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  Chapter One: The Shadow Princess

  
  







Michelle




The wedding dress felt like a shroud.




I stood perfectly still as Rebecca Winters fastened the final pearl buttons along my spine, each one clicking into place like a lock on a prison cell. The ivory silk pooled around my feet, heavy with intricate beadwork that caught the morning light streaming through the palace windows. It was the most beautiful gown I’d ever seen, and I’d never felt more terrified in my life.




“Stop trembling,” Rebecca commanded in her crisp tone, the same voice she’d used to drill royal protocols into my head for the past three weeks. “Queens don’t shake.”




“I’m not a queen,” I whispered, staring at my reflection in the gilded mirror. The woman looking back at me wore Princess Hayley’s face—or at least, close enough to fool most people. We’d always shared the same height, the same dark hair, the same green eyes. But where Hayley moved with born confidence, I felt like a fraud wrapped in silk and lies.




“Today you are.” Rebecca’s fingers were surprisingly gentle as she adjusted the diamond tiara—Hayley’s tiara—on my head. “Today you are Princess Hayley Catherine Aldridge, and in two hours, you will become Luna of the Northern Pack.”




My stomach churned. Through the window, I could see the guests arriving in the courtyard below. Werewolves from a dozen different packs, their supernatural senses sharp enough to detect deception in a heartbeat. How was I supposed to fool them all?




“What if they know?” I asked, my voice barely audible. “What if they can smell that I’m not—”




“They won’t.” Rebecca moved to face me, her steel-gray eyes meeting mine in the mirror. “You’ve been using Hayley’s perfume, her soap, sleeping in her rooms. Her scent is on you. And you’ve studied her mannerisms perfectly.”




I had studied. For three weeks, I’d watched endless recordings of Hayley at state functions, memorizing the way she tilted her head when listening, the graceful sweep of her hand when she gestured, the precise cadence of her laugh. I’d practiced her signature until my own handwriting disappeared completely. I’d become a ghost of myself, a shadow wearing a princess’s skin.




“Besides,” Rebecca continued, pinning a loose curl behind my ear, “Alpha Raine has never met Princess Hayley in person. The marriage was negotiated through envoys and correspondence.”




Alpha Solomon Raine. Even his name made my pulse quicken with a mixture of fear and something else I refused to acknowledge. I’d seen his photograph during the briefings—a man who looked carved from granite and shadow, with piercing gray eyes that seemed to see straight through lies. He was powerful enough to end the war that had been bleeding our kingdom dry for two years, and proud enough to demand a royal bride as the price of peace.




A bride who was currently hiding in a cottage three hundred miles away with her secret lover, leaving her body double to take her place at the altar.




“I can’t do this,” I said, backing away from the mirror. “I’m not brave enough, I’m not—”




“You are the only one who can.” Rebecca’s voice was sharp as a blade. “Do you understand what happens if this marriage doesn’t take place? Luke Blackwood’s forces will overrun our borders within the month. Thousands will die. The kingdom will fall.”




I closed my eyes, trying to block out the weight of all those lives resting on my shoulders. I was just Michelle Simon, the orphan girl who’d been brought to the palace at age twelve because I looked enough like Princess Hayley to serve as her decoy during public appearances. I’d spent thirteen years living in the shadows, being invisible, being no one. How could I possibly convince the most powerful alpha in the northern territories that I was royalty?




“He’ll know the moment he sees me,” I whispered. “Werewolves can sense things humans can’t. He’ll smell my fear, hear my heart racing—”




“Then don’t be afraid.” Rebecca’s hands settled on my shoulders, forcing me to meet her gaze. “You’ve done this before, Michelle. Every time you stood on that balcony waving to crowds, every time you attended a ceremony in Hayley’s place. This is just one more performance.”




But it wasn’t, and we both knew it. Those other times, I’d been a princess for a few hours at most. This time, I was signing my name to a marriage contract—well, Hayley’s name—and binding myself to a man I’d never met. A werewolf alpha who could crush me without breaking a sweat if he discovered the deception.




A soft knock interrupted my spiraling panic. “Come in,” Rebecca called.




Emma Caldwell, one of Hayley’s ladies-in-waiting, slipped inside carrying a small velvet box. Her face was pale with worry. “The carriage is ready, Your Highness,” she said, the title sounding strange directed at me. “And… and Alpha Raine has arrived.”




