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“There she is.” Zephyrus Ackerman beamed, a rare smile lifting his face. 

Arela Waterhouse stepped through the glass doors of the small discussion room he had reserved. Her straight brown hair touched her shoulders, curtaining her heart-shaped face as complementing brown eyes fell on the opponent she had come to meet.

Zephyrus’s center melted at the sight of her in a black dress that touched her knees. He stood with an outstretched hand as Arela’s met his in a handshake while he resisted prolonging the touch of their palms.

Lips he’d dreamed about too often tipped into a smile as twinkling brown eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why do I get the feeling you like arguing with your opponents?” she asked.

He was in the blue shirt she’d once complimented, his smile broadening as his blue eyes brightened at the mischief behind the brown. “Negotiate, Arela. When we’re not in court, we’re civilized creatures who negotiate, not argue.” The baritone quieted into a conspiratorial whisper, “And I’ll admit to enjoying negotiations with a certain werewolf lawyer from Letitia & Associates.”

Arela was the only werewolf lawyer from Letitia & Associates. Every human-led company hired at least one “foreign species” to handle negotiations concerning the said “foreign species”, and Arela was that for her firm.

Setting down her bag and getting out the documents, she asked, “Buttering me up so that I’ll go easy on your client, Alpha Zephyrus?”

Hearing his title from her lips felt so wrong that it knotted in his chest. The shine in his eyes dulled as he fell back into his seat, facing her. “Arela.” Their eyes met, and he continued, “I know I told you this before, so please, I’d much prefer you call me Zeph when we’re not discussing a case. As for buttering you up”—another smile, this one devilish—“what if I told you it’s so that you’ll say yes to that coffee I’ve been asking for?”

“I’d say you’re persistent, but”—she got out the last of her things—“so am I.”

“We’d just be talking,” he assured her, almost pleading. “Think of it as a casual meetup.”

“You know I don’t do things without reason, Zeph.”

“Is getting to know each other not a good enough reason?” he asked, dismay masked as his blue eyes beseeched her to give him a chance. One chance. Just one.

“No,” Arela replied, her tone resolute as she flipped to the page with a blue tab jutting from the side. “Shall we start? We’re here for our clients after all.”

His disappointment didn’t show even as he broke a little inside, and his business side emerged when he began, “The land belongs to my client. The squatters have overstayed their welcome. I acknowledge my client’s predecessors might have given some sort of implied permission for them to remain there, but my client is not extending it. He is willing to offer each family $5,000 to help them start elsewhere. But they are required to move out within thirty days from the execution of our agreement.”

“Five thousand dollars is hardly sufficient,” Arela countered, brows dipping at the absurdity. “We’re talking about sixty families with an average of five members per household. You’re evicting them from their homes. Is $5,000 enough for a down payment on a house? I’m not agreeing to anything less than $50,000 per individual, minors included.”

A brief pause followed, and then—in a tone that beseeched his opponents to lower their demands—Zeph slowly said, “The money is meant to help them start; it’s not a permanent solution. They’d be advised to rent if home purchase isn’t an option.”

Arela scoffed. “Tell me, Alpha Zephyrus, what’s going to happen to the land now that it’s filled with palm trees and orchards, generating significant revenue for the Crimson River Pack?”

“What happens to that land is up to my client. We’re here to discuss the amount your clients are getting. Nothing more. Let’s stay on subject, Ms. Waterhouse.” His voice softened on her name, the argumentative inflection from before bent into something more careful. Gentle. Time after time he tried to sound stern, and time after time he failed.

“Of course. Let’s do that,” she said wryly. “For the growth and maintenance of palm trees and three fruit orchards over the past seven decades, my client seeks 50 percent of all profits generated from any present and future deals your client gets for this plantation.”

Zeph’s brows rose. “That and the $50,000? What are they asking for really? A retirement fund?”

“Well, if you insist…”

“No,” he interjected and straightened, leaning forward. “The whole point of this is to compensate the squatters. Forgive me for suggesting this, Ms. Waterhouse, but your client seems to want to punish my client for taking back what’s rightfully his.”

“Does he honestly believe that?” Her tone grew firmer, sharper. “What’s rightfully his was a plain piece of nothing. My clients were the ones who developed that now-lucrative area. You want them to get out? Pay them—$50,000 per individual, plus 50 percent profits from any and every business deal. That, or we go to court.”

“Twenty thousand dollars per family,” Zeph said. “The cost of settlement excludes minors who’ve done nothing to develop the land.”

“But their parents have developed it and counted on the seven-decade status quo to remain unchanged before conceiving them. Since your client has interfered with their normalcy, draining the parents of their home and only source of income, he is responsible for the minors too. Diapers and milk don’t come cheap, and after the trauma your client has put mine through, I’d say therapy is needed for most of the adults. I’m not lowering.”

“Then reduce the cost for minors. They don’t need therapy.” His eyes pushed her to give in, but he loved that she never gave in if his clients’ demands were unreasonable, and Zeph knew with bone-deep certainty that this asshole of a client his boss had made him represent was being very unreasonable.

“So the minors should starve until they need food and therapy?” she asked.

He blew out a long breath. “Twenty thousand dollars per family, 2 percent profit.”

“Forty thousand dollars per adult, $10,000 per minor, 40 percent profit.”

“Twenty thousand dollars per family with an additional $1,000 per minor, 5 percent profit.”

“No.” Her brows drew closer. “Forty thousand dollars per adult, $8,000 per minor, 40 percent profit. That’s final.”

Zeph bit his bottom lip. The tip of his pen tapped the opened notebook before it clicked as he scribbled the numbers. “He is not going to settle for this.”

Business was concluded, and Arela’s mouth tipped into a smile. “Looks like we’ll have to stick this one out in court. I hope we get Judge Rose.”

“I hope not. She hates me.”

“I know.” Arela chuckled.

Zeph’s unrelenting exterior softened. Their eyes held for the next few moments, neither acknowledging this routine gazing ever since they’d reached their first settlement ten months prior. Attraction and longing weaved between the determined blue and reluctant brown. Through their interactions, their inner wolves grew curious of one another. His wolf loved her scent of gooseberries and forget-me-nots, wagging his tail from the faintest whiff. Her wolf stole glimpses of the well-built, dashing creature through her human’s eyes, knowing it was who they wanted a chance with but was a prospect that must be left unexplored.

Arela’s chair scraped the floor when she rose from her seat. “Well, I should get going. I’ll wait for your client’s predictable reply.”

“I’ll walk you out,” Zeph offered, as he always did.

He’d been walking her out since their first negotiation. She told him it wasn’t necessary, that she knew her way out, but he insisted. He didn’t get to see her every day, so every minute with her counted.

They took the elevator down, both secretly pleased they had the space to themselves. No words passed between them, but their bodies were close, almost touching. Arela stood in the back corner and stared at the numbers ahead, feigning contemplation as she indulged in the warmth radiating off Zeph that, for whatever reason, brought her a sense of security. Being this close to him wouldn’t be appropriate once he found his luna, which wouldn’t be too far into the future now, so Arela cherished their proximity for however long it was going to last.

Soft blue eyes stayed on her during their descent. Zeph knew she was feigning being lost in thought. He hadn’t known it at first, but it had become apparent after she did this every single time they were alone in an elevator. He never brought it up in case she might ask him to look away. Goddess knew he was incapable of doing that.

Experience had taught him that, had there been anyone else, Arela would’ve left a bigger space between them, so thank Goddess there wasn’t anyone today. The first time they were alone, he had left a small space between them, assuming that was what she wanted, what made her comfortable. But when Arela closed their distance without a word, he met her halfway and pressed his lips to contain a smile that, if unleashed, could’ve been brighter than a meteor shooting through the sky.

Ding!

Metallic doors parted, and they stepped out, waiting for her Uber in the lobby as Zeph casually leaned against a pillar when he asked, “Will you be returning to Auburn Roots next month, or are you sticking this year out too?”

Next month was Amour Month—the month where mateless wolves could feel the mate bond bestowed by the moon goddess, allowing them to find their mates. It was the most celebrated time of the year. Mated and marked creatures could feel their bond all year round, but those who hadn’t completed the ritual would only have those thirty days to feel it. It was a season of parties, gifting, romantic gestures and declarations, mating, weddings, and a whole lot of social events to “help” mateless wolves find their fated mates.

“I’ll be there in the final week,” Arela said, masking her dread. “My little sister found her mate last year, who happens to be our pack’s beta. They’re getting married next month.”

Unfiltered amusement glinted in Zeph’s eyes as his lips twitched. “Let me get this straight: Your sister is not against Amour Month… but you are?”

“I’m not against Amour Month,” she said. “I don’t have a problem with anyone liking it. I just don’t like it myself.”

“That’s what I said, Arela—you’re against Amour Month,” he said, but the tease morphed into concern when he asked, “Why though? Are you ever going to tell me?”

Arela never planned to tell any of her kind because they’d never understand. But time spent with Zeph had budded a connection that blossomed into trust, making her say, “I don’t believe the mate bond is worth pursuing or celebrating, and I don’t want to be with a wolf.”

Zeph’s inner animal stood at attention, and the human part of him forgot to breathe for a moment before he detached himself from the pillar, approaching her in careful steps as protectiveness hardened his eyes. “What happened, Arela? What made you come to that decision?”

“It’s personal,” she muttered with a tight-lipped smile.

His thoughts spiraled, wondering if she had gone through a rejection before. They never spoke about their personal lives. Arela had been really good at keeping her walls up. Zeph didn’t even know she had a sister until a minute ago. He wished he knew more. He wished he knew everything about her.

