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The scent of moonflowers and lies hung thick in the air.




Seraphina Ashwood stood before the ancient stone altar, her fingers trembling against the bouquet of white roses and wolfsbane—a traditional symbol of eternal devotion among their kind. The silver beading on her wedding gown caught the firelight from a hundred torches, making her appear as though she’d been dipped in starlight. Beautiful. Innocent. Doomed.




She didn’t know it yet.




Around her, the Ashwood pack lands thrummed with celebration. Wolves in human form filled the ceremonial grounds, their eyes gleaming with that telltale inner light that marked them as more than mortal. Some had traveled for days to witness this union—the joining of the Ashwood and Corvus bloodlines, two of the most powerful packs in the Northern territories. It was meant to be a new beginning, a strengthening of alliances that would protect them all.




Seraphina’s father, Alpha Matthias Ashwood, stood to her right, his chest puffed with pride beneath his ceremonial furs. His hand rested possessively on her shoulder, and when she glanced up at him, seeking some comfort in his weathered face, she found only cold satisfaction. Not love. Not paternal warmth.




She should have recognized it then—that first whisper of wrongness.




But her attention was drawn inexorably forward, to the man waiting for her at the altar.




Dante Corvus.




He stood like a dark prince pulled from ancient legends, all sharp angles and controlled power. His black hair was tied back, revealing the strong lines of his jaw and the cruel beauty of his face. He wore traditional ceremonial leathers, silver clasps gleaming at his shoulders, a wolf’s head emblazoned across his chest. Everything about him spoke of dominance, of barely leashed violence.




And he was hers. Her mate. Her destiny.




Seraphina’s wolf, Luna, stirred restlessly beneath her skin. Something’s wrong, the she-wolf whispered into her mind, anxious in a way she’d never been before. I can’t smell him properly. I can’t—




“Begin,” Alpha Matthias commanded, cutting through Luna’s warning.




The pack’s High Priestess, an elderly woman named Elara whose white hair flowed like moonlight, stepped forward. Her voice carried across the assembled crowd with preternatural clarity. “We gather under the gaze of the Moon Goddess to witness the binding of two souls, two packs, two destinies.”




Seraphina forced herself to breathe as Elara took her hand, then Dante’s, placing them together. The moment their skin touched, electricity sparked between them—sharp, painful, wrong. Seraphina gasped, her eyes flying to Dante’s face.




His expression remained carved from stone.




“The Goddess has spoken,” Elara continued, oblivious to Seraphina’s distress. “These two are destined, bound by the threads of fate itself. Let no wolf tear asunder what the moon has joined.”




The words felt like chains wrapping around Seraphina’s throat.




Elara produced a ceremonial blade, silver etched with ancient runes. “Blood to blood, soul to soul, wolf to wolf.” She drew the blade across Dante’s palm first, then Seraphina’s. Crimson welled immediately, and when Elara pressed their bleeding hands together, Seraphina felt it—




The mate bond snapping into place.




It hit her like a physical blow, stealing the breath from her lungs. Every instinct she possessed suddenly screamed mine, protect, claim, love—an overwhelming tsunami of connection that flooded through her veins like liquid fire. Luna howled in her mind, a sound of joy and recognition that should have been echoed by Dante’s wolf.




But when Seraphina looked up at him, desperate to see her own wonder reflected back, she found only—




Disgust.




His grey eyes, which had always regarded her with careful neutrality during their courtship, now burned with something dark and hateful. His lip curled almost imperceptibly, and his hand—still pressed against hers—trembled not with emotion, but with barely suppressed revulsion.




“No,” he breathed, so quietly only she could hear. “Not you. It can’t be you.”




The words struck deeper than any blade.




“Dante?” Seraphina whispered, confusion and hurt bleeding through the bond she could now feel stretching between them. It pulled taut, vibrating with his rejection like a string about to snap.




But the ceremony continued. Elara bound their joined hands with white silk, chanting blessings in the Old Tongue. The pack erupted in howls—human throats producing the wild calls of their wolves, a cacophony of approval that drowned out Seraphina’s racing heartbeat.




Why does he look at me like that? What did I do wrong?




The feast that followed was a blur of congratulations Seraphina barely heard. Pack members offered blessings she couldn’t absorb. Someone placed a crown of winter roses on her head—the mark of a mated female of high rank—and it felt like a noose. All the while, Dante remained at her side, playing the role of devoted mate with mechanical precision. He smiled at the right moments, touched her with careful performance, spoke the expected words.




But through the bond, Seraphina felt his true emotions: revulsion, anger, and something else she couldn’t quite name. Something that felt like… fear?




“You look pale, daughter,” her father remarked at one point, his voice devoid of concern. “Nerves are natural, but don’t embarrass us.”




Marcus, her father’s beta and the man who’d helped raise her after her mother’s death, placed a surprisingly gentle hand on her shoulder. “It will be easier once the bond settles,” he assured her, but his eyes wouldn’t meet hers.




