. No middle ground." Then she looked at me. "Tell them, Elena."

I inhaled slowly. This was it. No more shrinking back. If Sara wanted a fight, she'd gotten one. "Lady Bella is right," I said, lifting my chin. I let my eyes sweep across the table, meeting each Luna's gaze in turn. "Let me make this very clear. I don't know what Sara told you, but I am the only person hosting you. Tomorrow, at the medical summit, I will be the one standing beside Alpha Eric. Not her."

The mood shifted instantly. Smiles stiffened. Spines straightened. Bella gave me a small nod of approval. I went on, my voice calmer but firmer. "Now think carefully. How do you suppose Alpha Eric would feel if he found out his guests ignored his partner to flatter someone who has no place here?"

Panic broke out almost immediately. "We would never do that!" one woman said quickly. "Of course we want to spend time with you—Alpha Eric's girlfriend!"

Bella let out a short laugh. "Really? Because I clearly heard someone calling Elena rude. And classless. And badly raised. Care to repeat that now?"

The Lunas erupted.

"Not me!"

"I never said that!"

"I would never disrespect Lady Elena!"

One of them pointed across the table. "It was Tina. I'm sure it was Tina." All eyes turned to her.

Tina…perfectly dressed, sharp makeup, that same tight expression she'd worn earlier, froze. I remembered her obvious eye roll, the way she'd dismissed me without a word. I smiled, slow and cold.

"Is there a problem, Luna Tina?" I asked.

Her confidence collapsed instantly. "N-no! Not at all," she stammered. "I didn't mean anything by it. I swear."

Bella stepped in, her tone icy. "Funny. Those eye rolls said plenty. If you think the Alpha's sister and partner are beneath you, you're free to leave. Go back upstairs to Sara." She paused, then added casually, "Oh…and that cooperation your husband wants with Silver Crest Pack? Forget it."

Tina went pale. "Please," she begged, her voice shaking. "Don't do this. Don't tell my husband. I'll do anything. This was a misunderstanding—no, it was Sara! She confused us on purpose."

"Yes!" another Luna agreed quickly. "She kept hinting that she still had special influence over Alpha Eric. That she mattered more than anyone else around him…because girlfriends can be replaced,"

One of the Lunas admitted quietly, "but Sara said her bond with Alpha Eric goes back years."

My fingers curled tight beneath the table. So I hadn't imagined it. Sara wanted me painted as temporary. Disposable. And someone they could laugh at once my back was turned. I shot Bella a look. This…this…was exactly what I'd been trying to tell her.

Bella's chair scraped sharply against the floor as she leaned forward. "And you actually believed that rubbish?" she snapped. "Are you all blind? My brother didn't just pick Elena up on a whim. He stood in front of the whole world and claimed her. His first public relationship ever. If you're still confused about who matters, that's on you."

The Lunas shrank under her words, eyes dropping to the table. The tension hung thick in the air until Bella waved her hand impatiently. "Alright. You can go."

They didn't wait to be told twice. One by one, they hurried out, shoulders hunched, pride bruised.

When the room finally emptied, Bella let out a breath. "What a disaster," she muttered, then glanced at me. "But at least they won't forget today. They know where the power sits now."

"Yeah…" I said slowly. "I honestly didn't know what I was doing back there. If you hadn't stepped in…"

"You'll get there," she interrupted. "Confidence scares people more than titles ever will." She paused, studying my face. "You know… you're really nothing like Sara."

I blinked. "Is that supposed to comfort me or insult me?"

She huffed a small laugh. "Neither. Just an observation. Sara was flawless on the surface. Perfect manners, perfect smile and perfect background. Born into an old pack, raised like royalty. It's not shocking Eric fell for her back then." She shrugged. "But you and her? Total opposites." I stayed quiet, unsure where she was going with this. Bella's tone softened. "Eric doesn't care about pedigree or money. He already has all of that. What he looks for is real. And you were right, Sara's act? It's fake. Always has been. Thank the Moon Goddess he saw through it before it was too late."

"Thanks," I said quietly, managing a small smile. Then, after a moment, "And… Thank you for standing up for me today. I couldn't have handled that alone."

She looked away, guilt flickering across her face. "I owed you that. And more. I wasn't exactly great to you before." There was a short silence before she glanced back at me, a little hesitant. "So… would you let me help you get ready for tomorrow? Pick your outfit for the summit. Like old times?"

I hesitated. I hadn't forgotten the past. We'd never be exactly the same again. But Mark was gone. And Bella, she was trying.

"Yeah," I said finally. "Why not." Her face brightened instantly.