“So I take it that your calendar is filled up next month?” Arela asked, diverting the attention from herself.

A shudder rippled down his spine. His eyes darted around, making sure the coast was clear when he whispered, “What is it with these elders wanting us to find our mates? It’s not that difficult to stay off my calendar. It’s my calendar and my life.”

Arela released an amused chuckle. “It isn’t just your life, Zeph; it’s also the pack’s future. So yes, it is difficult to stay off your calendar. They’re probably counting down the days to welcoming their new luna.”

Betrayal dipped his brows and dismay coated his voice. “Arela, I already don’t have many people on my side for this. You cannot join the masses, please.”

“Go easy on me in the next… ten negotiations, and I’ll think about it.”

His response came in an unrelenting scoff. “The day I go easy on you is the day any cases with you would be given to someone else. I’d die before I let that happen.”

Warmth colored her cheeks despite her narrowing eyes. “You can be quite dramatic, Zeph. It’s just a case.”

“A case which happens to be my only chance to see you and talk to you. If we can’t get coffee, at least I have this.”

“I have a pretty good idea what you’re going to ask next, but it’s still no, Zeph,” she said with a knowing smile before looking away.

After swallowing another request to get coffee with her, Zeph settled on simply looking at her. Rumors circulated about her beauty, but pictures on the internet didn’t do her justice. From the first time they met, Zeph was certain she looked better in person. Her features, poise, and grace garnered second looks. But it wasn’t until they’d begun negotiations that Zeph concluded Arela was the most gorgeous creature to ever exist.

Her eyes drew him in and held him captive. Her voice wasn’t just melodious; it carried strength, confidence, and certainty. Her rebuttals blew his mind. Her composure was impeccable despite his efforts to throw her off. Her mind was as clear as a cloudless sky, and her tone was as calm as an undisturbed puddle, making it impossible to derail her, which was something else Zeph had fallen in love with.

After they reached their first settlement, she offered him a cordial smile and an outstretched hand. Zeph didn’t think twice before bringing it to his lips, brushing a kiss on the back, which was not something he did at all. Arela pulled back in a jolt, insisting she preferred shaking hands, and Zeph, plagued with guilt, apologized and obliged, not wanting to make a worse impression than he already had, praying he didn’t just drive her away, thanking Goddess every day that he didn’t.

“The thought scares me sometimes, you know?” he said.

“What?” The shine in her eyes made his heart skip a beat.

He stared into the brown whirlpools and explained, “Being bonded. It scares me. What if I don’t get the one I want? What if I want to be with someone else, someone I’m not bonded to?”

She’d never seen him like this, carved open and bare. He was an alpha. Like any alpha, weaknesses and vulnerabilities were buried for their safety if not their ego. Zeph was decent by anyone’s standards. She couldn’t help but like him. Not only did he have the brains and character but also the looks and charm.

The fire in his eyes and argumentative finesse that deftly skidded between soft persuasion and firm resoluteness were as admirable as they were inspiring. The way he steered discussions to gain an upper hand had her questioning whether he was her senior by only four years.

She cursed her luck when his scent was that of a wolf and his radiating aura confirmed he was an alpha—a rank infamous for extreme possessiveness, aggression, narcissism, and promiscuity despite having marked a mate. It was strange to Arela that, with how much leeway alphas were given by the wolf community, Zeph was still afraid of something as simple as the mate bond. Most alphas were raised to accept a Goddess-bestowed bond, but those who insisted on choosing their lunas did so with little fuss from the alpha’s family, though with a good dose of skepticism and backlash from the pack. Was that why Zeph was worried?

“Does your pack… not want a chosen luna?” Arela asked.

“What? No! What makes you say that?” Zeph asked, shrinking their already small space, reaching for her hands and stopping himself right before he did.

Arela glanced at the receptionist speaking on the phone, then re-created the space between them. “You’re worried about wanting someone you’re not bonded to, so I’m assuming you have a chosen luna in mind and believe she’s someone your pack isn’t amenable to.”

When she checked where her Uber was on her phone, Zeph frowned.

She caught that. She could tell he already had someone in mind. He wondered if she knew that someone was her. He’d been quite obvious, hadn’t he?

“I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, Zeph,” she casually said. “Whoever you choose or are eventually bonded to will be the right luna for you and Night Forest.” She was going to add that she expected a wedding invitation when that happened, but the tease got stuck in her throat. Discomfort gnawed at her chest and pricked her heart.

Misinterpreting her discomfort as his insensitivity about her aversion to mate bonds, Zeph said, “Let’s talk about something else. Uh… How about…”

“You know,” she began, her tone lighter as her brown eyes lit with mirth. “I never thought you’d use your derailing skills on me when we aren’t discussing cases, Zeph. Direct derailment, no less.”

“I’m not! I would never do that to you, Arela. Ever,” he exclaimed in a whisper.

“Then why change the subject?” she said. “Surely, as one of our generation’s most powerful alphas, you can’t be that daunted by the mate bond?”

His eyes welcomed the challenge, lips curling into a smirk. “You’re one to talk. Shutting down the bond entirely. At least I’m still holding out hope, praying I’ll get the one I want.”

Arela gave an impressed nod. “If you know who you want and your pack is okay with a chosen luna, I’d say your love life is pretty set.”

“If only,” he muttered, blue trying to penetrate the soul behind the brown, trying to find a way in but to no avail.

“She said no to coffee too, huh?”

An incredulous pause followed before he asked, “What makes you think I’ve been asking anyone but you?”

Her brows lifted, and her heart pounded before the absurdity of what he was saying sank in, and she deduced he had to be pulling her tail, making her reply, “Funny.”

There was no way the Night Forest Pack would accept an omega from a rural pack as their luna. They needed someone equally powerful and well-connected, not someone who’d been plucked out of obscurity and given the fast track to the stand with their alpha.

“Ouch,” he murmured with a pained smile, the ache spreading to his center. “There are gentler ways of calling me a player, you know.”

“Well, I didn’t say that. It’s just… socially acceptable for people to ask multiple people out at the same time if neither is already in a relationship. I assume that’s how you’re dating.”

“Do you do that?”

“Back in college, yeah. Everyone did. From an efficiency standpoint, it made sense. Get to know everyone, then decide who’s the best fit from there.”

“Do you still do that?” It was his heart pounding now. He was aware he didn’t know her as much as he would like, but this was him not knowing enough about her at all.

“No,” she said. “You know how you get older and already know what you want and don’t want, and the dating pool shrinks with your refined preference?”

Blue eyes zoned in on his only preference. “Yes.”

She nodded with an enthusiastic smile. “It’s like that. It’s just harder to find compatibility now.”

“Maybe it’ll be easier if you went out for coffee.”

“I would love to third-wheel your dates to help you take notes, Zeph, but I’m kind of drowning in work right now. How about a rain check?”

“You seriously don’t believe I only ask you out for coffee?”

“Kind of hard to when you’re an alpha. Don’t you have that list of potential mates you have to go out with? The one drawn up by pack elders?”

A deep, depressing laugh rumbled out of Zeph as his long fingers raked through his hair. “The list is such a stupid thing. They are people, not groceries. And so what if I had to meet them? It’s not as if I clicked with any of them.”

Unlike with you, he thought but was careful not to say.

Arela couldn’t envision a scenario where Zeph couldn’t click with anyone on an entire list, which had to have at least ten names. Then it dawned on her that Zeph was not merely looking for a luna who could lead the pack. “You’re looking for an emotional connection,” she said, and realization had her beaming in awe.

“Okay, why is that a surprise?” Zeph couldn’t for the life of him think why she’d think otherwise. Sure, he was an alpha. But at his core, he was just like everyone else—someone who craved an emotional connection that was so strong that being apart sank his heart and being with anyone else felt wrong.

A modicum of shame colored her cheeks. “It’s just… some alphas don’t mind not having that. They even call it selfless—to sacrifice what their heart wants for what their pack needs.”

Zeph scoffed. “That’s a load of crap. It’s not selfless to mate and mark someone one has no intention of loving.”

“I’m glad you see it that way,” Arela replied with an appreciative smile.

His eyes softened at the sight, and the deep timbre of his voice echoed, “I’m mildly offended that you’d think I see it any other way.”

“In my defense,” she began with a half-raised hand, “we never get a chance to talk about these things… because we never had to wait this long for my Uber.”

Laughter bubbled out of him, the sound making her heart trip and tumble. “If I’m being honest, I’m hoping your Uber never arrives.”

Her mouth quirked into a smirk. “So you can use accompanying me as an excuse to disappear from the office all day? Clever, Zeph. Sneakily clever.”

Zeph’s eyes found their way back to her, taking in beauty, brains, and a good amount of audacity wrapped in this flawless creature. How was it fair that she already had him wrapped around her finger, but he hadn’t even lowered her walls by an inch? “The mate bond scares you too, doesn’t it?” he asked, hoping that with this common ground he’d be able to draw her out.

“Not really,” she said. “I mean, we all know Goddess bonds creatures according to who we are and what we want… or some would say what we deserve.” Arela knew what she wanted—someone honest, trustworthy, strong, smart, diligent, understanding, supportive, and one who valued communication in a relationship. Looks were a bonus but not a requirement. “I don’t want to be with a wolf, and I’ve made that quite clear in the… admittedly infrequent prayers I send to our deity. Considering that I’m not that bad of a person, I have hope I’ll be spared from the mate bond.”

The ache in Zeph’s chest grew, turning into a full-blown fissure. To think she would pray not to be bonded. He had prayed frequently after meeting her, and he’d been asking to be bonded, specifically to her. “Some wolves in your life must’ve caused quite the damage for you to swear off all of us, Arela.”