They all know something I don’t, Luna whimpered. We need to run. Please, we need to—




“It’s time,” Dante’s voice cut through her spiraling thoughts. His hand closed around her wrist—not gentle, not loving, but with the grip of a jailer. “We retire to the bridal chamber.”




The pack erupted in knowing laughter and crude jokes. Seraphina felt her cheeks burn as Dante pulled her away from the celebration, through the great lodge, down corridors she’d walked a thousand times but which now felt foreign and threatening. Her white gown whispered against the stone floors like a ghost’s warning.




The bridal chamber had been prepared with painstaking care. Candles cast dancing shadows across walls draped in silk. Rose petals scattered across the massive bed. The scent of incense hung heavy, meant to be romantic but now suffocating.




Dante released her the moment the door closed, putting immediate distance between them. His carefully controlled mask cracked, revealing the fury beneath.




“This is your fault,” he snarled, and Seraphina stumbled back from the venom in his voice. “Your existence is a complication I can’t afford.”




“I don’t understand,” Seraphina managed, her voice small and breaking. Luna was snarling in her mind, defensive and frightened in equal measure. “We’re mates. The Goddess chose—”




“The Goddess made a mistake.”




The words hit her like a physical blow. Through the bond, she felt his absolute conviction, his utter rejection of what should have been sacred and unbreakable.




“Dante, please,” she tried again, taking a step toward him. “Whatever’s wrong, we can—”




He moved faster than her eyes could track, crossing the space between them and grabbing her by the throat. Not enough to choke, but enough to make his dominance clear, enough to flood her with primal fear.




“You will never be my mate,” he hissed, his face inches from hers. “You will never bear my mark, never stand at my side, never—” His voice broke on something that might have been anguish, but his grip only tightened. “You’re nothing but a pawn in a game you’re too naive to understand.”




“Then help me understand!” Seraphina gasped, tears streaming down her face. “If something’s wrong, if someone forced this, we can fight it together! I’m your mate, your—”




“You are NOTHING to me.”




He threw her backward, and she crashed against the bedpost hard enough to knock the air from her lungs. Her vision swam, the crown of roses tumbling from her hair. Through the haze of pain and confusion, she watched Dante stalk toward her, his eyes shifting—flickering between human grey and the amber of his wolf.




“I’m sorry,” he said, and for just a moment, she heard genuine torment in his voice. “But this is the only way.”




Then he was on her.




What followed was brutal and mechanical—a violation of both body and soul. Seraphina’s wolf howled in anguish as Dante took what should have been given freely, what should have been an act of love and bonding. He was careful enough not to mark her, not to complete the mating bite that would seal their bond permanently, but that was his only mercy.




When it was over, Seraphina lay shattered on the bed, staring at the canopy above through tears. Luna had gone silent in her mind—a terrifying absence that made Seraphina feel utterly alone in her own skin. The mate bond pulsed with Dante’s self-loathing and rage, none of it directed at himself but all of it poisoning her.




She heard him moving behind her, the rustle of clothing. Footsteps. She should run, Luna’s instincts screamed, but her body wouldn’t obey. Shock had locked her muscles, made her a prisoner in her own flesh.




“I wish it could have been different,” Dante said quietly.




Then searing pain exploded through her back.




Seraphina’s scream was silent, her lungs seizing around the shock of it. She looked down to see silver—a blade forged of the one metal that could truly harm their kind—protruding from her chest. Blood bloomed across the white silk of her ruined gown, spreading like a crimson flower.




Dante twisted the blade, and Luna’s howl finally burst free—a sound of such anguish it should have shattered the heavens.




He withdrew the weapon with cruel efficiency, and Seraphina collapsed onto the bed, blood pouring from the wound. Through dimming vision, she saw him step back, his face unreadable as he looked down at her dying form.




The door opened. Marcus entered, his expression grim but unsurprised.




“Is it done?” her father’s beta asked.




“Nearly.” Dante’s voice was cold, empty. He wiped the silver blade clean on a silk sheet, the metal gleaming with her blood. “Call the guards. We end this properly.”




“What about the bond? She’ll die slowly from silver to the heart, but the bond—”




“I reject her.” Dante’s words were formal, ritualistic, and they struck Seraphina like a second blade. “I, Dante Corvus, reject Seraphina Ashwood as my mate. Let the Goddess witness my words and sever what should never have been bound.”




The mate bond—that fragile, new thing that had barely had a chance to form—shattered.




The pain of it was worse than the silver, worse than the betrayal. It felt as though Dante had reached into her chest and ripped out her very soul. Luna screamed and screamed and screamed, and then—




Silence.




The she-wolf’s presence vanished entirely, torn away by the violence of the rejection. Seraphina was left hollow, empty, broken in a way that transcended physical wounds.




Two guards entered on Marcus’s summons. They looked at her with the indifference of men following orders, nothing more.




Dante turned away, unable or unwilling to watch the final act.