My knees nearly buckled. He was here. In the palace. Breathing the same air I was breathing.




“What’s he like?” I heard myself ask.




Emma glanced nervously at Rebecca before answering. “He’s… imposing, Your Highness. Very tall, very… intense. He brought fifty of his pack members with him. They’re all in the great hall.”




Fifty werewolves. My palms began to sweat. “Did he say anything? Did he seem suspicious?”




“He asked to see you before the ceremony,” Emma said quietly. “Lord Ashford told him it wasn’t proper, that he’d have to wait until the wedding.”




Thank God for ancient traditions. I needed every minute to compose myself.




Rebecca opened the velvet box Emma had brought, revealing Hayley’s engagement ring—a massive sapphire surrounded by diamonds that had belonged to queens for three centuries. “Your final piece,” she said, sliding it onto my trembling finger. It felt like a shackle.




“I need a moment alone,” I said, my voice sounding foreign to my own ears.




Rebecca nodded curtly. “Five minutes. Then we go.” She gestured to Emma, and they both left me standing in the center of the room, wrapped in silk and deception.




I walked to the window and looked out at the garden where I’d played as a child, always careful to stay out of sight when visitors came. The irony wasn’t lost on me—after a lifetime of hiding, I was about to step into the most public role imaginable.




My reflection caught in the glass, and for a moment, I saw Hayley staring back at me. We’d been mistaken for each other so many times that sometimes I forgot which one of us was real. But Hayley was free, living her own life with the man she loved, while I was here, about to sacrifice myself on the altar of political necessity.




The thought should have made me bitter, but instead, I felt something else stirring in my chest. Determination, maybe. Or desperation disguised as courage.




I thought about the servants who’d raised me after my parents died in Blackwood’s first assault on our borders. Mary, who’d sung me to sleep when nightmares woke me. Rose, who’d taught me to read and write. They were counting on this marriage to bring peace. The whole kingdom was.




“I can do this,” I whispered to my reflection. “I have to do this.”




A second knock came, firmer this time. “Your Highness?” Rebecca’s voice carried a note of urgency. “It’s time.”




I took one last look at Michelle Simon in the mirror, memorizing her face before she disappeared entirely. Then I lifted my chin the way Hayley would, straightened my shoulders, and walked toward the door.




The hallway outside was lined with guards in ceremonial dress, their faces solemn. They fell into formation around me as I walked, my heels clicking against the marble floor with each step toward my fate. The sound echoed off the vaulted ceiling, counting down the seconds until I would stand before Alpha Solomon Raine and promise to love, honor, and obey him until death.




As we approached the great hall, I could hear the murmur of voices, the rustle of formal clothes, the careful stillness that preceded momentous events. My heart hammered against my ribs so hard I was certain everyone would hear it.




“Remember,” Rebecca murmured beside me, “you are Princess Hayley Catherine Aldridge. You are brave, you are royal, and you are exactly where you belong.”




The massive oak doors to the great hall loomed ahead of us, carved with the royal coat of arms. Beyond them waited a room full of werewolves, a marriage ceremony that would bind me to a stranger, and a life I’d never chosen but was powerless to refuse.




The guards reached for the door handles.




“Wait,” I breathed, my voice barely audible.




Everyone froze. Rebecca’s eyes widened with alarm. “Michelle—”




“Your Highness,” I corrected automatically, the false name feeling like ash in my mouth. But if I was going to do this, I had to do it completely. Michelle Simon was a shadow, a nobody. Princess Hayley was the woman who could save a kingdom.




I closed my eyes and took one final breath as myself. When I opened them again, I was someone else entirely.




“I’m ready,” I said, and this time my voice carried the authority of generations of royal blood I’d never inherited but had learned to fake perfectly.




The doors swung open, and I stepped into the light.




The great hall stretched before me like a cathedral, its soaring ceiling disappearing into shadows above glittering chandeliers. Hundreds of guests rose to their feet as one, the rustle of fabric and subtle shift of bodies creating a wave of sound that washed over me. But I barely noticed them.




All my attention was focused on the man standing at the altar.




Alpha Solomon Raine was even more imposing in person than in his photographs. He stood well over six feet, his powerful frame encased in a midnight blue uniform that emphasized his broad shoulders and narrow waist. His dark hair was swept back from a face that could have been carved by a master sculptor—all sharp angles and masculine beauty that spoke of strength and danger in equal measure.