Questions filled his eyes, radiating a desperate need to know. She had a strong urge to share, but after an internal debate, she decided against it. Tables turned too quickly in this world. Friendships could break, and alliances could weaken, worse when former foes become allies. It wasn’t worth the risk. She trusted Zeph now, but she knew too little about him to know whether she could trust him in ten years.

With a smile that hid secrets she’d never share, she said, “It’s just a choice I made a long time ago. Oh, it’s here.” They made their way out, and Zeph held the door as she got into the car. “This is probably the hundredth time I’m saying this, Zeph, but you really don’t have to.”

“Get that coffee with me, and I’ll stop this in the next negotiation.”

With one leg still out the door, she asked, “The next negotiation? As in just one negotiation?”

“You’re insane if you think I’m going to stop this for good.”

“Dramatic and persistent,” she remarked with a smile and a wave.

Zeph shut the door and watched her leave, after which he muttered, “Only with you, Arela.”
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The fourth week of Amour Month came too soon. Arela packed a few things and dragged herself back to Auburn Roots, muttering, “I hate my life,” throughout the seven-hour drive. 

She wouldn’t call this her home, having outgrown the pack in her late teens and couldn’t wait to get out despite not knowing where to go next. It was an abhorrent thought to have and a disgraceful choice to make because she was refusing to honor her roots.

Arela wasn’t that proud of her roots to begin with. Codependency and toxic relationships abounded in the pack, in every household, and in every couple she’d observed growing up. The dominant mate was given every pass to be abusive; their submissive counterpart was always expected to endure and forgive. It was an endless cycle of abuse and forgiveness with no change in behavior in sight. Most couples didn’t even discuss it, declaring it was normal for love. If that was love, Arela was happy without it. Her aversion to dating her own kind stemmed from right here, in her own pack.

Mateless males may be doting in the infatuation phase, but once the mate bond was sealed and getting out was more tedious than finding paw prints after a downpour, their true character would emerge, and they’d demand constant submission, perpetual forgiveness, and unconditional acceptance despite their repugnant behavior.

Arela refused to be an automated forgiving robot for the rest of her life, so she never fell for a wolf, especially not the alphas, who almost everyone drooled over. For their title or personality? Only Goddess knew.

Arela attempted forming a romantic connection with humans and wizards, but only one ever got serious, and even that one fizzled out. It frustrated her that her longest-lasting attraction and effortless connection was with Zeph, an alpha and a wolf, the very two things she’d sworn off. He’d been asking her out since they met, but she doubted she’d be his forever. Alphas from larger, wealthier, and more developed packs had a habit of sleeping with as many females as possible before finding “a proper luna.” Even after they mated and marked their luna, fidelity was not promised.

Zeph was leading one of the largest, wealthiest, and most developed packs of their generation. He didn’t have a reputation of being a player, but alphas of his prestige rarely, if ever, wanted an omega from an obscure rural pack as their luna, and Arela wasn’t keen on being used in bed, then discarded right after.

She hadn’t seen him in three weeks, only conversing about their clients’ matters through email and phone calls. She smiled to herself when he asked her out for coffee. Again. As tempting as it was to give in to the flicker of possibility that Zeph could be different, Arela decided to play it safe, reminding herself that mateless males were soft and approachable only during the infatuation phase but turned into a living nightmare after bagging a mate. That was not a future she wanted for herself, so she always told him no despite breaking a little inside.

She reached her pack in the evening and got past the warriors at the pack border who gave her the side-eye as she drove down the familiar bumpy road to her parents’ house, then took her time with her luggage, not at all enthusiastic about being in this place that reminded her of habitual arguments, manipulation, lies, gaslighting, and extremely poor communication.

“I’m here for Emily. Just for Emily,” she chanted to herself. She hated that there was a one-week celebration prior to the wedding, courtesy of the groom’s mother. But for her little sister, Arela would swallow every bit of dread and be present and pleasant.

Her father was at the door, immediately taking her luggage and telling her to go sit and relax in the living room. More of a trap than a loving gesture, really, since in the living room sat all their relatives who Arela had worked to get away from when she left Auburn Roots.

Aunt Yala, with her deceptively kind face, offered her an equally deceiving sweet smile. “Arela, your mother says you haven’t been home in months.”

“She’s right,” Arela replied curtly, sipping the punch her mother handed to her.

“Busy time? Perhaps with a man?” Aunt Yala asked, and the other relatives’ ears perked up.

Arela forced a smile. “Many men, actually. The legal field happens to hold a significant portion of the male population, and I have the pleasure of working with many capable minds.”

“Oh, you know what Aunt Yala means, dear.” Aunt Joyce laughed in a way that grated on Arela’s ears. “Anyone serious?”

“No.” Arela decided she had exchanged enough pleasantries for the evening and rose from her seat. “It was a long drive. I’m going to bed. Excuse me.”

Unlike in her youth, she didn’t wait for permission, pacing to the kitchen to wash her cup, catching the periphery of Aunt Joyce’s voice when she said, “Goddess forbid she chooses a human! A wizard would be worse, with their potions and… things.”

Aunt Yala went on, “It’ll be a miracle if she chooses anyone at all! I spoke to her about this years ago. She’s much too picky for a woman. Delia, you must teach her to be more accommodating.”

Arela’s mother Delia was quieter. “The more I say, the more I’ll drive her away. I’d rather not.”

Aunt Yala babbled on like Arela didn’t have werewolf hearing. “Oh, you’d only be doing what’s best for her. She’s young, and she doesn’t know any—”

They paused when Arela emerged, heading for the stairs.

“Arela,” Aunt Yala called out.

Arela paused and turned. “Yes?”

Sympathy dressed the elder’s wrinkled eyes, aged from years of failing to mind her own business. “It’s miserable to be alone.” She should take a look in the mirror. “Like it or not, no one can understand you or your ways the way a wolf can.”

With a feigned smile and a slight tip of her head, Arela replied, “I’d rather be miserably alone than be miserably confused about my mate’s behavior all the time.”

Aunt Yala stiffened, the jab delivering the intended blow. It was no secret that her husband had a knack for telling lies and half-truths. Their marriage was a predictable cycle of him lying outright or by omission, her getting upset, him getting defensive, her forgiving him and pleading with him to change, him promising to change, and him never changing.

“If I’m kind enough to stay out of your business,” Arela went on, “do yourself a favor and stay out of mine.” Tense silence clung to the air, but Arela held her smile and said, “Have a good night.”

She’d barely turned when the front door opened, and in walked the bride-to-be, who had the same dark hair and brown eyes as her older sister, though Emily was shorter in height. Her sights converged on Arela, not yet registering the surrounding hostility as she dashed into her sister’s arms, wrapping her in a tight embrace as Arela squeezed her in return.

“I missed you,” Emily said.

Arela chuckled softly. “I missed you too, Em.” When their arms disentangled, Arela beamed at Goddess’s purest creation and whispered, “Congratulations, Emily.”

Discomfort tainted Emily’s eyes, and her stomach twisted into knots. She glanced at her fiancé, who had no interest in acknowledging Arela as he got a beer from the icebox. Emily turned back to her sister and managed a meek smile. “Thanks, Ari.”

This was not the gushing bride-to-be Arela had expected to come back to, making her mind-link. ‘Is everything all right, Em?’

‘Hm? Yeah. Yeah.’

‘Em, you’re still a terrible liar. Tell me, what is it?’

‘Um…’ She glanced at their relatives, and Arela was going to invite Emily to her room to talk when she said, ‘I’m fine. Just nervous.’

Arela’s glance at her future brother-in-law was gradually turning into a scowl. ‘Is he abusing you?’

‘What? No, of course not, Ari. Really, it’s fine between us. I’m just nervous… about the wedding.’

Arela had met Nigel the previous year. He disliked her, of course, but he was smitten with Emily. ‘You know you have a choice in this, right?’ she reminded Emily. ‘The moon goddess may have bonded you and Beta Nigel, but you can decide whether you want this.’

‘Yes, I know, Ari. You… look a little tired. I won’t keep you. Go to bed.’

‘You don’t want me to stay with you? There’s literally a pack of wolves here.’

Emily managed a soft laugh. ‘I’ll be fine, Ari. Go.’

‘Link me if you need anything.’ Arela cast a warning scowl at her relatives when she reminded her sister, ‘Slaughter them if necessary. But make it look like self-defense.’

Laughter burst out of Emily, and the sisters embraced before Arela headed to her room, took a shower, and was in her pajamas checking her phone when Zeph’s text came in.



Tell me I’m not the only one suffering here. I hate these things.



I stayed for five minutes before calling it quits. Used the long drive as an excuse to hit the hay.



You’re in bed already?!



Yes. It’s so quiet and peaceful.



This is injustice at its highest degree.



LOL. Perks of not being an alpha, Alpha :)



His name took up the screen in an insistent call, and Arela swiped to answer. The soothing baritone she secretly missed sounded exhausted when he said, “We have to advocate for some kind of law to make these things illegal, Arela. If I have to hold one more empty conversation, I’ll shift.”

“And show your animal to potential mates? Sure, why not?”

He groaned. “How did you even escape? You’re the sister of the bride-to-be!”

Arela winced that he remembered and took a moment to recollect herself. “The get-together tonight is just with my relatives, and it was a seven-hour drive to Auburn Roots. It was easy to use that as an excuse to leave.”

“You know, this is your fault. If you had said yes to coffee, I wouldn’t be here alone,” Zeph playfully ranted.