His voice, when it came, rolled off his tongue with cruel finality:




“End her, and burn her body.”




The words echoed in Seraphina’s fading consciousness as the guards lifted her broken form. Through the window, she caught a glimpse of the full moon—the Goddess who had supposedly destined her for this fate—and felt only betrayal.




Why? she tried to ask, but no sound emerged. What did I do to deserve this?




No answer came.




As darkness claimed her, Seraphina’s last coherent thought was not of revenge or justice, but simple, devastating confusion:




I was supposed to be loved.




The guards carried her body out into the night, away from the celebration that continued in her honor, away from the pack that had been hers since birth, away from everything she’d ever known.




They didn’t know—none of them knew—that death would not be Seraphina’s end.




It would only be her beginning.




And what rose from those ashes would make kingdoms tremble.




—-




[End of Chapter One]
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Pain was the first thing that dragged Seraphina back from the void.




Not the sharp, clean pain of silver through flesh—that had faded to a dull, throbbing ache that pulsed with every labored breath. No, this was different. This was the pain of iron against bare skin, of chains that burned with an unnatural heat designed specifically to suppress shifter healing. This was the pain of a body that should have died but somehow, cruelly, had not.




Seraphina’s eyes cracked open to darkness so complete she wondered if she’d gone blind. The air was thick with the stench of unwashed bodies, blood, and something else—fear. It coated the back of her throat like oil, making her gag.




She tried to move and immediately regretted it. Her wrists were bound above her head with iron manacles, forcing her to hang suspended with only her toes brushing the cold stone floor. The silver wound in her chest had been crudely stitched—enough to keep her from bleeding out, but not enough to provide mercy.




Where am I?




The question echoed through her mind, but there was no one to answer it. Luna was gone—that absence was a gaping wound more terrible than any physical injury. The place where her wolf should have been, where she’d lived since Seraphina’s first shift at thirteen, was just… empty. Silent. Dead.




Tears tracked down her filthy cheeks, but Seraphina didn’t have the strength to sob.




Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She was in a cell—or rather, a cage. Iron bars on three sides, stone wall at her back. And beyond those bars…




Other cages. Dozens of them, stretching into the shadows. Each one held a figure—some conscious, some not. The conscious ones were the worst to see. Their eyes held the particular hopelessness of those who’d given up on rescue, on escape, on everything except perhaps a merciful death.




“You’re awake.” The voice came from the cage to her left—male, rough with disuse. “Wasn’t sure you’d make it. You were screaming for three days straight when they brought you in.”




Seraphina turned her head painfully toward the voice. In the adjacent cage, she could make out the silhouette of a man. Broad-shouldered despite obvious malnourishment, with long hair that might have been blonde before dirt and blood darkened it.




“Where…” Her voice cracked, barely more than a whisper. “Where am I?”




A bitter laugh. “Hell, sweetheart. Or close enough. Welcome to the Hollows—supernatural trafficking ring operating out of the old mining tunnels beneath the Borderlands. We’re the merchandise.”




The words should have shocked her, should have sparked fear or outrage. Instead, Seraphina felt only a distant numbness. After Dante’s betrayal, after her father’s complicity, after losing Luna—what was one more horror?




“How long?” she managed.




“You’ve been here five days. Mostly unconscious, which was probably a mercy. They’ve been pumping you full of suppressants to keep you from healing properly. Can’t have damaged goods at auction, but can’t have you strong enough to fight either.” He shifted, chains rattling. “Name’s Ryker, by the way. Was alpha of a border pack before my beta sold me out over a territorial dispute. You?”




“Seraphina.” Her own name felt foreign on her tongue. The girl who’d worn that name—the naive heir who’d believed in destined mates and happy endings—was dead. “I was… it doesn’t matter what I was.”




“Fair enough.”




Silence fell between them, broken only by the occasional moan or whimper from other cages. Seraphina’s mind drifted, unable to process the full scope of her situation. How had she survived? The silver should have killed her. The rejection should have killed her. Even if she’d somehow lived through both, the guards were supposed to have finished the job and burned her body.




Marcus, she thought suddenly. Her father’s beta had been there, had watched Dante stab her. Had he… saved her? No. That made no sense. If he’d wanted to save her, he would have taken her somewhere safe, not sold her to slavers.




Unless this was his plan all along.




The pieces clicked together with sickening clarity. Her father’s cold satisfaction at the wedding. Marcus’s inability to meet her eyes. Dante’s words: You’re nothing but a pawn in a game you’re too naive to understand.




They’d all known. Every single one of them had known this was coming.




But why? What could they possibly gain from her death—or worse, her enslavement?




Before she could pursue that thought further, heavy footsteps echoed through the tunnels. Seraphina tensed instinctively, though her weakened body could do little more than tremble. Torchlight flared, momentarily blinding after so long in darkness.