And deep down, I knew this much was true…Sara had drawn the battle lines. And if this was war, I wasn't fighting it alone anymore.
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Later that night, the restaurant lights dimmed as Beĺa and I lingered over the last of our meal, neither of us in any real hurry to leave. Outside, the pack buzzed with life, but at our table, everything felt unspoken and heavy.

Bella traced the rim of her glass. "I'll leave soon," she said suddenly.

I glanced up. "Where are you heading to?"

"The apartment," she replied. "The one Mark and I lived… back when everything still made sense." She gave a small, humorless smile. "I'm there alone."

I nodded, choosing my words carefully. "That can't be easy."

"It isn't," she admitted. After a beat, she added, "I thought about coming back with you tonight. To Eric's place." Her eyes flickered away. "But I don't want to make things worse. Not if he still hasn't forgiven me."

"He will," I said calmly. "Just not overnight."

She studied me for a long moment, then exhaled. "You're really determined to fix this."

"Yes," I said. "But we'll do it carefully."

I wanted to mend the rift between them, but I knew I couldn't rush it. I needed her on my side to handle Sara, and that meant taking things step by step. I just hoped this uneasy alliance would hold long enough to get the job done.

When I returned to the mansion, Eric was home already. I found him in the study, seated behind his desk, one hand pressed to his forehead as if the day had carved itself into his skull.

"You look worn out," I said softly as I crossed the room. "Everything okay?"

He didn't answer right away. Instead, he opened his arms without even looking up. I stepped into them, settling against him, and he pulled me close, resting his chin briefly against my shoulder.

"Seeing you helps," he murmured. "More than you know." He drew in a slow breath, his usual way of grounding himself. Then, quieter, "Tell me about your day. You met the Lunas, right?"

"It was… rough at first," I admitted. "But it ended better than I expected." I hesitated, then decided there was no point holding back. "Though your beloved Sara made sure it didn't go smoothly."

His brows knit together. "Beloved? No," he said flatly. "What did she do?"

"She somehow found out about the tea I organized and hosted her own event. Same building. Same time." I watched his jaw tighten. "She went around reminding everyone of her 'special bond' with you, like she still runs this place. The Lunas barely acknowledged me. They were practically orbiting her."

He leaned back with a sigh. "It could've been accidental."

I stared at him. "Accidental? She turned them against me before I even opened my mouth. They wouldn't look at me until Bella stepped in. Even Bella…"

"Bella?" He straightened instantly. "She was with you?"

"Yes. And thank God she was, or Sara would've crushed me."

His tone hardened. "I told her to stay away from you. Have you forgotten what she's capable of? She's dangerous, Elena. If not for her, you wouldn't have gone through what you did. You'll be in perfect shape now."

"That wasn't her…it was Mark," I shot back. "If anyone's dangerous to me right now, it's Sara. If you're banning people from my life, maybe start with your ex-wife."

"Enough," he said sharply. "This conversation ends here."

"Fine." I tried to stand, but his arms locked around me, unyielding.

"Don't." His voice was low, edged with something volatile. I felt it in the air, in his scent. I stopped struggling. I looked at him more carefully. "What's really wrong? This isn't just about me."

He was quiet for a moment. Then, "The Alpha of Purple River still hasn't confirmed for tomorrow."

I bit my lips. cutting back the remark about his ex-wife boasting about convincing the Purple River Alpha to show up and softened my voice instead. "You're worried… about me?"

He lifted my face, holding it as if I might shatter. "I worry every second," he said hoarsely. "Watching you weaken while I stand here powerless…it's hell."

"I'm okay right now," I said gently, forcing a small smile. "I'm still here. Still breathing."

It didn't ease him. His eyes darkened further. "If he refuses this invitation, he's choosing a side. And if that side is against me…" His voice dropped. "Then maybe war is the only language he understands. A war my father never finished." The room felt colder after that. And a shiver ran down my spine. A war… over me? The thought made my stomach twist. Terrifying barely covered it.

"You can't be serious," I said, trying to sound firmer than I felt, straightening my shoulders.

He let out a low, dark laugh that didn't reach his eyes. The tension around him thickened, sharp and heavy. His wolf stirred beneath the surface, restless and raw, like it was snarling for a fight it couldn't wait to sink its teeth into.
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The pack was buzzing before the sun had even fully risen. Streets in the center had been cordoned off, security checkpoints set up at every corner, and black SUVs with darkened windows zipped past. The year's Medical Summit wasn't just any event, it was the event, the one everyone would talk about for years. Giant screens on skyscrapers broadcasted the summit's promo video, while crowds pressed against barriers, craning for a glimpse of the Alphas arriving from packs across the world.