He actually thought she’d join him for pack visits after they had coffee? Coffee? What was the coffee made of? Gold? Her voice sharpened when she replied, “Wow, confident of you to think I’d join you for all those visits after a mere cup of—”

“No, Arela! That’s not what I meant! It’s just”—the baritone mellowed into innocence—“they have coffee here.”

So he wouldn’t be alone because they could have coffee at that pack. Her eyes narrowed like they would if he were in front of her. “Very funny, Zeph.” Relief washed over him as he chuckled through the line, making her smile before she realized something. “Are you hiding in a restroom? For a social event, it seems rather quiet.”

“I’m out in the forest. Needed some air. Looking at the moon and asking Goddess why the hell is she not helping me out of this.”

Arela couldn’t hide a titter, and the sound tickled his heart, making his animal coo. She was the only one who could do that—melt his animal. His usually even-tempered wolf was as agitated as he was. The weeks of traveling, smiling, and small talk were stretching the limits of the beast’s patience, and Arela’s voice was the only thing that made the ordeal bearable. Zeph had to call her. He needed to know how she was holding up in her pack. It didn’t take a lot to see she didn’t like it there.

“So how long do you think you can hide before they sniff you out?” Arela asked.

“Let’s not jinx this,” Zeph whispered as he looked around, relieved there wasn’t another soul in sight. “It’s going well so far.”

Arela chuckled. “How are you, Zeph, really?”

“What do you mean? Arela, I’m dying here, I told you,” he said, though beyond happy that she had asked.

“You’ve been to tons of packs by now. There has to be one creature you had a good time with.”

The hopefulness in her voice gave him hope, and it got him admitting, “I did like speaking to Gamma Charlie from Knightinghills. He had great input on strategy, training, and border patrol. There was also Chef Lumina from Crescent Light. The great thing about her was I never had to say anything. She does the talking and pours out all the pack gossip, good and bad. Hiding in the pack kitchen has been my most ingenious improvisation so far.” Arela’s soft laughter echoed before he continued, “Alpha Desmond from Gloomy Mountains was also good company. He lost his mate eight years ago and gave good advice.”

After a moment of silence, Arela said, “See, it’s not all bad.”

Zeph’s smile fell a little. “You’re not going to ask what Alpha Desmond’s advice was?”

Heat rushed to her cheeks at knowing exactly what he’d look like when his voice gentled and beseeched her to open up, and she had to blink to refocus. “Just as I expect others to respect my privacy, I respect theirs. If you don’t share, I won’t ask because I’ll assume it’s private.”

“You never have to be like that with me, Arela. Ever. You can always ask me anything. Anything,” he said, heart aching at the distance she kept between them.

Something caught in her chest, and another quiet moment passed when she blinked away tears before her playful voice rang through. “Well, are you going to tell me or make me beg?”

A smile tugged his mouth. As he stared at the moon to convey the same silent prayer, he said, “Alpha Desmond said when it comes to a mate, never settle. No matter how hard it is to find her, win her heart, or make her believe she already has my heart, never settle. Whoever she is, she’s worth all the time and effort in the world.”

Tears pooled her eyes, and she couldn’t comprehend the lump forming in her throat as she whispered, “That’s good advice.”

“Yeah,” he said, softer than a feather, when something caught his eye. “Ah, fuck.”

A knowing smile lifted her lips. “You’ve been sniffed out, haven’t you?”

Zeph’s brother was waving him over, signaling in their sibling code that their mother was fuming from his absence. “This is injustice at its highest degree,” Zeph muttered.

“Have a good night, Alpha! You’ll do great!” Arela exclaimed.

“I’ll see if you’re this cheerful by tomorrow evening,” Zeph replied in mock anger, making her laugh and his animal coo. “Thanks for talking to me, Arela. Have a good night.”

“Be nice.”

“For you? Always.”

“Ha. Ha. Talk to you next time, Zeph. Good luck.”

Arela hung up, and Zeph stared at her number, mouthing “I love you” at the screen. His brother came to pull him out of his hiding spot or their mother would kill him for returning empty-handed.
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Over the next few days, small talk had to be made and smiles had to be faked for the sake of Emily’s special occasion. Arela and Zeph spoke every night. And though she refused to admit it, his calls were the only thing she looked forward to. Zeph felt better knowing she was okay, and his animal wagged his tail when it was almost time to call her. The beast loved hearing her voice and laugh, and Zeph quickly learned the names of her relatives. 

Pack leaders and allies from across the country arrived at Auburn Roots, gathering at Beta Nigel’s larger-than-average packhouse to convey their congratulations, many of whom told Emily how lucky she was, as an omega, to be bonded to the beta.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Arela asked when her patience snapped, holding the steely eyes of Alpha Phinix from the Rough Shadow Pack on the night before the wedding.

Her parents apologized for her poor temperament, making her roll her eyes and walk away before she was made to apologize. After exchanging more empty smiles with fellow pack members and ignoring foreign pack leaders and warriors, Arela retreated to the balcony for some air, counting the minutes before Zeph’s call.

“Arela, was it?” A voice, low and commanding, came from the back.

Alpha Phinix appeared next to her, dark hair swept in a modern forelock on a dangerously handsome face, gray eyes pinning Arela to her spot as he conveyed her features to memory.

“Yes,” she replied, undaunted. When he said nothing, she added, “I’m not apologizing.”

A lopsided smirk flashed across his lips. “I wasn’t going to ask you to.” He took a step closer only for her to take a step back, and the feisty little thing seemed ready to use her claws when he drawled, “So you’re the infamous urban wolf.”

Infamous? “My reputation precedes me. If there isn’t anything else, I’ll take my leave now. Thanks for taking my quiet spot.”

“Who says we can’t share?”

“The idea was to be alone.”

He skimmed her from head to toe, hunger darkening his eyes. “Now why would someone like you want to be alone?”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” she gritted out.

His posture straightened, the hunger in his eyes doused when he said, “I came to apologize for that. I meant no disrespect when I congratulated the bride. But I realize how my words came out… wrong.”

“Good of you to know that.”

She attempted another escape when he asked, “May I have the honor of a dance at tomorrow’s reception, Arela?”

She turned to him with an obligatory smile. “No, you may not, Alpha. Have a good evening.”

He seemed to find her refusal amusing. “I’m starting to see how you’re the best in your field.” That caught her attention. No one here knew what she’d achieved outside the pack. No one here cared. “Unyielding doesn’t even begin to describe you. Very fit for the legal profession.”

Years of practice remaining composed was paying off because her disagreement came out cordial. “It’s usually better to avoid bringing a case to court. Knowing when to give in and when to be unyielding is a tricky balance.”

“One you’ve no doubt mastered,” he replied, a rapturous growl threatening to escape. He could see himself taking her right here. At that wall. Right next to that window.

“I’m still learning. Everyone is,” she replied. A ringtone pierced the space, and Arela’s guarded features lit up like the first star in the sky.

Phinix’s brows rose when she swiped to answer, leaving him at the balcony without batting an eye. The members of Auburn Roots swore Arela was single and would die single, but it looked like she had someone. From pack gossip, Phinix learned about her aversion to having a wolf for a mate, so the caller, who was likely a boyfriend if not a potential one, must be a human or wizard. Phinix scoffed, knowing it was going to be laughably easy to eliminate his competition.

He was here out of obligation, never intending to find a luna, but this she-wolf caught his eye. He wouldn’t have pinned her to be an omega. Her held-up head, alert eyes, and graceful pacing gave the impression she was of alpha blood. Her beauty set her apart from every woman in the room and every woman he’d met. The forest-green dress accentuated her figure. When she pushed her hair back to reach for a drink, he was pleased to see her neck bore no mark.

Phinix asked Alpha Jack and Luna Jane of Auburn Roots if Arela was their daughter or a niece. They were offended, saying they’d rather die than be related to a creature who infamously had left her roots and now walked around like she was above the pack, then shared she was the sister of the bride-to-be. Phinix studied Arela a little longer. She did carry herself with dignity, but he wouldn’t say she saw herself as above the pack. She just… moved around with that… Wait, that was the bride with Nigel?

Phinix shared a derisive laugh with his animal, concluding that Arela even outshone the bride, who looked more like an anxious clam than a beta’s mate. He was not jealous of the groom. If anything, he felt sorry for him and couldn’t help but notice that Nigel seemed… bored for someone who was about to wed the love of his life. Phinix was getting hard just by studying Arela, but the groom didn’t seem the least bit interested in looking at his future wife.

Another dark scoff escaped Phinix. “Sacred mate bond, my ass,” he muttered. The wolves in his vicinity thought he was signaling them with his low rumbling, but he flicked them away and walked up to meet the “happy couple” just to get a closer look at the sister.

The infamous omega was even more ravishing up close, and it got immensely hard to rein in his arousal. What intrigued him more was that she spoke against him, looking directly into his eyes when she did it, eyes showing no signs of wavering even when his stare held hers.

What a ferociously gorgeous creature that he was going to have a great time breaking.

He pressed back a smile when she rolled her eyes at her weakling parents apologizing on her behalf. But when she turned to leave, his frown deepened, failing to understand why she’d be upset. What he said was the truth—an omega was lucky to be accepted by a beta, just as any omega would be lucky to be chosen by an alpha. Phinix only meant to imply that Arela was lucky he was considering choosing her. He couldn’t see how that backfired until he found out who she really was, when he got her name from her parents. “Arela? The award-winning lawyer of two consecutive years, Arela Waterhouse?”