“Rise and shine, merchandise!” The voice belonged to a massive bear shifter, his scarred face twisted in a cruel approximation of a smile. Two others flanked him—a vampire with filed teeth and a witch whose hands crackled with malevolent energy. “Big day today. We’ve got buyers coming from all over—Lycans, old blood vampires, even a few fae brokers. Time to make you lot pretty.”




The cell doors began to open. Shifters were dragged out by their chains, those too weak to walk simply hauled like sacks of grain. Seraphina watched in horror as they were lined up, inspected like cattle. The witch moved down the line, chanting under her breath, and wherever her magic touched, injuries faded just enough to make the captives appear more valuable.




When they reached Seraphina’s cage, the bear shifter let out a low whistle.




“Well, well. The special acquisition is finally conscious.” He grabbed her chin roughly, forcing her to meet his eyes. “You gave us quite a scare, princess. Thought we’d lost our premium product. Do you have any idea how much we paid your father’s beta for you?”




Paid Marcus. So it was true. She’d been sold like livestock.




“Pretty little thing,” the vampire hissed, leaning close enough that Seraphina could smell the blood on his breath. “Shame about the wolf though. Heard you lost her in a rejection. Wolfless shifters don’t fetch as high a price, even with a face like that.”




“Boss said to clean her up anyway,” the witch interjected. “Apparently, her bloodline is worth something even without the wolf. Old magic in her veins or some such nonsense.”




Bloodline? Seraphina’s mind reeled. What did they know about her bloodline that she didn’t?




They unlocked her manacles, and Seraphina collapsed immediately, her legs unable to support her weight. The bear shifter caught her with a laugh, throwing her over his shoulder like a child. The movement sent agony shooting through her half-healed wound, and she bit down on a scream.




She was carried through a maze of tunnels, passing more cages, more prisoners. Some called out—pleas for help, for mercy, for death. The slavers ignored them all. Finally, they reached a large chamber that had been converted into a grotesque preparation area. Other captives were already there, being scrubbed, dressed, and made presentable.




Seraphina was dumped into a tub of ice-cold water. Rough hands scoured her skin clean, yanking through her matted hair without care for the pain it caused. The witch approached with her crackling magic, and Seraphina felt the unnatural warmth of forced healing seal the worst of her injuries.




“Not perfect,” the witch muttered, “but it’ll do. The scar will add character—proof of survival. Some buyers like that.”




They dressed her in a simple white shift that did nothing to hide her new frailty. Her ribs showed prominently, her skin was pale as death, and without Luna’s presence, she felt hollow in a way that was surely visible to anyone who looked closely.




But when they dragged her to a cracked mirror, Seraphina barely recognized herself anyway. The girl staring back had haunted eyes that had seen too much, a face that had aged years in mere days. This wasn’t the hopeful bride who’d stood at the altar. This was something broken and remade into survival.




“Move along,” the bear shifter barked, shoving her toward another tunnel. “Auction starts in an hour. Best behavior, or we’ll make it hurt worse than it already does.”




They were herded—two dozen prisoners in various states of despair—up a steep incline and into a massive underground chamber. It had once been the main mining excavation site, but now it served a darker purpose. Stone tiers rose on three sides, already filling with buyers. Seraphina’s shifter senses, dulled as they were, could still identify the supernatural signatures: vampires, fae, witches, and yes—Lycans.




The Lycans sat in a separated section, distinguished by their sheer size and the predatory stillness with which they watched the proceedings. They were larger than regular werewolves, more ancient, more powerful. Their kingdom was legend—a brutal realm where strength was law and weakness meant death.




Seraphina had never seen a Lycan in person before. Now, she wished that were still true.




The prisoners were lined up on a central platform, spotlights illuminating them like theater performers. An auctioneer—a smooth-talking vampire in expensive clothes—took his position at a podium.




“Ladies and gentlemen, monsters and merchants, welcome to tonight’s exclusive acquisition event!” His voice carried through the chamber with unnatural amplification. “We have a varied selection for your consideration—fighters, servants, blood donors, and even a few rare specimens with unique… capabilities.”




The auction began.




Seraphina watched in numb horror as her fellow prisoners were sold one by one. Ryker, the alpha who’d spoken to her in the cells, went for thirty thousand to a vampire clan needing muscle for their security forces. He met her eyes as he was led away, his expression unreadable.




A young witch, barely out of her teens, sobbed as she was purchased by a fae broker who announced his intention to harvest her magic. No one intervened. No one cared.




Then it was Seraphina’s turn.




“And now, our premium offering of the evening!” The auctioneer’s enthusiasm made her stomach turn. “A former pack heir from the Northern territories, twenty-two years of age, trained in protocol and politics. Recently rejected by her mate—yes, she’s wolfless at present—but here’s where it gets interesting, folks.”




He gestured, and a screen descended, displaying information Seraphina couldn’t read from her angle.