But it was his eyes that made my breath catch. Gray as storm clouds, they found mine across the length of the hall and held them with an intensity that made the rest of the world fade away. For a heartbeat, I felt exposed, as if he could see straight through my carefully constructed facade to the terrified girl beneath.




Then his gaze traveled slowly down my form and back up, a assessment so thorough and proprietary that heat flooded my cheeks. When his eyes met mine again, something had changed in their depths. Recognition, maybe, though that was impossible. Or perhaps it was something more primitive, more dangerous.




His lips curved in the slightest of smiles, and I felt an answering flutter in my chest that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with a pull I didn’t understand.




The music began—the traditional wedding march that had accompanied royal brides for centuries. I forced my feet to move, one step at a time down the endless aisle, my eyes locked on the man who was about to become my husband.




With each step, the lie became more real. By the time I reached the altar, I almost believed it myself.




I was Princess Hayley Catherine Aldridge.




And I was about to marry a werewolf.




God help us all.








  
  
  Chapter Two: The Alpha’s Burden

  
  







Solomon




She wasn’t Princess Hayley.




I knew it the moment she stepped through those massive oak doors, before her scent even reached me across the great hall. Everything about her was wrong—the slight hesitation in her step, the way her fingers trembled against her bouquet, the rapid flutter of her pulse that I could hear from fifty feet away. Princess Hayley Catherine Aldridge, according to every intelligence report I’d received, was a woman who commanded rooms with her presence. The creature walking toward me now looked like she wanted to disappear into the marble floor.




But God help me, I couldn’t look away.




My wolf stirred restlessly beneath my skin, recognizing something my logical mind rejected. The closer she came, the stronger the pull became—a magnetic draw that made every instinct I possessed roar to life. Her scent reached me as she approached the altar: jasmine and vanilla, but underneath something else. Something uniquely hers that made my canines ache to extend.




Mine, my wolf whispered. Mate.




Impossible. I was here for political alliance, not fate’s twisted sense of humor.




“Breathe, Alpha,” Ethan murmured beside me, his voice pitched low enough that only supernatural hearing could catch it. “You look like you’re about to shift in the middle of a wedding.”




I forced my shoulders to relax, my expression to remain impassive. But inside, chaos reigned. This woman—whoever she was—had just turned my carefully ordered world upside down with nothing more than her presence.




She reached the altar, and Lord Ashford stepped forward to formally present the bride. “Your Grace,” he said with a bow that somehow managed to convey both respect and barely concealed disapproval, “may I present Her Royal Highness, Princess Hayley Catherine Aldridge.”




She curtsied with perfect form, her head bowed submissively. But when she raised her eyes to meet mine, I saw steel beneath the fear. Intelligence. Determination. This wasn’t some pampered princess playing dress-up—this was a woman who understood the weight of what she was doing and chose to do it anyway.




The realization hit me like a physical blow. She knew I could tell she wasn’t the real princess. And she was going through with it regardless.




Why?




“Your Grace,” she said, her voice steady despite the terror I could smell rolling off her in waves. “Thank you for honoring our kingdom with this union.”




Perfect words. Perfect inflection. If I’d been human, I might have believed the performance.




“Princess,” I replied, taking her gloved hand and feeling the tremor that ran through her at the contact. “The honor is mine.”




The Archbishop stepped forward, his ceremonial robes rustling in the sudden silence. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the sacred union of two houses…”




I stopped listening. All my attention was focused on the woman beside me, trying to solve the puzzle she represented. Who was she? Why was she here instead of the real princess? And why did every breath I took in her presence make my wolf more convinced that she belonged to me?




Her profile was flawless—aristocratic cheekbones, a stubborn chin, full lips that were pressed together in concentration. But it was her eyes that captivated me. Green as spring forests, and filled with a vulnerability she was trying desperately to hide. They were the eyes of someone who’d known loss, who understood sacrifice.




The Archbishop droned on about duty and honor, sacred bonds and political alliance. All the reasons I was here, none of which seemed to matter anymore.




“The rings,” the Archbishop prompted.




Ethan stepped forward with the wedding bands—ancient gold carved with pack symbols that had bound alphas to their mates for centuries. I took the smaller ring, designed for delicate feminine hands, and turned to face my bride fully.




“Do you, Solomon Marcus Raine, take this woman as your mate, your luna, your partner in all things, to protect and cherish until your dying breath?”