To the outside world, Eric's move into the medical industry looked like a masterstroke of strategy. Analysts dissected his every word, every handshake, debating the motives behind his investments and partnerships. But the truth? Only a select few knew it. Every decision, every detail… was for me. Eric wanted to cure me, and the summit was the perfect stage.

I had woken up alone in the mansion, Eric already gone, swallowed by meetings and greetings and the endless procession of Alphas. Nora was there, tasked with ensuring I didn't get lost in the chaos. Bella, of course, had delivered the dress she picked out; a delicate rose-pink number, cut from the finest fabric, soft yet commanding enough to hold its own at a room full of powerful women.

I changed into it and twirled once in front of the mirror. "Do you think it works?" I asked Nova, trying to sound confident.

She hesitated. "I-I think it's beautiful… but…"

"But what?" I prompted.

"You look… a little tired," she admitted, biting her lip.

I let out a heavy sigh. No kidding. The truth was I hadn't even been able to get through the morning without collapsing. Half an hour after dragging myself out of bed, my body had refused to cooperate, leaving me weak and shaky. If Eric knew, he'd panic but he didn't need the extra worry today.

I waved over the makeup team. "Do your magic. I need to look… alive."

For two hours, they worked; layers of foundation, subtle contouring, gentle touches that turned my exhaustion into composure, my paleness into vitality. When they finally stepped back, I caught my reflection and nodded. "Good enough," I murmured. "Let's do this."

Tonight's gala; the official opening of the Medical Summit awaited. And I had to be ready. Not just to stand beside Eric, but to face the world that had no idea how much this event was really about me.

The drive over had been a nightmare. Traffic snarled in every direction; roadblocks, detours, honking horns, but at least the police escorts made things bearable. Every time one of them saw my license plate, they immediately cleared the way, letting us slice through the chaos. Still, it felt like a small victory when the building finally came into view.

The second my heels touched the red carpet, the camera flashes hit me like a tidal wave. I wasn't with Eric this time, yet the photographers went wild, shouting my name and clicking relentlessly.

Headlines would probably scream it by tomorrow: "Miss Grey Steals the Spotlight at Eric's Gala!"

"Miss Grey, over here!" a reporter yelled. "Did you really host the Lunas yesterday? Is this your official debut as Alpha Eric's partner?"

"Miss Grey! Any wedding plans soon?" another chimed in.

I ignored them and made my way inside, ignoring the chaos outside. The gala hadn't officially started yet, but early guests had already gathered in clusters, chatting and sipping champagne. As I entered, heads turned, and eyes followed me, exactly like the way they had when Eric arrived at events. Only now, it was me commanding that attention.

"Still intimidating," I muttered under my breath.

"You can handle it," Nova whispered with a small smile. "Alpha said you don't have to follow any rules. If anyone annoys you, just tell the guards to throw them away. No one will argue."

I glanced at the bodyguards flanking me, their posture rigid and alert.

A few curious guests who had been inching closer immediately hesitated and quietly stepped back. I exhaled and took a sip of champagne, letting the cold bubbles calm my nerves. Then my eyes landed on a few familiar faces; the Lunas from yesterday's tea party. Tina, the chatty one, waved enthusiastically, her grin practically sparkling. A small smile tugged at my lips. Maybe this wouldn't be so unbearable after all.

"Lady Elena, shall we let them through?" one of the guards asked, his voice hesitant.

I gave a small nod. They parted, creating a corridor for the Lunas to step inside. Tina practically bounced forward, her eyes wide. "Wow… you look incredible tonight! Absolutely radiant!"

The others quickly chimed in with their own compliments. I forced a polite smile, keeping my posture straight. "Thank you. Did everyone sleep well after yesterday's tea?"

"Perfectly! And we're so excited for the summit," Tina said, practically vibrating with anticipation. "Do you think we might get a chance to meet Alpha Eric afterward? Maybe you could introduce us?"

I was about to answer when a familiar, icy voice cut across the room: "I can handle that introduction for you, Luna Tina."

Sara. Of course it had to be her. She glided through the crowd in a silver-blue gown that hugged every curve perfectly, hair falling in glossy waves over her shoulders. Every man she passed couldn't help but turn, drawn by her practiced elegance.

I glanced at Tina, smirking. "Sara's offering her services. So… which will it be? Me or her?" Time to gauge the loyalty of yesterday's tea-party crew.

Tina hesitated for barely a heartbeat before replying, with confidence, "You, Lady Elena. You're Alpha Eric's partner. That's the only person who matters."