“Our research indicates this young lady carries a dormant bloodline—potentially one of the extinct Eclipse lines. Now, we can’t guarantee activation, but the possibility alone makes her a worthwhile investment. Imagine owning a wolf who could wield moon magic, who could—”




“Fifty thousand.” The voice cut through the auctioneer’s pitch like a blade—female, cold, utterly devoid of mercy.




Seraphina’s head snapped toward the Lycan section. A woman stood there, tall and scarred, with short dark hair and eyes that had seen too many battles. She wore black leather armor marked with silver wolf insignias, and every inch of her radiated lethal competence.




“Ah, Kael Shadowmere, always a pleasure!” The auctioneer beamed. “Bidding starts at fifty thousand from the Lycan King’s enforcer! Do I hear—”




“One hundred thousand.” This bid came from a vampire lord, his interest clearly piqued by the Eclipse bloodline mention.




“One-fifty,” a fae broker countered.




The woman—Kael—didn’t even blink. “Five hundred thousand. Final offer. Anyone else wants to test my patience, feel free.”




The chamber went silent. Five hundred thousand was an obscene sum, more than most of the other prisoners combined. But it was the threat in Kael’s voice that truly stilled further bidding. No one wanted to make an enemy of someone who served the Lycan King.




“Five hundred thousand going once… twice… SOLD!” The auctioneer’s gavel came down with finality. “Congratulations, Ms. Shadowmere. A fine acquisition for his Majesty.”




His Majesty. The words echoed in Seraphina’s mind as guards approached to transfer her custody. She was being sold to the Lycan King—a creature whose reputation made even other supernaturals speak in hushed, fearful whispers.




Kael approached the platform, moving with a predator’s grace. Up close, Seraphina could see the network of scars covering her visible skin—some from claws, some from blades, all speaking of a life soaked in violence. The Lycan woman looked Seraphina up and down with critical assessment, no sympathy in her gaze.




“Can you walk?” Kael asked bluntly.




Seraphina wanted to lie, to claim strength she didn’t possess. But her body chose that moment to betray her—her legs buckled, and only the guard’s grip on her chains kept her upright.




Kael sighed. “That’s what I thought.” Without warning, she stepped forward and lifted Seraphina with ease, cradling her like a child despite the chains. “Sleep if you can. The journey to the Citadel is long, and you’ll need your strength for what comes next.”




“What… what comes next?” Seraphina managed to ask as Kael carried her toward the exit.




The Lycan woman’s expression was unreadable. “You meet the King. And you pray—to whatever gods you still believe in—that his beast finds you useful. Because if it doesn’t?” She paused at the threshold, her next words delivered with the weight of absolute truth:




“Death would have been kinder than what awaits you in the Crimson Citadel.”




Then they stepped out into the night, and Seraphina caught her first glimpse of the vehicle that would transport her to her new hell—a massive black armored transport marked with a crimson wolf emblem that seemed to glow in the moonlight.




The same moon that had supposedly blessed her mating to Dante.




The same moon that had abandoned her to this fate.




As Kael loaded her into the transport and the doors sealed shut, Seraphina made herself a promise: she would survive. She would endure whatever horrors the Lycan King had in store. And someday, somehow, she would make everyone who’d betrayed her pay.




But first, she had to live through whatever was waiting for her at the Crimson Citadel.




The engine roared to life, and they drove north—toward the Lycan Kingdom, toward the legendary King whose madness was spoken of in whispers, toward a fate Seraphina couldn’t begin to imagine.




In the cage of her chest, where Luna should have been, there was only silence.




But in that silence, something else stirred—something dark and old and absolutely furious.




Seraphina Ashwood was dead.




What remained would be forged in fire and blood.




And the kingdoms of wolves and Lycans alike would tremble before she was through.




—-




[End of Chapter Two]
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The journey north took three days.




Seraphina spent most of it in a haze of pain and exhaustion, her body struggling to heal from wounds both physical and spiritual. The armored transport had a small cell in the back—less brutal than the cages in the Hollows, but still a prison. Iron-reinforced walls, a thin blanket, and a bucket in the corner for necessities. Kael checked on her twice a day, bringing food and water that Seraphina forced herself to consume despite her lack of appetite.




Survival required fuel. And survival was all she had left.




“Eat,” Kael commanded during one such visit, shoving a plate of dried meat and bread through the slot in the door. “The King doesn’t tolerate weakness. You’ll need your strength.”




“Why did you buy me?” Seraphina asked, her voice still rough from disuse. “What does your King want with a wolfless reject?”




Kael’s scarred face remained impassive. “That’s not my place to explain. You’ll understand soon enough.” She paused, something flickering in her eyes—not quite sympathy, but perhaps recognition. “Advice though? Don’t cower. Don’t beg. The King respects strength, even in the broken. Show him you have teeth, and you might survive your first meeting.”




Then she was gone, leaving Seraphina alone with those cryptic words.




Show him I have teeth, Seraphina thought bitterly. What teeth did she have left? Luna was gone. Her pack had betrayed her. Her mate had rejected her. She was a hollow shell of what she’d once been.