The words hung in the air between us. She was watching me intently, those green eyes wide with something that might have been hope. Or terror. Probably both.




I should have stopped it then. Should have exposed the deception, called off this farce of a marriage. It would have meant war, yes, but wars could be won through strength of arms. This… this felt far more dangerous than any battlefield.




Instead, I heard myself say, “I do.”




Relief flooded her features so completely that for a moment I forgot to breathe. She had expected me to reveal her secret, to destroy whatever desperate plan had put her in this position. The fact that I hadn’t seemed to shock her as much as it shocked me.




“Do you, Hayley Catherine Aldridge, take this man as your mate, your alpha, your partner in all things, to honor and support until your dying breath?”




The longest pause in the history of royal weddings stretched between question and answer. I watched her throat work as she swallowed, watched her hands tremble as she fought some internal battle I couldn’t understand.




Finally, so quietly I almost didn’t hear it: “I do.”




I slipped the ring onto her finger, my thumb brushing over her racing pulse. The simple touch sent electricity up my arm, and from the way her breath caught, she felt it too. Whatever spell this was, we were both caught in it.




“You may kiss your bride,” the Archbishop announced.




This was the moment of truth. A kiss would bring her scent directly to me, would let me taste the lie on her lips. Every werewolf in attendance would be able to read my reaction, would know if I accepted or rejected this union.




I stepped closer, close enough to see the gold flecks in her green eyes, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her skin. She tilted her face up to mine, lips parted slightly in invitation or surrender.




“Trust me,” I murmured, too low for anyone else to hear.




Then I kissed her.




The moment our lips touched, the world exploded into sensation. She tasted like honey and desperate courage, like secrets and sacrifice. Her scent wrapped around me, not jasmine and vanilla as I’d thought, but something earthier, wilder. Something that made my wolf howl with recognition and demand.




The mate bond snapped into place with such force that I nearly staggered. Not the political alliance I’d expected, not the convenient marriage I’d agreed to, but the real thing. The once-in-a-lifetime connection that most alphas spent centuries searching for.




And it was with a woman whose name I didn’t even know.




I broke the kiss before I could do something truly stupid, like claim her properly in front of three hundred witnesses. But I couldn’t step back, couldn’t put distance between us when every instinct I possessed was screaming at me to gather her close and never let go.




Her eyes were wide with shock, pupils dilated. She’d felt it too—the bond forming, the invisible chain that now linked us together. Her free hand rose to touch her lips as if she couldn’t believe what had just happened.




“By the power vested in me by the crown and the ancient laws of our people,” the Archbishop declared, “I now pronounce you mated for life. What the Moon Goddess has joined, let no man put asunder.”




The great hall erupted in applause and cheers. Werewolves howled their approval, the sound echoing off the vaulted ceiling in a symphony of wildness that made my pulse race. Through it all, I couldn’t take my eyes off my bride.




My mate.




My fake princess who’d just become the most real thing in my life.




We turned to face the crowd together, her hand tucked into my arm. She was smiling—the perfect royal smile she’d no doubt practiced in mirrors—but I could feel the tremor running through her, could smell the confusion and fear that the bond hadn’t erased.




As we processed back down the aisle, nodding to the assembled guests, my mind raced. I had a kingdom to protect, a pack to lead, enemies who would exploit any sign of weakness. And now I had a mate whose very presence was built on deception.




But as we stepped through those oak doors into the hallway beyond, as rice and flower petals rained down on us from the balconies above, I made a decision that would change everything.




I didn’t care who she really was. She was mine now, and I was going to keep her.




The question was whether she would let me.




“Your Grace,” Lord Ashford appeared at my elbow as we reached the private corridor. “If I might have a moment—”




“Later,” I cut him off, my attention focused entirely on the woman beside me. She was looking around with barely concealed panic, probably realizing that the hardest part was just beginning. Being a fake princess for a ceremony was one thing. Being a luna, a mate, a partner—that was something else entirely.




“Princess,” I said formally, well aware that servants and guards were within earshot. “Shall we retire to prepare for the reception?”




She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Smart woman. The fewer words she had to say in public, the less chance of exposure.




I led her toward the royal wing, toward rooms that had been prepared for a princess I’d never wanted. Now they would house the mystery woman who’d just become the center of my universe, whether either of us had planned it or not.