The elderly couple seemed bewildered, but the bride finally proved useful when she nodded with an ear-to-ear grin that finally contained genuine happiness.

Phinix deduced that Alpha Jack and Luna Jane were useless in providing information. An urban omega who had openly left the pack with no remorse and visited no more than a handful of times a year. They had conveniently left out that she was one of the best lawyers in their country. “Imbeciles,” he cursed under his breath, his animal huffing in agreement as they went looking for her.

He could see why Arela wasn’t happy here. She should be walking around like she was above the pack—because she clearly was! She had more charm and individuality than the pack leaders’ own daughter, who was annoyingly trying to bed him. There were no less than twenty mateless alphas in the room. She could always pick someone else.

But Phinix was flattered, though his pack’s generational wealth and its extensive business portfolio were probably the real magnets here. Arela either didn’t know or didn’t care about these. Having spoken to her at the balcony, his bets were on the latter. Rough Shadow wouldn’t be happy with having an omega for a luna, but Phinix was confident that would change once they met her.

His wolf was getting frustrated—sexually frustrated. It wanted to claim the creature who had defied it, then walked away on the same night. But Phinix knew better than to give in. With Arela’s reputation, network, and influence, he’d be thrown into a lawsuit that would attract a lot of unwanted media attention. And if he got lucky, he’d be forced to pay a large settlement. Arela wouldn’t offer him such luck. Settlement would never do. She’d be out for blood. Feisty little thing.

The thought got him so hard that the bulge in his pants grew painful. He sighed, knowing he’d have to fuck someone tonight just to relieve his animal.

Sick, demanding beast.
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“Just a second, Zeph.” Arela dashed across the hall and finally found another empty balcony, thanking Goddess when she began, “Thank you. You literally saved me.” 

After a brief pause, Zeph named his price. “I accept payment in the form of coffee.”

“I’ll get you a cup in the next negotiation.”

“That won’t count.”

She chuckled. “So how’s it looking?”

“The airport? Pretty great. I’m glad that visit’s over.”

“Should you even be saying that in a public place?”

“I really don’t give a fuck anymore, Arela. Who was I saving you from, by the way? Aunt Yala or Joyce?”

“Alpha Phinix from Rough Shadow. Have you met him?”

There was another pause before his voice dipped low. “I have. What did he want?”

“The kind of person to stay away from, huh?”

“Considering the piece of shit he is? Yes. What did he want, Arela?” he repeated.

“He came to apologize after telling Emily she was lucky to be bonded to a beta when she’s an omega. Asshole.”

Zeph’s fist clenched, vessels threatening to rupture when he asked, “Did he apologize to you or Emily?”

“Me. Anyway, he was prolonging the conversation when you called, so thank you. What’s the beef between you two? Not another land dispute, I hope?” she asked.

Her attempt to lighten the mood did nothing to ease the hostility in Zeph’s voice when he murmured, “It’s much more than that.” He heaved a sigh as his fingers combed through his hair, deciding this was a conversation for another time. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but on this particular occasion, I’m glad you swore off wolves.”

Relieved that he sounded calmer, Arela moved their conversation along, barely giving her words any thought when she said, “I would’ve ignored him even if I didn’t. He’s an alpha. Their arrogance, entitlement, possessiveness, and ego are just appalli—” Her hand flew to her mouth. She was getting so used to Zeph that she forgot she’d been talking to an alpha.

With an amused smirk, Zeph replied, “Ouch.”

She tried to think fast. “Zeph, that… I’m so sorry. That came out too quickly.”

“Oh, so it was supposed to come out slowly and more painfully then?” Zeph asked.

Arela’s eyes shut as embarrassment drenched her like cold water. Her tongue was getting too loose around him. “No. It’s just… I meant…” She groaned and gave up. “Sorry.”

He chuckled. “Don’t be. I love it when you’re like this—when you’re speaking your mind.”

“I always speak my mind.”

“No, you don’t. Not completely, at least. You used to be closed off to some extent.”

Her back straightened. He was right. When did she transition from that to this?

In that moment of silence, his animal growled at him for bringing it up, wanting Arela to be close to him, to speak freely, and to be her complete self around him. Zeph may just have thrown days of progress down the drain. “Arela, hey, you there?” he asked, hushed and careful.

“Y-Yeah, um… I should go find Emily. I’ve been here long enough.”

His heart sank. “Arela, I’m sorry if I said something wro—”

“You didn’t, Zeph. Don’t apologize. In fact, I should be apologizing after what I said. Please know that the insults don’t apply to you. Uh… Have a safe flight.”

There it was. Her closed-off response. A lump worked its way down his throat as he bit the inner walls of his mouth, coping with the anguish in his chest from the distance in her voice. “I’ll see you soon.”

Before Arela could ask what he meant, he hung up, then stared at her picture until the screen went dark. Zeph heaved a sad sigh before boarding the plane.


      [image: ]As he stared out the window, his brother, Ledger, linked, ‘When do you plan to tell me about her?’

‘Who?’

‘I’d know if you told me.’

‘You have to be more specific.’

Ledger narrowed his eyes. ‘The girl you have to talk to every night. And don’t tell me it’s not a girl. You wouldn’t have been whispering and looking mushy on a call if it were a guy.’ A smile stretched across Zeph’s face, and Ledger said, ‘Wow, never seen you smile like that in the past month, especially not with… What’s her name again? The one with green eyes?’

‘I don’t know. Mary? Marie? Magg—’

‘Yeah, guess it doesn’t matter. So what’s the name of my future sister-in-law and luna?’

‘She doesn’t see me that way, Ledg.’

‘Doesn’t see you that way… You’re upset… You’ve been asking for coffee instead of your usual beer. And then you smile at the coffee, which is weird, I have to tell ya. Hold up. Is this the girl you’ve been crushing on? The one not getting coffee with you?’

Zeph’s smile widened. ‘That obvious?’

‘Must be some woman to make my big bro melt like ice cream.’

‘It’s not just me. My animal is falling for her too. I’ve been checking on her. I needed to know if she’s okay. But if I’m being honest, it’s also to calm my beast. He’s more willing to tolerate the nonsense after hearing her voice. She has a way with him.’

‘You could’ve said something, ya know? It would’ve saved us this whole trip. Besides, won’t it look bad that you’re going around looking for a mate when you already want her as your mate? How’s she taking our little trip? Bet she’s not too happy.’

‘She’s fine. I’m the one freaking out with all the men she’s meeting. I’m kind of glad she swore off wolves.’

There was a pause when incredulity perked Ledger’s brows. ‘Isn’t she a wolf?’

‘The most beautiful and intelligent one to ever exist.’

Ledger was not any less confused. ‘She’s a wolf who swore off wolves?’

Zeph nodded.

‘What did we do to her? Why’s she hatin’ us?’

‘I don’t know. She won’t tell me. But if I’m to guess, it probably has a lot to do with the pack she grew up in.’

“What are you boys talking about?” Zeph’s mother, Sienna Ackerman, made her way over, taking a seat in front of them.

Ledger glanced at Zeph, reporting, “A potential luna.”

Sienna’s eyes widened, turning to Zeph. “You don’t say. Who’s caught your eye, Zeph?”

“No one you’ve met,” Zeph replied.

It didn’t seem to matter, because Sienna’s smile was hopeful. “Well, when will I get to meet her?”

“I don’t know. Soon, I hope. But it really is up to her.”

“A wolf who doesn’t want to meet us?” asked Cedric Ackerman, the retired alpha who was less than pleased.

With a firm stare, Zeph said, “This is her choice, Pop.” The protectiveness in his voice reverberated through the space in a deep, firm resonance, lifting Ledger’s smirk as his parents registered how much this woman meant to him.

With a defeated (and exhausted) sigh, Cedric mused, “Well, whenever she’s ready then. What’s her name?”

Zeph glanced at his phone, where one of her pictures was set as his screensaver. “Arela,” he said, his hand going over his mouth to cover a smile.

That name meant nothing to his parents but rang a bell to Ledger. It took a few moments and repeated murmurs of Arela to pin the name to a face before realization hit him. “As in Arela Waterhouse?”

Zeph gave a firm nod, still covering his smile, his insides softening at the thought of her.

Ledger exclaimed, “The hot lawyer?”

Zeph’s stone-cold glare and low growl was all Ledger needed to raise his hands in surrender. “What I meant was… She’ll look good with you, big bro.”

Reigning back his wolf that was ready to shift, Zeph said, “She already looks great on her own. The question is whether I’ll look good with her.”

“Why didn’t you say you’ve been crushing on Arela Waterhouse?” Ledger asked. “Why are we even here right now? And what are you waiting for? Competition?”

“She’s a lawyer?” Sienna asked with a frown.

Zeph didn’t like the look on his mother’s face, but Ledger had more than enough enthusiasm when he said, “She’s one of the best in the country, Mom! Haven’t you heard of her?”

“No, I’m afraid I haven’t.”

“She’s a legend!” Ledger proclaimed. “They said she’s got two brains in that head. Is that true, bro? Does her head look bigger than the normal wolf? I’ve never seen her in person, and I’m not sure if they edited her pictures. Is her head bigger in real life?”

Zeph’s questioning eyes locked with Sienna’s dismayed ones when he asked, “Is there a problem, Mom?”

The mother heaved a sigh. “No, I’m just… surprised.”

“I’m a lawyer myself. How is falling for one even a surprise?” Silence dragged on before Zeph scoffed. “You wanted a different type of wolf as your successor, one who’d have ample time to be confined to pack life.”

“A luna has many responsibilities, Zeph,” the former luna said.

“As do alphas. I’m handling things just fine. She’s more than capable of doing the same.”