But Kael’s words echoed nonetheless. Even in the broken.




Maybe being broken was its own kind of strength.




On the third day, the transport slowed, then stopped. Seraphina heard voices outside—multiple people, the sound of heavy gates grinding open. Her heart began to race despite her attempts to remain calm. After everything she’d endured, the unknown still had the power to terrify her.




The cell door swung open. Kael stood there, flanked by two massive Lycan guards whose sizes made even regular alphas look small. They wore crimson and black armor, wickedly sharp blades at their hips, and their eyes glowed with an amber light that spoke of barely contained beasts.




“Out,” Kael ordered. “And don’t make me drag you. The King is waiting.”




Seraphina forced herself to stand, though her legs trembled with the effort. She’d been given proper clothes during the journey—black pants and a simple grey tunic—but they hung loose on her diminished frame. Without Luna, without her wolf’s enhanced strength and healing, she was more fragile than she’d ever been.




She stepped out of the transport and into a nightmare made of stone and shadow.




The Crimson Citadel rose before her like a mountain of dark granite and volcanic glass. It was built into the side of an actual mountain, its towers reaching toward storm-grey skies. Massive walls surrounded the complex, at least fifty feet high and topped with iron spikes. Red banners bearing the Lycan King’s wolf emblem snapped in the wind, and everywhere Seraphina looked, she saw guards—dozens of them, all radiating the kind of power that made her remaining shifter instincts scream danger.




This was a fortress designed to withstand sieges. A kingdom built on blood and dominance.




And somewhere inside, a mad King waited.




“Move,” one of the guards growled, his hand closing around her arm in a grip just shy of painful.




They marched her through the gates, across a massive courtyard where Lycans trained in brutal combat exercises, and into the Citadel proper. The interior was no less intimidating—all dark stone and flickering torchlight, with tapestries depicting violent battles and conquests. The temperature dropped noticeably, and Seraphina could feel the weight of the mountain pressing down from above.




They climbed stairs. Many, many stairs. Each step sent a jolt of pain through Seraphina’s still-healing chest wound, but she clenched her jaw and refused to slow. Kael had said not to show weakness. She would not give them the satisfaction.




Finally, they reached a pair of enormous double doors made of black iron and carved with scenes of wolves hunting beneath a crimson moon. Two more guards stood sentinel here, and when they saw Kael approaching, they immediately pulled the doors open without a word.




“Wait here,” Kael instructed the other guards. Then, to Seraphina: “You come with me. And remember—teeth, not tears.”




Seraphina nodded, not trusting her voice.




They stepped through the doors into a throne room that stole what little breath she had left.




The chamber was enormous, with a vaulted ceiling that disappeared into shadows. More tapestries hung from the walls, these ones showing not just battles but executions, coronations, and what looked like ancient rituals involving blood and moonlight. Braziers burned with blue-tinged flames, casting eerie light across the polished stone floor.




And at the far end, elevated on a dais of black marble, sat the throne.




It was carved from a single piece of obsidian, jagged and sharp-edged, more weapon than furniture. Wolf skulls decorated its arms and base—dozens of them, perhaps hundreds, all sizes from pups to ancient alphas. A statement of dominance carved in bone and stone.




But it was the figure occupying that throne that made Seraphina’s heart stutter in her chest.




King Alaric Blackthorn.




He sprawled across the obsidian throne like a beast barely contained in human skin, all lethal grace and coiled violence. Tall—easily six and a half feet even seated—with a build that spoke of brutal strength honed by combat. His hair was black as midnight, falling to his shoulders in waves that should have softened his appearance but somehow made him more feral. His face was all sharp angles and cruel beauty, with high cheekbones, a strong jaw shadowed with stubble, and full lips that looked like they’d forgotten how to smile.




But it was his eyes that truly paralyzed her.




One silver, one gold—heterochromatic eyes that burned with an inhuman intensity. They fixed on Seraphina the moment she entered, and she felt the weight of that gaze like a physical force. Those mismatched eyes held madness and intelligence in equal measure, barely suppressed rage warring with something that might have been hunger.




He wore black leather and crimson silk, his muscled arms bare and covered in scars that formed intricate patterns—some accidental, some clearly ritual. Silver rings adorned his fingers, each one etched with runes that pulsed faintly with power. Around his neck hung a single pendant: a wolf’s tooth the size of her thumb, stained dark with old blood.




This was the Lycan King. The monster who’d killed his own father to claim the throne. The ruler whose madness grew with each passing year, whose beast was said to be so powerful it could tear through his human form at any moment.




And he was staring at Seraphina like she was the only thing in existence.




“So,” Alaric’s voice rolled through the chamber—deep, rough, with an edge that suggested violence lurked just beneath every word. “This is what five hundred thousand buys these days. Rather… diminished, isn’t she, Kael?”