As we walked, I found myself studying her profile again, memorizing the curve of her cheek, the determined set of her jaw. Whoever she was, whatever desperate circumstances had brought her here, she was brave enough to sacrifice herself for… what? Money? Family? Some cause greater than herself?




I would find out. I would uncover every secret she carried, learn every truth she’d hidden. But not because I wanted to expose her.




Because I needed to understand the woman fate had chosen for me.




My wolf was already planning how to court her properly, how to earn her trust and affection now that the political necessity was satisfied. The man in me was more pragmatic—she was hiding something that could destroy us both if discovered by the wrong people.




But as we reached the door to her chambers, as she turned to look at me with those impossibly green eyes full of gratitude and terror and something that might have been longing, I knew one thing for certain.




Real princess or not, she was mine now. And I’d burn down anyone who tried to take her from me.




The reception could wait. Right now, I had a mystery to solve and a mate to protect.




Even if she didn’t trust me enough yet to tell me her real name.








  
  
  Chapter Three: The Wedding Charade

  
  







Michelle




The moment the door to my chambers closed behind us, my legs gave out.




I collapsed into the nearest chair, my hands shaking so violently I couldn’t unfasten the pearl buttons at my wrists. The wedding dress that had felt like armor during the ceremony now seemed to weigh a thousand pounds, the corset making it impossible to draw a full breath.




“That was…” I started, then stopped, pressing my fingers to my lips where the phantom taste of his kiss still lingered.




Impossible. That’s what it was. Impossible and terrifying and completely overwhelming.




Solomon Raine had kissed me like I was his salvation and his damnation rolled into one. Like he’d been waiting his entire life to find my mouth with his. And for those few heart-stopping seconds, I’d forgotten I was supposed to be someone else entirely.




I’d forgotten I was supposed to be anyone but Michelle Simon, orphan girl who’d just married the most powerful werewolf in the northern territories.




“Your Highness?” Emma’s voice was carefully neutral as she appeared from the dressing room, but I caught the concern in her eyes. “How are you feeling?”




How was I feeling? Like I’d been struck by lightning. Like the ground had shifted beneath my feet and I was still falling through space, waiting to crash.




“Fine,” I lied, the same way I’d been lying about everything else for the past month. “Just… overwhelmed. It was a beautiful ceremony.”




Emma moved behind me to help with the buttons I couldn’t manage. “Alpha Raine seemed quite taken with you,” she said carefully.




Taken with Princess Hayley, I wanted to correct her. But the memory of those storm-gray eyes locked on mine made the words stick in my throat. He’d looked at me like he could see straight through my carefully constructed facade to the woman beneath. Like he knew exactly who I was and wanted me anyway.




Which was impossible. Werewolves might have enhanced senses, but mind-reading wasn’t one of them. Was it?




“He’s very… intense,” I managed.




“All alphas are,” Emma said, her fingers working efficiently at the tiny buttons. “But there was something else, wasn’t there? The way he looked at you during the ceremony. Like you were the only person in the room.”




I closed my eyes, remembering that moment when our lips had touched and the world had exploded around us. There’d been something in that kiss, something that felt bigger than both of us. A connection I’d never experienced before, not even in my wildest dreams about what love might feel like.




But it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. He thought he was kissing Princess Hayley, not me. Whatever he’d felt, whatever I’d imagined I’d felt—it was all built on lies.




“Emma,” I said suddenly, “what do you know about werewolf mating bonds?”




Her hands stilled on my back. “Why do you ask, Your Highness?”




Because during that kiss, something had shifted inside me. Some invisible thread had connected us, and I could swear I’d felt his heartbeat matching mine. Because even now, separated by thick stone walls, I could sense his presence like a warm glow at the edge of my consciousness.




“Curiosity,” I said instead. “I want to understand my husband’s world.”




Emma resumed her work, but her voice was thoughtful. “From what I’ve heard, true mate bonds are rare. Most werewolf marriages are political arrangements, like yours. But sometimes…” She paused. “Sometimes the Moon Goddess chooses two souls to be bound together. When that happens, they say the connection is instant. Unbreakable.”




My blood turned to ice. “What does that mean? Unbreakable?”




“They’re linked for life. They can sense each other’s emotions, their physical presence. The bond grows stronger over time, especially after…” She trailed off, her cheeks flushing.




“After what?”




“After the mating is consummated,” she finished quietly. “But those are just old stories, Your Highness. Most wolves never experience it.”