“It’s different for women, especially once there are pups. I was struggling even with solely pack duties. The one you seek… She’s in a demanding profession. Does she plan to lessen her workload or give up her job should you pursue her?”

The absurdity of that lined the space between Zeph’s brows. “I would never ask her to give up her job. She loves what she does. I’d be a monster to take that away from her.”

Despite the persistence in his eyes, Sienna warned him, “We’ve heard about busy she-wolves. When duties at home and at work get too overwhelming, they either give up their job or their mate. If this one is as reputable as she seems, it’s difficult to see her leaving her profession. I simply don’t want to see her break your heart should she choose her career over you.”

“If she does that, it’ll be because I can’t give her what she wants, what she needs, and I’m not going to let that happen,” Zeph declared like an oath. “I love her ambition, her independence. I would never ask her to give up those things. I doubt she’d have a problem understanding and performing pack duties. We’ll appoint a few more betas to assist her, if necessary, but in no way will I let such responsibilities confine or limit her in anything else she wishes to pursue.”

Ledger slid down in his seat and exclaimed a hushed, “Damnnnnnnn.”

Sienna’s sights pivoted to her younger son. “Either sit with the right posture or do not sit at all, Ledger.” As Ledger readjusted, the concerned mother turned to her older son once more. “May I ask why we even bothered with this trip, seeing as your mind is already made up?”

“This trip happens to include visits to packs with great warriors and leaders. I wanted to pick a part of their brains. The whole mate thing was just the unwanted baggage that came with it. If you haven’t noticed, Mom, I only disappear when there isn’t an exchange of knowledge and a lot of unwanted attention from the women you keep introducing me to even after I told you I wanted a break.”

Cedric pressed back a smile because Zeph sounded so much like him in his younger days, though he knew better than to say it in front of his wife.

“Does she know where we are, what we’ve been doing?” Sienna asked with knitted brows.

“Yes.”

“You’ve been in touch with her.”

“Every day for the past week.”

His father gave an impressed nod. “I must say, you can keep a secret, unlike your brother.”

“That’s not fair! I’ve been quiet for five days!” Ledger protested.

“Oh, what an accomplishment,” the father praised in mockery.

“And I told no one about Zeph crushing on Coffee Girl for six months!”

“Coffee Girl?” Their father asked, judgment and anger marring his face when he asked Zeph, “You’re after two women?”

Zeph shot his brother a glare, then explained, “They’re one and the same. Arela has been refusing to get coffee with me for months.”

“Does she feel as you do, Zeph?” Sienna asked, skepticism anchoring the question.

The silence was deafening. Zeph had to force a swallow before muttering, “Not at the moment.”

His father gave another impressed nod. “I like her already. At least we know the title isn’t buying you any points.”

“Seems to be deducting my points if you ask me,” Zeph murmured in discontent.

“For real?” Ledger exclaimed in a glee that Zeph wasn’t feeling.

Cedric snorted. “Well, you’ve always been one to go after the greatest obstacles despite our status, competing where our family name has no value in the eyes of the judges. I’d say you’re getting exactly what you’ve always sought—an insurmountable challenge.”

Zeph’s brows drew close. “As a father, how are you helping me by saying that?”

Sienna interrupted. “Zeph, is she not interested because she has eyes for someone else? Another wolf?”

Zeph scoffed. “She avoids wolves like we’re poison ivy.”

“Why poison ivy?” Ledger asked.

“Eyes from our kind creep on her whenever she’s in the room. In my office, at least.” He’d shoot them glares, but those who saw him as their equal because they were either alphas, leaders in their wizardry district council, or heads of human societies merely smirked and never looked away. The only consolation he got was Arela’s eyes never wandered to them the way theirs did to her.

“So she doesn’t have anyone?” Sienna continued pressing. “Not even a human or a wizard? You’re certain?”

“I’m only certain she’s neither with nor wants to be with an alpha or a wolf.”

“Hah!” His father’s laughter was short-lived when his wife slapped his thigh with the back of her hand. When Sienna’s sights went back to their son, her husband air clapped behind her, which made Ledger snort.

If the type of support Zeph got from his family was two men making fun of him and the woman being pessimistic about his chances, his quest to win over Arela was doomed to fail.

He got lost in thought, counting the hours before they landed in the next airport, where they’d stop at a hotel before attending a wedding in the last pack they were scheduled to visit—Auburn Roots.
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Arela woke at 3:32 a.m. from soft, hesitant knocks at her door. She only knew one person who knocked like that. Pulling herself out of bed, she turned on the lamp and opened the door wide, letting in an apologetic Emily. 

They sat on her bed as Emily fiddled with her fingers, staring at the floor before ultimately asking, “H-How do I know if he’s the right one, Ari?”

Arela’s wolf stood in attention, and her human tried extremely hard to mask the surprise and sudden rage at her parents, relatives, future brother-in-law, and his family for pushing Emily to wed when she was clearly not ready. While the flames burned within, Arela’s external expression beamed in soft reassurance for her little sister. “Well, I doubt I’m the right person to ask since I’m still single. All I know are the basics—whether you both have a common intention for the future, whether the things he says and does make your heart melt, whether his presence makes even the worst days a little better, whether he defends you when you need it, and whether you are happy with who you are when you’re with him.”

Emily took this all in, wishing she’d asked sooner. “Do we need all of those for the marriage to survive?” she whispered in dismay.

Survive was not a good word. One who was going to walk down the aisle was supposed to think that their marriage would be nothing short of extraordinary and everlasting.

Arela’s wolf wanted to ask Emily who talked her into tying the knot so that she could tear them off one at a time. “You don’t need all those things at first,” Arela said, “but it’s better for both of you to… discuss and communicate your aspirations, to know if what you’re walking into and the person you’re walking with are what you both want.” When silence ensued, Arela asked, “Em, when you think of Nigel, how do you feel?”

“Happy?” Even Emily heard her own doubt. She sighed and admitted, “They say I’m supposed to be happy, and if I’m not, I’ll be happy after marriage, or after”—her voice almost broke at a fearful whisper—“after I have p-pups.”

Arela was going to kill someone. Her animal itched to stretch its claws through flesh. It was still dark. They could pull it off. The only problem would be disposing of the bodies. Telling her animal that homicide only created more issues, Arela wrapped a blanket over her sister and carefully asked, “Em, this is going to sound intrusive, but have you two shared a—”

“No!” Emily exclaimed, then covered her mouth and stared at the door that remained shut before whispering, “We haven’t yet. I… I couldn’t. I was scared.”

“Does he scare you?”

Emily thought about that. “It’s not really him. I think it’s more of what I have to be as his mate.”

“And what do you have to be?”

“Jemima… Nigel’s mother said I have to be patient, doting, and forgiving so that Nigel can perform his duties well as beta. Mom and Dad said I should praise Nigel whenever I get the chance because that’s what good mates do.”

“And what about Nigel? Did they ask him to be those things for you?”

Emily pondered, staring into space. “If they did, I didn’t hear it. Maybe I wasn’t there.”

It was getting increasingly difficult to hush the growling animal in her head. “Does Nigel do that? Is he patient, doting, and forgiving? And does he praise you whenever he gets the chance?”

After some quiet moments, Emily’s eyes glistened. “Not after the second week. Jemima said his impatience and temper is… normal… in strong men.”

“Don’t believe that, Emily.” Arela began regretting leaving the pack so early after meeting Nigel last year.

“Do I have to cancel the wedding?” Emily asked.

“Hey, come here. Shh…” Arela wrapped her in a hug as Emily cried into her shirt.

“Why did I let this happen, Ari? Why?” She sobbed.

Arela was asking herself why she, as the elder sister, let it happen. How could she leave her then-eighteen-year-old sibling here to fend for herself while she fled back to urban territory despite knowing the wolves Emily was exposed to in their pack? “It’s not your fault, Em. You’re still young. No one taught you how to maneuver a relationship.”

“No one taught you either, yet you seem to know.”

“I didn’t know these things when I was your age. It took years of observation and reading to learn them. It’s not your fault. Not all is lost; you can still get the certainty you want before the wedding.”

Her crying stopped, and she straightened, hope lifting her voice when she asked, “How?”

“Talk to Nigel,” Arela said and witnessed fear striking through Emily’s eyes. “I know it may not the easiest thing to do, but you need to know if you’re on the same page on certain things. Ask him who he expects you to be, how much freedom you get, how far can you go with that freedom, what he wants out of the marriage—meaning how many pups or if he wants pups at all—whether he expects you to manage every aspect of homemaking like the omegas we’re brought up to be, or does he have something else in mind.” Emily nodded, taking mental notes and calming down until Arela added, “After that, you list what you want out of the marriage and see if he’s amenable.”

Emily’s eyes shot wide. “Me?”

It really bothered Arela that was asked like it was something unheard of. Then again, in Auburn Roots, a woman making demands of her mate was, unfortunately, unheard of. “Of course,” Arela said, like it was as normal as finding icing on cake. “You’re part of this marriage. You have every right to state your wants and needs.”

“I never thought of it that way,” Emily mused. “If… what we want is not… aligned, does it mean we must… cancel the wedding?”

With a brief shake of her head, Arela replied, “Not necessarily. If you both can compromise and find middle ground, the marriage can still work.” Emily nodded, and Arela went on to emphasize, “Remember that it’s called middle ground for a reason, Emily. You both must meet in the middle. If middle is not possible and you must side with him in one thing, make sure he sides with you in something else. It mustn’t be him all the time. That’s middle ground.”