“She’s healing, my lord,” Kael responded, bowing slightly. “The silver damage was extensive, and the mate rejection—”




“I can smell the rejection on her.” Alaric rose from his throne in one fluid motion, and Seraphina’s instincts screamed at her to run. He was massive, dwarfing even Kael’s considerable height, and the power radiating from him made her remaining shifter senses revolt in terror. “I can smell her former mate’s scent, his violence, his… betrayal.” That last word came out as a growl.




He descended the dais steps with the deliberate slowness of a predator toying with prey. Each footfall echoed through the silent chamber. Seraphina forced herself to hold her ground, though every fiber of her being wanted to flee.




Teeth, not tears, she reminded herself. Show him teeth.




Alaric circled her slowly, and Seraphina felt his gaze like a brand against her skin. He was close enough now that she could smell him—pine and smoke, blood and something wild that had no name. Close enough that she could hear the low rumble building in his chest, almost like a purr but far more dangerous.




“Wolfless,” he observed, coming to stand directly in front of her. “Broken. Rejected. Sold like chattel.” His hand shot out faster than she could track, gripping her chin and forcing her head up to meet those terrifying mismatched eyes. “Why did you survive, little wolf? Most don’t, after what you’ve endured. Why are you still breathing?”




The question wasn’t rhetorical. He genuinely wanted an answer.




Seraphina met his gaze, and despite her fear, despite her pain, she felt a spark of the fury that had kept her alive ignite in her chest.




“Because dying would have given them what they wanted,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “And I refuse to give those bastards the satisfaction.”




For a moment, absolute silence filled the throne room.




Then Alaric laughed—a dark, genuinely amused sound that sent shivers down her spine. His grip on her chin tightened, not quite painful but absolutely dominating.




“Good,” he purred, and something in his mismatched eyes shifted. The madness receded slightly, replaced by sharp, predatory interest. “You have some fire left after all. That’s… unexpected. And useful.”




He released her chin but didn’t step back. If anything, he leaned closer, invading her space in a way that made her heart race. His next breath was deep, inhaling her scent, and when he spoke again, his voice had dropped to something almost intimate.




“Tell me, little wolf—do you know what you are? Do you know why I paid such an obscene price for a broken, wolfless reject?”




“The auctioneer mentioned… my bloodline,” Seraphina managed, fighting to keep her voice steady. “Eclipse wolves. But my wolf is gone, so I don’t—”




“Your wolf isn’t gone.” The certainty in his voice made her freeze. “She’s silent, yes. Traumatized, perhaps beyond normal recovery. But not gone. I can sense her, buried deep in your soul where the rejection tried to kill her. Dormant, but alive.”




Hope and terror warred in Seraphina’s chest. “How can you—”




“Because I’m Lycan,” Alaric interrupted, finally stepping back but keeping his unnerving gaze locked on hers. “We’re older than your kind, more powerful, more attuned to the primal forces that govern shifters. And I’m not just any Lycan—I’m the King. My beast knows things, senses things that others cannot.”




He turned away from her, pacing back toward his throne but not sitting. His hands flexed at his sides, claws threatening to emerge.




“For months, I’ve been losing my mind,” he continued, his voice taking on a raw edge. “My beast grows stronger while my humanity weakens. I haven’t slept properly in weeks. Haven’t known peace in longer. The Elders say I’ll soon be lost entirely, become nothing but beast wearing human skin. They’re probably right.”




He spun back toward her, and the madness she’d seen earlier had returned to his eyes—wild, desperate, dangerous.




“But then Kael brought me word of you. A potential Eclipse wolf, rejected and broken, being sold in the Hollows. And my beast…” He pressed a fist against his chest, over his heart. “My beast became obsessed. It demanded I claim you, insisted you were necessary, that you were the key to something I don’t fully understand.”




Alaric closed the distance between them again in two long strides, grabbing her shoulders and pulling her close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body.




“So here’s your new reality, little wolf. You belong to me now. You will stay in this Citadel, in my chambers, within arm’s reach at all times. You will eat, you will heal, and you will help me understand why my beast thinks you’re so gods-damned important. And in return…” His thumbs pressed against her collarbones, not quite bruising but utterly possessive. “In return, I will keep you safe from those who betrayed you. I will give you the resources to become strong again. And if your wolf truly can be awakened, if you truly are an Eclipse bloodline, I will help you reclaim that power.”




“And if I refuse?” The question escaped before Seraphina could stop it.




Alaric’s smile was a terrible thing—beautiful and cruel in equal measure.




“Then you die. Quickly, if I’m feeling merciful. Slowly, if my beast takes offense. Those are your options: belong to me and survive, or refuse and perish. Choose.”




It wasn’t really a choice. They both knew it.




But Seraphina thought of Dante’s betrayal, of her father’s cruelty, of Marcus’s treachery. She thought of the slavers and the auction block and the hollow place where Luna should be. And she thought of Kael’s words: Show him you have teeth.




She lifted her chin, meeting those mismatched eyes with as much defiance as she could muster.