I stared at my reflection in the vanity mirror, trying to see if I looked different somehow. The face staring back was still Hayley’s—or close enough to pass—but the eyes were mine. Wide with panic and something that might have been hope.




A true mate bond. With a man who didn’t even know my real name.




“Your Highness?” Emma’s voice seemed to come from very far away. “Are you all right? You’ve gone quite pale.”




“I need a moment alone,” I whispered. “Please.”




Emma hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll be just outside if you need anything. The reception begins in an hour.”




The reception. Where I’d have to sit beside Solomon, smile at hundreds of guests, and pretend to be the happily married princess while this impossible connection hummed between us like a live wire.




The door closed behind Emma with a soft click, leaving me alone with my spiraling thoughts. I stood and walked to the window, looking out at the gardens where servants were setting up for the outdoor portion of the celebration. Lanterns hung from every tree, and tables groaned under the weight of elaborate floral arrangements. It looked like a fairy tale.




Too bad I was living a nightmare.




A soft knock interrupted my brooding. “Come in,” I called, expecting Emma or Rebecca with some last-minute instruction.




Instead, Solomon stepped through the doorway.




My heart stopped entirely for a moment before racing to catch up. He’d changed from his formal wedding attire into dark pants and a white shirt that somehow made him look even more dangerous than before. The fabric stretched across his broad shoulders and chest in a way that made my mouth go dry.




“Your Grace,” I said, dropping into a curtsy that I hoped looked natural instead of terrified.




“Solomon,” he corrected, closing the door behind him. “We’re married now, Princess. I think we can dispense with formalities when we’re alone.”




When we’re alone. The words sent heat spiraling through me even as panic clawed at my throat. We were alone, in my bedroom, and he was looking at me with those intense gray eyes that seemed to see too much.




“Of course,” I managed. “Solomon.”




His name felt strange on my tongue, intimate in a way that made my pulse flutter. He moved further into the room, and I had to fight the urge to back away. Not from fear—though there was plenty of that—but from something else entirely. Some magnetic pull that made me want to close the distance between us instead of maintaining it.




“How are you feeling?” he asked, his voice gentler than I’d expected. “That was quite an ordeal.”




“I’m fine,” I said automatically, then caught myself. A real princess wouldn’t have found her own wedding an ordeal. “I mean, it was beautiful. Everything I dreamed it would be.”




He studied me for a long moment, and I had the uncomfortable feeling he was cataloguing every micro-expression, every tell that might give me away. “Was it? You seemed rather… overwhelmed.”




“Happy overwhelmed,” I clarified quickly. “It’s not every day a girl marries her… her mate.”




The word slipped out before I could stop it, and I saw something flicker in his eyes. Surprise? Satisfaction? I couldn’t tell.




“Is that what I am?” he asked, taking another step closer. “Your mate?”




The question hung in the air between us, loaded with meaning I didn’t fully understand. All I knew was that the closer he came, the harder it became to think clearly. His scent surrounded me—pine and leather and something uniquely male that made my wolf instincts stir even though I was fully human.




“I…” I swallowed hard. “Isn’t that what the ceremony was for? To make us mates?”




“Legally, yes,” he said, close enough now that I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. “But there’s more to mating than legal documents, Princess. Much more.”




His hand rose to cup my cheek, thumb brushing across my skin with devastating gentleness. I should have pulled away, should have maintained the careful distance a princess would keep. Instead, I found myself leaning into his touch like a flower seeking sunlight.




“Tell me,” he murmured, his voice dropping to a rumble that I felt in my bones, “what did you feel when I kissed you?”




Everything. I felt everything—the ground shifting beneath my feet, fireworks exploding behind my closed eyelids, a connection forming that I still didn’t understand. I felt like I was coming home and falling off a cliff at the same time.




But I couldn’t tell him that. Couldn’t admit that his fake bride had felt more in that one kiss than she’d felt in her entire life before it.




“I felt…” I searched for words that would be appropriate, safe. “I felt the bond forming between us. The connection that will make us partners in leading your pack.”




Truth, but not the whole truth. The safest kind of lie.




His thumb traced my lower lip, and I shivered. “Is that all?”




No. God, no. I felt desire and longing and a desperate need to know what it would be like to be kissed by him when we were both being honest about who we really were. I felt terrified and exhilarated and more alive than I’d ever been.




“What else should I have felt?” I whispered.