Emily beamed at Arela’s tone that was only used when she was worried about her. It made her feel looked after in a way that not even her parents and bonded mate could match. She couldn’t sleep before, when her thoughts were all over the place, but her mind was clearer now, though her center grew heavy at the thought of having that conversation with Nigel.

Arela didn’t want Emily to go to bed like this, less frightened but still in dread. Deciding to lift her spirits, she said, “Em, I learned about a game a while back. How about we give it a go?”

Emily’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, sure. How does it work?”

“It’s easy. Don’t think too hard. Pick a favorite animal and give three off-the-bat reasons why.”

Emily’s eyes shone as she thought fast. “My favorite animal is… an elephant. Three reasons: It’s gentle, has a good memory, and it’s playful with its trunk.” She giggled, her spirits lifting just as Arela hoped, but Arela frowned.

Nigel didn’t seem gentle. Arela wasn’t sure if he was different with Emily. But she was sure he had a terrible memory: He couldn’t even remember Arela’s name, saying it was too weird to remember. Emily mentioned him canceling plans at the last minute when he suddenly remembered about pack business despite having an assistant to send consistent reminders. Playful? Nigel? With girls maybe, but not in the innocent way Emily wanted.

“Ari? Are you okay?”

Arela blinked and pushed a smile, taking Emily’s hands and giving them a good squeeze when she explained, “The reasons you gave are the traits you want in a partner. That’s what you want in a mate, Em.”

Emily straightened, then proceeded to stare at Arela’s pillow like the answers had been there all along. Like every omega, Emily was told what she should want but was never asked what she wanted. It only got worse when she turned eighteen and was bonded to Nigel. If expectations were bad before, it only got worse after. No one taught her to consider what she wanted in a mate or scrutinize if she and Nigel were a good fit. Arela had helped her extract and recognize her wants within seconds.

“Em,” Arela began. “Please know that this… game is not foolproof. Some believe in it, some don’t. It’s just a game.”

“Do you think I can test it with Nigel?” Emily asked, registering little of what her sister just said.

Arela blinked. “I don’t see why not. It’ll be fun. It might even intrigue him.”

Emily nodded, more hopeful now, warmth returning to her hands and color returning to her cheeks. “What about you, Ari?” She scooted closer. “What’s your favorite animal and why?”

“A Belgian Malinois.” Arela shared with a wistful smile. “Because they’re fiercely loyal, highly intelligent, and very protective.”

An amused smile broke across Emily’s face. “That sounds a lot like you, Ari. Are you saying you’re in love with yourself?”

Arela tickled her sister’s side, and Emily’s quiet giggles filled the room before the older sibling said, “If you asked our pack members, you’d know I’m far from loyal.”

Emily made a face, not something she’d do if Arela wasn’t around. “You’re loyal to yourself, Ari. You don’t know how many of us don’t have that.”

“I do know.” Arela gave Emily’s hand another squeeze. “It wasn’t the easiest choice to make. The consequences make it difficult to be in this pack to this day, but I don’t regret it. I’m happier and more fulfilled. I just hope you know you have that same choice, the same difficult choice to be loyal to yourself, to be happy and fulfilled by being yourself, your complete self.”

Emily took in her sister’s words and nodded, then pushed herself off the bed. “I’ll talk to Nigel later. Thanks, Ari. Sorry for bothering you with this.”

“You didn’t. I’m glad we talked.”

They embraced and said good night. Arela checked the time and realized it was already 5 a.m. There was a scheduled breakfast at nine, and her parents, for some reason, had volunteered to cook, so she had to be in the kitchen to help by six. There was no point in going back to bed, so she changed into her tracksuit and went for a run.


      [image: ]She jogged to the forest behind the pack, picked a tree, stripped, and shifted into her light gray wolf. Holding her clothes in her mouth, her paws hit the ground as she ran down the familiar path. Cold breeze brushed her fur as crisp moisture graced her nostrils. The rhythmic thump of her paws on the ground matched the increasing palpitations of her heart, slowing to a pause only when she came to a clearing where the forest canopy left a circular opening to expose the sky. She shifted back, dressed, and sat on the ground, leaning against a tree and staring at nature’s dark canvas above.

The moon was a mere crescent, and Arela pleaded with Goddess to help Emily in any way she could, her argumentative streak emerging when she silently asserted that the deity owed it to her sister after bonding Emily to Nigel.

With plenty of time to kill, Arela got out her phone and scrolled through social media, reading the news when a notification popped up on her screen saying that Zeph had just liked and shared the article she posted the previous day, which had her instinctively dropping him a text.

You’re up already?



Good morning, beautiful. Yes, I’m up at 5 a.m. every day.



Oh. I didn’t know that. My predecessor of this foreign position said you were only reachable after 8 a.m. She said even your own clients won’t be able to reach you before that.



His call came in, and once she picked up, he said, “Arela, this is our little secret. I have a life. And if I don’t lie to my clients and opponents, they’ll harass me twenty-four seven.”

Her lips lifted without thought. “Why didn’t you just text me that? Worried I’ll send a screenshot of your confession to your clients and opponents?”

His center warmed at her lowered walls, and he replied, “I just wanted to hear your voice.”

Arela’s smile faltered as she realized where this was going, where it had been going since they began talking every day. She was leading him on with no intention of following through. And she’d been doing it for days with every call and text. She meant to keep him as a friend, but this was turning into something more now. She had to stop before one of them got hurt.

“Um… Anyway, I was just… being nosy when I texted. Uh… Have a good day.”

“Arela, wait!” His animal grew frantic, threatening to push forward and run to Auburn Roots to find her and wrap her in an embrace. His human gripped the bathroom sink as he reined in his beast, battling through the agony in his heart at her dismissive reply, one that threw a blow to his center.

Arela knew she should hang up. She should cut him off with a curt goodbye, but she didn’t. She froze, something that hadn’t happened in years.

Zeph’s voice came in a hushed plea. “Arela, I’m begging you. Think about this. Whoever hurt you in the past, I’m not them. Please. I only want to be good to you. Just let me. Later, if you find that I… that I don’t meet your expectations, then… then think about leaving. But please, before you shut down the possibility of us being together, at least consider it. Please. We have something here, you know that!”

She knew. She’d known this longer than she dared to admit. But she also knew that, in the larger scheme of things, they weren’t going to work. “I’m not a luna, Zeph,” she said in a saddened whisper. “I’m nowhere near there, and we both know it.”

“That’s bullshit!” Frustration wafted off his hushed response, pain laced with gentleness—a combination that didn’t go together until his fight with her now. “Your leadership skills rival most pack leaders we know!”

“I meant to say I’m not… of an acceptable lineage.”

“I don’t fucking care you’re an omega, Arela! Please, let’s just put the ranks and titles aside. Consider giving us a chance. Just you and me—two creatures who hate making small talk and love scaring the shit out of our opponents in court.”

A soft smile crept up her lips. Zeph always did that. He always said things that made her smile or laugh, that put her in a better mood no matter how bad her day was.

“Just think about it, Arela. Please,” Zeph pleaded, desperate and vulnerable.

Her mind was a mess, like a tornado had just swept through a pack. While reasoning with herself that thinking about it and giving in weren’t the same thing, she finally said, “Okay.”

The weight of silence lifted off Zeph’s shoulders. His animal calmed down as his human shed a few relieved tears and steadied his breaths, sending a silent thanks to Goddess. “Thank you, Arela. I’ll talk to you later.”

This time, Arela did hang up. She stared at the grass with her fingers pressed to her head, questioning everything that just happened. She could’ve insisted on not wanting to be with a wolf. Why didn’t she? She could’ve told Zeph he was better off choosing someone who loved pack life and was trained to be a luna. Why didn’t she tell him that? When he asked her to think about giving them a chance, she could’ve said no. Why didn’t she? She hadn’t had problems saying no before.

Her thoughts were interrupted by her mother’s mind link asking where she was, and Arela bolted from her spot when she realized the time, shifting and sprinting back before charging into the kitchen.
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Arela was beating the eggs when her mother said, “Alpha Phinix mentioned something interesting last night.” 

“About Emily?”

“About you.”

“Then I don’t want to know.” The heated pan sizzled as Arela poured the batter and waited.

Her mother flipped the steak in her own pan before saying, “Something about you winning an award two years in a row.”

Arela carefully flipped the omelet and was satisfied with the golden-brown surface. “Was he trying to flatter you or me?”

“I think he was trying to identify you. Emily knew about the award, thank Goddess. It would’ve been embarrassing to not know my own daughter.”

Arela held back a laugh. They didn’t mind not knowing her when she started expressing herself. They didn’t hesitate to shut her down when she talked about attending law school. They were pissed when she secured a place with a full scholarship after applying for it in secret. And they certainly weren’t happy when she got her first internship, her first job, and her first apartment and car. Her parents were only tolerant of her choices when her first paycheck came through because of the monthly allowance she gave them.

This was the truth: They didn’t want to know her, the real her. They wanted her to be whatever they wanted her to be, but she had strayed further than any omega in the pack’s history. It was seen as a failure on her parents’ part, and she was deemed rebellious, notorious, and apparently infamous.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” her mother asked, as if in pain. “Your father and I are very proud.”

“Why are you proud?”

“Because you won awards! It’s something to be celebrated. We would have…”

“So you’re proud that I won something. What if I didn’t?” Arela got the omelet out, fixing her stare on her mother, looking at the woman she used to look up to.