“If I agree to this—if I stay, if I try to awaken my wolf—I want something in return beyond just survival.”




Alaric’s eyebrows rose, surprise flickering across his features. “You’re in no position to negotiate, little wolf.”




“Maybe not. But you paid five hundred thousand for me. You admitted your beast is obsessed. That gives me some leverage.” She forced steel into her voice. “So here are my terms: I want training. Real combat training, not just how to look pretty and follow orders. I want access to information about Eclipse wolves and my bloodline. And when the time comes…” Her voice dropped, filling with all the rage and pain she’d been carrying. “When I’m strong enough, I want your help getting revenge on those who destroyed me.”




The throne room fell silent again. Kael, still standing near the door, looked like she was watching a mouse negotiate with a viper.




Then Alaric threw his head back and laughed—a genuine, delighted sound that was somehow more terrifying than his anger.




“Oh, you magnificent, foolish creature,” he said, cupping her face with both hands. “You stand before the most dangerous predator in this kingdom, broken and powerless, and you make demands. Either you’re brave or stupid, and I genuinely can’t tell which.”




His thumbs traced her cheekbones with surprising gentleness, though his eyes still burned with that unnerving intensity.




“Very well. I accept your terms. You will be trained, educated, and when the time comes, I will personally help you destroy everyone who wronged you. But know this—” His voice dropped to something dark and possessive. “In accepting my help, you truly do become mine. Not as a slave, perhaps, but as something far more binding. My beast has claimed you, and what my beast claims, it does not release. Ever. Do you understand?”




Seraphina should have been terrified. Should have recognized the trap she was walking into.




But all she felt was a cold, fierce satisfaction. If she had to belong to a monster to gain the power for revenge, then so be it.




“I understand,” she said clearly.




“Then we have an accord.” Alaric released her face but immediately took her hand, his grip unbreakable. “Kael, prepare the King’s chambers for our guest. She’ll need proper quarters, clothing, and access to the healers. Also, send for Morvanna—I want the witch to examine her bloodline immediately.”




“Yes, my lord.” Kael bowed and departed, though not before giving Seraphina a look that might have been respect. Or pity. Perhaps both.




Alone now with the Lycan King, Seraphina felt the full weight of what she’d just agreed to settle over her shoulders. Alaric still held her hand, his thumb absently stroking across her knuckles in a gesture that should have been comforting but felt like a brand.




“You smell like him,” Alaric said suddenly, his voice turning harsh. “Your former mate. His scent is in your skin, your blood, your very essence. It makes my beast… furious.”




Before Seraphina could respond, he pulled her closer, burying his face in her hair and inhaling deeply. The rumble in his chest became a growl—possessive, territorial, jealous.




“We’ll have to fix that,” he murmured against her temple. “Erase every trace of him until you smell only of me. Only of this Citadel. Only of your new home.”




“This isn’t my home,” Seraphina whispered, though without much conviction.




Alaric pulled back just enough to meet her eyes, and what she saw there made her breath catch—not just madness or possession, but a desperate, almost vulnerable need that he clearly didn’t know how to express.




“It is now,” he said simply. “Whether you accept it or not, little wolf, your fate is bound to mine. My beast has decided, and it is never wrong about these things. You are the key to my salvation or my damnation. Perhaps both.”




He released her hand finally, stepping back and gesturing toward the doors.




“Go with the servants. Rest, eat, heal. Tomorrow, your training begins. Tomorrow, we start awakening what sleeps inside you. But tonight…” His mismatched eyes gleamed in the blue firelight. “Tonight, you sleep in my chambers, where my beast can sense your presence and know you’re safe. Know you’re mine.”




Seraphina wanted to argue, but exhaustion was finally catching up to her. The adrenaline that had sustained her through the confrontation was fading, leaving her hollow and shaking.




“Will you…” She hated how small her voice sounded. “Will you hurt me?”




Alaric’s expression softened—barely, but enough to notice.




“No, little wolf. I’m many things—a monster, a killer, a king driven by madness. But I don’t harm what belongs to me. You’ll be safe in my chambers. Probably safer than anywhere else in this cursed Citadel.” He paused. “Whether you believe that or not is up to you.”




Servants appeared as if summoned by magic—perhaps they had been—and gently guided Seraphina from the throne room. She looked back once to find Alaric watching her retreat, his mismatched eyes glowing in the shadows, his expression unreadable.




What have I gotten myself into? she wondered.




But deep in her chest, in that hollow place where Luna should be, something stirred for the first time since the rejection.




Not her wolf. Not yet.




But something else. Something dark and old and absolutely furious that recognized the Lycan King’s power and wanted to match it.




Seraphina Ashwood had died on her wedding night.




What walked these halls now was something new, something unformed, something waiting to be reborn in blood and moonlight.




And the Crimson Citadel—with all its darkness and danger—would be the forge that shaped her.




Whether into a weapon or a queen remained to be seen.




—-




[End of Chapter Three]
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