Something dark and possessive flickered in his eyes. “Everything,” he said, echoing my earlier thoughts. “You should have felt everything.”




Then he was kissing me again, and this time there was no audience to perform for, no ceremony to complete. This was just us, in the privacy of my chambers, with nothing but honesty between us.




Except, of course, for all the lies.




His mouth moved against mine with the same devastating thoroughness as before, but deeper now, more demanding. I melted into him without conscious thought, my hands fisting in his shirt as he backed me against the window. The cool glass pressed against my spine while his warm body caged me in from the front, and I had never felt safer or more endangered in my life.




When he finally broke the kiss, we were both breathing hard. His forehead rested against mine, and I could feel the tremor in his hands where they gripped my waist.




“Princess,” he said, and there was something in his voice I couldn’t identify. “Tell me something.”




“Anything,” I breathed, still lost in the haze of sensation.




“Tell me your real name.”




The words hit me like ice water. I jerked back, my heart hammering against my ribs as panic flooded my system. He knew. Somehow, impossibly, he knew.




“I… I don’t understand,” I stammered. “My name is Hayley. Princess Hayley Catherine—”




“No,” he said quietly, his hands still gentle on my waist despite the steel in his voice. “It isn’t.”




I stared at him, my mind racing through possibilities. Denial? Anger? A fainting spell to buy time?




Instead, what came out was the truth, barely audible: “How did you know?”




His smile was soft and dangerous all at once. “I’m a werewolf, sweetheart. I can smell deception from a mile away. The question is, who are you really? And why are you here instead of the princess?”




The endearment sent warmth spiraling through me even as terror paralyzed my tongue. He knew I wasn’t Hayley, but he’d married me anyway. He’d kissed me anyway. He was looking at me like I mattered anyway.




“I can’t,” I whispered. “If I tell you, if you expose me—”




“I won’t,” he said immediately. “Whatever brought you here, whatever you’re protecting or running from, I won’t expose you.”




“Why?” The word was barely a breath. “Why would you protect someone you don’t even know?”




His hands tightened on my waist, pulling me closer. “Because you’re mine now,” he said simply. “Whoever you are, whatever your real name is, you’re my mate. My wife. My responsibility. And I protect what’s mine.”




The possessiveness in his voice should have frightened me. Instead, it sent heat pooling low in my belly and made my knees weak with something that definitely wasn’t fear.




“The reception,” I said weakly, grasping for any excuse to escape this impossible conversation.




“Can wait,” he finished. “We have the rest of our lives to attend parties, Princess. Right now, I want to know who I married.”




I looked into his eyes, searching for any sign of deception, any hint that this was a trap. All I saw was patience and something that looked almost like tenderness.




Maybe it was the mate bond Emma had told me about, or maybe it was simply the relief of not having to pretend anymore, but I found myself saying the words I’d never thought I’d be able to speak to him.




“Michelle,” I whispered. “My name is Michelle Simon.”




His smile was like sunrise. “Hello, Michelle Simon. I’m very pleased to meet you.”




And despite everything—the lies, the deception, the impossible circumstances that had brought us together—I found myself smiling back.




“Hello, Solomon,” I said. “I’m pleased to meet you too.”








  
  
  Chapter Four: Suspicion and Desire

  
  







Solomon




The reception was a carefully orchestrated performance, and I was playing my part to perfection.




I smiled at the right moments, raised my glass for the traditional toasts, and kept my arm possessively around Michelle’s waist as we moved through the crowd of well-wishers. To every observer, I was the picture of a satisfied alpha who’d secured both peace and a beautiful bride in one strategic move.




Inside, my mind was chaos.




Michelle Simon. Not Princess Hayley Catherine Aldridge, but Michelle Simon—a woman brave enough to sacrifice herself for reasons I still didn’t understand, and foolish enough to trust me with her secret after knowing me for less than a day.




The mate bond hummed between us like a live wire, stronger now that we’d acknowledged it. Every time she laughed at some dignitary’s joke, every time she leaned into my touch to whisper a question about pack protocol, I felt the connection deepen. She was trying so hard to be perfect, to play her role flawlessly, and it was killing me to watch.



OEBPS/a49fff7fad75ed4726a7d2154fa4caddefd25563_smallRaw.jpg
—

LINCON CULLEN








OEBPS/images/a49fff7fad75ed4726a7d2154fa4caddefd25563_smallRaw.jpg
—

LINCON CULLEN