Another Luna chimed in, her tone sharp but sincere. "We only follow the official partner. Anyone else is just… pretenders. No one here wants trouble."

Sara's smile stayed perfectly in place, but I noticed the slight tightening of her hands around her clutch. That gave her away.

"Seems like yesterday's tea was a hit," she said, voice smooth, voice never breaking.

"Of course," I replied evenly, matching her polished smile with one of my own. "It went very well. Even if it wasn't exactly what you were hoping for."

Sara blinked, sweet as sugar, glancing at the guards. "Oh, I was hoping to say hi… but I guess it's hard from over here. Maybe someone could let me through?"

"I don't think so," I said calmly, letting the words land. "Perhaps you should find someone who actually wants to talk to you."

Her expression faltered for the first time tonight. She shot me a sharp, unreadable glare, then turned and disappeared into the crowd.

I let out a long sip of champagne, letting the small victory settle.

"That woman is unreal," Tina muttered under her breath. "All sly smiles and scheming. You handled that perfectly."

I nodded, smiling faintly. "Thanks. I'll try to arrange a quick chat with Alpha Eric later. If the chance comes up."

Their faces lit up at the suggestion, and I slipped away toward a quieter side lounge. I needed a moment to myself, this kind of crowd drained every ounce of energy. No sooner had I reached the lounge than someone collided with me hard. "Hey" we both gasped. The bodyguards surged forward, forming a protective wall around me.

"Lady Elena, are you hurt?" I steadied myself with Nova's hand. "I'm fine," I reassured her, brushing it off.

"You idiots! How did someone get that close?" Nova barked. "Throw him out!"

"Wait," I said, holding up my hand. "He looks harmless."

The young man before me straightened nervously, clearly shaken. "I-I'm so sorry! It was an accident. I didn't mean…"

I smiled at him gently. "It's okay. Really. Are you here for the summit?"

He nodded quickly, tugging at his ill-fitting suit, eyes wide with nervous excitement. "Yes… My name's Zaky. I'm from the Purple River Pack. I… I can't tell you how honored I am to be here."

My heart skipped. Purple River Pack? So they did send someone… But what about their Alpha? Is he coming?

Before I could ask, Zaky's voice broke my thoughts again. "I-I hope this isn't rude, but… you look a little unwell. I just graduated from the top medical academy at Purple River. If you'd let me, I could…"

Nora snapped, "You wish! There's no way I'm letting some stranger anywhere near…"

"It's fine," I interrupted, waving the guards aside. "Come here."

Zaky hesitated for a heartbeat, then stepped closer. His eyes were sharp and focused as he gently pressed his fingers against my wrist and neck, checking my pulse and breathing. After a few moments, he frowned, muttering to himself. "Huh… that's unusual," he said quietly. "Your vitals… everything should be normal, but something isn't right. Your pulse is elevated, yet your muscles feel fatigued in a way that doesn't match exertion. And there's a subtle tremor I can't ignore."

"Maybe I'm just tired," I shrugged, trying to downplay it.

"No," he said firmly, shaking his head. "This isn't simple exhaustion. There's something suppressing your body's natural recovery, almost like your system is being taxed beyond what it should handle. Has anyone ever given you strong medication recently, or anything that could interfere with your energy levels?"

"Medication?" I frowned. "No… nothing I can think of."

"This is serious," Zaky said, his brow furrowing. "Your body is under stress at a level that's abnormal for someone your age. If it continues like this, it could affect your immune response… maybe even more. You need proper rest and monitoring immediately."

"This guy's full of it," Nora whispered sharply in my ear. "There are probably a ton of posers sneaking into this summit. Let me have him escorted out."

"No, wait," I said quickly, holding up my hand. "I actually… want to hear more. He might be onto something."

Before Zaky could respond, a deafening crash ripped through the venue. Glass shattered from a distant chandelier, followed by screams and hurried footsteps as guests scattered in every direction. I spun around, heart pounding. "What the hell just happened?"
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I didn't stop to think. The moment the noise erupted, my body reacted before my mind could catch up.

"Elena don't!" Nova grabbed my wrist, panic sharp in her voice. "If there's trouble…"

"I'm not hiding," I said, pulling free. I ran straight into the chaos, pushing against guests who were fleeing in the opposite direction. Dresses brushed past me, heels stumbled, someone screamed my name but I kept going. The main hall looked nothing like it had minutes ago. People were packed along the edges, pressed flat against marble pillars and glass walls, too afraid to move. The air felt heavy, electric, like a storm trapped indoors.