Delia tried to walk around the issue. “Arela, everyone has already accepted your choice to…”

“But pride and acceptance aren’t the same thing, are they?” Arela brought the issue back on track, not allowing her mother to downplay the hostility she’d had to endure ever since she rebelled against Auburn Roots’s norms. Silence ensued, and Arela didn’t know why she didn’t choose silence to save herself this conversation. She had come this far, might as well finish it. “Be honest, Mom. You’re proud you finally have something to tell our relatives and pack members because your disgraceful daughter isn’t a complete failure. You’re not proud of what I had to do, the things I had to learn on my own, the late nights I had to pull without encouragement to get to where I am. You’re proud that, even though a failure, the pack’s infamous omega that you unfortunately had to raise is someone worthy in the urban world.”

“Arela, you know how much it hurts me when you talk like that.” Her mother sighed and worked on the next steak. She always did this. Whenever Arela talked about something that upset her, Delia would make it about herself—her suffering from embarrassment, her pain of being shut out, her loss of a daughter. It was never about Arela or Emily; it was always about her.

Emily had the patience and obedience that Arela must’ve left in their mother’s womb, and it was those two traits that made her parents so proud of her, a pride that magnified when she was bonded to the pack’s beta to elevate their family’s status. It was deemed impossible for omega females to elevate themselves without a man. The fact that Arela broke this ceiling bruised a lot of people’s egos. The elders in Auburn Roots just didn’t like being proven wrong.

In a quiet murmur, Delia continued, “All I want to say is that Alpha Phinix seemed to have taken an interest in—”

Arela glowered and snarled, “I. Don’t. Fucking. Care.”

The cooking went on in silence. When everything was done and the food was packed, Arela showered and changed, slipping on a beige knee-length dress with sleeves that flowed to her elbows. Her parents took one look at her before suggesting she changed into something “more suitable.”

“Like what?” Annoyance dipped her brows.

Her parents went through the limited dresses she had brought back before her mother said, “I remember you have something with thin straps and a small slit. It was black, and it hugged your figure beautifully.”

Arela tripled blinked. “You want me to wear a cocktail dress for breakfast?”

“You do look lovely in it.”

“Don’t I look lovely in this?” She gestured to the dress she had on.

Delia took one more look at her, skimmed through the other two options before sighing in defeat. “Well, that’ll have to do. Come, we don’t want to be late.”


      [image: ]Breakfast was in Alpha Jack’s and Luna Jane’s home since they were close friends of Beta Nigel’s parents. They sat at a long table with Alpha Jack at one end and Alpha Phinix on the other. Arela and Emily weren’t aware that Phinix would be there, and Jack explained that the young alpha was welcomed in their humble home at any time. In truth, Phinix had asked to be invited when he found out Arela would be here.

Arela subtly rolled her eyes, excusing herself to use the restroom. She returned to still silence. No one had started eating as food and cutlery remained in place. Her presence was never respected or acknowledged, and it was so odd for everyone’s eyes to follow her until she took the last seat, which was regrettably next to Alpha Phinix, made worse by the fact that she had to face Berinna, the pack’s princess and her childhood bully.

Phinix’s eyes never left her, and only after she scanned everyone and eventually met his stare did his lips crook into a lopsided smile. He lifted his cutlery—the long-awaited permission for everyone to start their meal.

Nigel’s mother Jemima got the conversation started. “Nigel, dear. Tell Alpha Phinix about your plans for Auburn Roots. He may offer some insight on ways to improve it.”

Nigel hated having to ask for insight just to butter up ally pack leaders. He needed no advice; he was beta because he was the best for the job. His pack leaders and mother explained that it wasn’t as much heeding the advice as it was to give their allies a sense of superiority. To kiss their asses and boost their egos, to put things crudely.

And he hated it. They should be kissing his ass and boosting his ego.

After swallowing his first bite that could’ve been his ego, Nigel began, “I’m rolling out a program that’ll involve all pack members below the age of eighteen. It’s to cultivate the importance of pack life, duties, and remembering their roots. They’d also be shown ways they can contribute.” He glanced at Arela and continued, “They’re free to live an urban life, but they’ll be reminded of the dues to pay to the pack that raised them. Not monetary dues, but in the form of services. For example, if the parents are warriors, we’d expect the pups to sign up for patrol duty even if they have duties in the urban world. If they’re born to omegas, then omega duties would follow. There’ll be rewards and incentives, of course. We’ll provide financial rewards in accordance with the magnitude of contribution and length of tenure.”

Oh, how very attractive, Arela thought, holding in another eye roll as she conveyed a silent, heartfelt thanks to Goddess for sparing her from Nigel’s brainwashing program.

Phinix’s sights settled on Arela taking a sip of her tea, watching it going down her throat on that beautiful, unmarked neck before he turned back to Nigel. “How did you come up with this idea, Beta?”

“I’ve spoken to our pack members, and I found that there isn’t a standardized way of reminding the next generation of their roots.”

“I see,” Phinix replied, taking a sip from his mug.

Pleasantly surprised that Phinix was not pouring out advice like other leaders he met, Nigel thought his program was so perfect that even the esteemed Alpha Phinix had nothing to add. “Thank you for lending me your ear, Alpha Phinix. I was told you’re not easily impressed.”

“You were told right.” He downed the rest of his coffee, craving something stronger already.

Nigel’s smile remained cluelessly bright. “I appreciate your input, Alpha.”

“I didn’t give you any.” The atmosphere grew awkward, and Phinix continued, “Let me put it this way, Beta Nigel: If my beta came up to me with that idea, I would’ve demanded an immediate resignation. Then again, I speak for my pack. My urban pack. Seeing that Auburn Roots does not welcome development, I’m refraining from offering any input.”

Alpha Jack spoke up, “That’s not true, Alpha Phinix. This pack welcomes development as much as it welcomes its urban allies. We do look up to them, but most of all, to you.”

Arela held back a derisive chortle. Urban allies were welcomed, but harsh judgments were passed after they left. When Arela was little, she used to think there was something wrong with urban wolves, but when she got older, she realized Auburn Roots was the problem.

Phinix caught Arela hiding a smile behind the teacup, and his fingers itched to take her chin and steal that smile with his mouth. Next to him, Berinna fumed.

The pack princess remained composed as her mother had reminded her to before breakfast, but she hated that the alpha’s eyes kept finding the omega, which made her say, “Alpha Phinix, perhaps you could join us for a private tea session later with another ally we’re expecting. As future pack leaders, Beta Nigel and I would love to better understand where we should go as a pack.” Her hand reached for his when she added, “We’d love to learn from—”

“Remove your hand or I’ll break it.” Phinix warned with a darkened stare that loathed being disrespected, and Berinna reflexively drew back, utterly humiliated.

Phinix wiped away Berinna’s touch with his napkin, looking over to Arela to make sure she didn’t think he was after the pack princess. The way he gazed at her secretly pleased the omega parents, but Arela was in her own world, scrutinizing the egg roll she had made before sending it to her mouth, glancing at her sister from time to time.

Phinix’s eyes flickered to Emily. “What do you think, Ms. Waterhouse?”

Arela’s knife on her steak drew to a halt, and Emily almost choked on her salad. “Pardon?”

“What do you think of your mate’s plans?” Phinix clarified.

Emily passed her sister a nervous glance, her eyes traveling through her parents, soon-to-be in-laws, and pack leaders before she recited a line that was deemed sufficient and proper, “I support my mate in all his endeavors.”

Phinix restrained himself from pinching his forehead and forced a smile instead. “I asked for what you think, Ms. Waterhouse, not what you’ve been told to think.” The adults stiffened, and Emily was beginning to panic.

Arela’s stern eyes landed on Phinix when she hissed in a whisper, “Stop this. You’re making everyone uncomfortable. How they manage their affairs as a couple is their business. Stay out of it.”

Her lack of manners drained the blood from her parents’ faces. Their pack leaders weren’t any less embarrassed, scowling at the disgrace of an omega who was going to drag their reputation down with her.

But Phinix marveled at the fire in her eyes and strength in her voice. More than fit to be a luna. His luna. The fact that she left out acknowledging him entirely made her even more appealing. “Of course. Forgive me, Arela,” he said, soft and doting.

Arela heaved a frustrated sigh and returned to her steak.

Luna Jane decided to give her daughter a hand because they simply couldn’t allow the richest alpha to fall for a meddlesome omega. “Alpha Phinix, Berinna mentioned you are gifted in numerous forms of businesses. Which would you say is your greatest pride?”

“I’m equally proud of all my businesses,” Phinix replied like he’d answered this a hundred times before. “I don’t favor one over the other. That being said, my time is not evenly spent everywhere. Whichever company makes the least profits would take up most of my time until the numbers come back up.”

“What a clever way to stay on track, Alpha,” Berinna said. “You must be quite busy, and your personal assistant must have quite a lot on her hands.”

“His.”

“I’m sorry?”

“My personal assistant has been and will always be a heterosexual male who has no desire for marriage or a family.”

Berinna was going to ask if he needed a second assistant because she’d be suitable for the role, but his stringent requirement put a hole in her plan. But it could still be salvaged. “Forgive me for suggesting this, Alpha Phinix, but it is rather odd that someone who stands for progressiveness excludes women from being considered for such an esteemed position. Wouldn’t you agree it’s odd, Arela?”

Arela knew this game: Berinna was luring her to say something offensive in the name of advocating for women and cause a rift between the packs, then blame would ultimately fall on her—the infamous omega. She pushed a business smile and replied, “It isn’t odd if you consider Alpha Phinix may have his reasons for his choice. Perhaps you should ask for clarifications before drawing conclusions, Berinna.”

Berinna didn’t falter, mocking surprise. “You don’t agree it’s wrong to exclude women? That’s—”
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