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LILA

I wore white the day he destroyed me.

Not a wedding dress. Just a simple white blouse my mother had pressed that morning while humming to herself, believing this was the beginning of something beautiful. She had no idea it was the last morning I would ever feel safe.

The ceremony hall smelled like pine and candle smoke. Rows of pack members lined both sides of the room, their faces solemn, their eyes watching me the way people watch something they expect to break. I walked down the center aisle alone. My chin was up. My hands were steady. But my heart — my heart was pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat.

Darius stood at the front.

He was tall, dressed in black, and so still he looked carved from stone. His jaw was sharp. His shoulders were broad. And his eyes — those dark, unreadable eyes — found mine the moment I stepped through the door.

Something moved in them. Something quick and raw and almost desperate.

Then it was gone.

I told myself I imagined it.

"Lila Mercer."

The Elder's voice filled the room. I stepped forward.

"You have been brought before the Blackridge Pack as the fated mate of Alpha Darius Kane." He paused, letting the weight of those words settle over the crowd. "Do you accept this bond?"

I looked at Darius.

He was already looking at me.

"Yes," I said. My voice didn't shake. I was proud of that.

The Elder turned to Darius.

The silence that followed lasted three seconds. I counted them. Three seconds where the whole world held its breath and I stood there believing that everything was about to change.

"Alpha Kane," the Elder said. "Do you accept this bond?"

Darius looked at me for a long moment. Long enough that I almost smiled.

Then he looked away.

"No."

One word. Flat. Final. Like a door slamming shut on everything I had ever hoped for.

I didn't move.

I think some part of me was still waiting for him to correct himself. To laugh. To say he was joking, even though Darius Kane had never once joked about anything in his life.

But he didn't correct himself.

"I reject the bond," he said. His voice was cold. Steady. Practiced. Like he had rehearsed this moment alone in some dark room where no one could see his face. "I reject Lila Mercer as my fated mate. She is not fit to stand beside an Alpha of my standing."

The crowd stirred.

Someone behind me gasped.

I felt the rejection hit my chest like a physical thing. Like a blade sliding in slow and clean, the kind that doesn't hurt at first because your body refuses to believe it.

"Darius." I said his name before I could stop myself. Just his name. Nothing else. But the way I said it — low and broken and full of everything I hadn't said — I watched his jaw tighten.

He didn't look at me.

"The bond is severed," he said to the Elder, not to me. "Record it."

People started talking.

I heard pieces of it. Words like weakness and bloodline and political risk. I heard a woman say my family name like it was something dirty. I heard someone laugh, soft and ugly, near the back of the room.

I stood in the middle of all of it and I could not move.

My mother was somewhere behind me. I couldn't look at her. If I looked at her, I would fall apart, and I refused to fall apart in front of these people. In front of him.

"You should go," one of the Elder's assistants said quietly beside me. A woman with tired eyes and a voice that was almost kind. "Come on, girl. It's done."

I wanted to tell her I was fine.

I wanted to stand there and face every single one of them and make them feel small while watching.

Instead I turned around and walked out.

I kept my chin up the whole way.

The cold hit me the moment I stepped outside. I walked across the gravel courtyard, past the iron gates, past the line of black cars, and then I was on the road and the ceremony hall was behind me and I was still walking.

I didn't stop until I reached the edge of the woods at the bottom of the hill.

Then I sat down in the dirt and I pressed my back against a tree and I let myself feel it.

All of it.

The humiliation. The shock. The grief that had no name yet because I hadn't caught up to what had just happened. The way his voice sounded when he said it was not fit. The way he had looked at the Elder instead of me when he said it, because looking at me would have required something he had decided not to give.

I sat there for a long time.

At some point I stopped crying. Not because I felt better. Because I ran out.

I looked up through the branches at the sky. It was grey and flat and completely unbothered by everything that had just happened to me. I remember thinking that was the most honest thing I had seen all day.

I made myself a promise at that moment. Sitting in the dirt with tear tracks drying cold on my face.

He will never see me cry again.

He will never see me at all.

I left that night.

I packed one bag. I took my savings, which wasn't much, and I got on a bus headed three hours north to a city where nobody knew my name and nobody knew what I was and nobody would ever look at me like I was something they pitied.

I didn't tell anyone where I was going.

My mother called eleven times before I turned off my phone.

I told myself I would call her back when I could say the words out loud without breaking. When I could say I'm fine and mean it enough to be believable.

It took a long time.

I found out six weeks later.

I was sitting on the edge of a bathtub in a one-room apartment above a laundromat, holding a test I had bought from the corner store at two in the morning because I couldn't sleep and I needed to know.

The result took about forty seconds.

I stared at it for much longer than that.

Outside, a truck rumbled past on the street below. Somewhere in the building, a door closed. The world kept moving, completely unaware that mine had just shifted into something I didn't have words for yet.

I set the test down on the edge of the sink.

I pressed both hands flat against the cold tile wall and I breathed.

In. Out. In.

I didn't cry. Not this time.

I thought about the ceremony hall. About the pine and candle smoke. About the way Darius had looked at me when I first walked in — that flash of something real and unguarded before he shut it down and chose power over everything.

I thought about what he had said.

Not fit.

I looked at my reflection in the mirror above the sink. Pale. Tired. Eyes that had seen too much in the last six weeks.

Then something changed in my face. Something settled.

"Okay," I said quietly to myself. To the life that had just announced itself in the most undeniable way possible. "Okay. Just you and me then."

I picked up the test. I wrapped it in tissue and buried it at the bottom of the trash.

Then I went to the kitchen and I made myself eat something, because that was what you did now. You ate. You slept. You built something from what was left.

You did not wait for a man who had chosen a room full of people over you.

You did not look back.

That was almost five years ago.

I don't think about that night anymore. Or I tell myself I don't.

But sometimes, when Ethan laughs a certain way, or when he goes very still and quiet and looks at something I can't see — those dark, unreadable eyes that are not mine — I think about the ceremony hall.

I think about what Darius doesn't know.

And I pray, every single day, that it stays that way.

DARIUS

She kept her chin up.

That was the thing I couldn't stop seeing. Even after the doors closed behind her. Even after the Elder cleared his throat and the room started moving again and my Beta clapped a hand on my shoulder and said something about strength and difficult decisions.

I wasn't listening.

I was still seeing Lila walk out of that room with her spine straight and her hands steady and her eyes dry, and I was standing there feeling like I had just done something I could never undo.

Because I had.

"Well done." Councilman Greaves appeared at my side with a glass of something dark and expensive that I didn't want. He was smiling the way men smile when they've gotten exactly what they wanted without having to get their hands dirty. "That could have gone sideways. You handled it cleanly."

"Leave me alone, Greaves."

His smile didn't move. "The council will remember this. Your father would have—"

"I said leave me alone."

He left.

I set the glass down on the nearest table without drinking from it and walked to the far side of the room where nobody would try to speak to me. I stood near the window. Outside, the courtyard was empty. The iron gates were still. The road beyond them was dark.

She was already gone.

I pressed one hand flat against the cold glass and I made myself breathe.

This was the right choice. That was what I told myself. Lila Mercer was a liability. Her family carried no political weight, no bloodline standing, nothing that would hold the fractured alliances of this pack together. Half the council had threatened to splinter if I accepted a mate they considered beneath the Alpha line. I had responsibilities. I had a pack of three hundred people whose safety depended on my ability to hold power.
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