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Dedication

For everyone who ever believed they were too broken to be loved—

you are worthy of your happily ever after.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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SERA

The Shadowpine Citadel blazed with light against the mountain darkness, and I was going to extinguish its king.

I adjusted the servant's apron over my stolen uniform, fingers brushing the vial tucked against my ribs. Nightsbane extract. Odorless, tasteless, and absolutely fatal to shifters. One drop in the Alpha King's wine, and by morning, Thorne Blackwood would be nothing but a memory and a monument to dead tyrants.

Just like my father.

The thought steadied my racing heart as I slipped through the citadel's service entrance, swept along by the tide of staff preparing for the Harvest Moon celebration. Nobody looked twice at another auburn-haired server carrying a tray of crystal goblets. Why would they? The Northern Territories' elite were too busy preening for their king to notice the shadows gathering in their midst.

Five years. Five years since Thorne Blackwood executed my father without trial, without mercy, without even the dignity of an explanation. Marcus Nightshade—healer, protector, the gentlest man I'd ever known—dragged before the Alpha King's throne and condemned in a heartbeat.

The official story said my father had slaughtered Blackwood's family in cold blood. Lies. All of it, lies wrapped in the authority of a crown and enforced by a pack too terrified to question their king.

Tonight, I would give my father justice. Tonight, the Alpha King would pay his debts in blood.

"Move it, girl!" A harsh voice cut through my thoughts. The head server, a pinch-faced beta woman, shoved a tray of wine into my hands. "The king's table. Don't dawdle, and for moon's sake, don't look him in the eye. Last server who did that spent a week scrubbing the latrines."

I ducked my head in what I hoped passed for submission, hiding the fury that must have been written across my face. Perfect. I'd expected to spend half the night maneuvering for access. Instead, fate—or perhaps my father's spirit—had handed me the opportunity on a silver platter.

The great hall opened before me like the maw of some glittering beast. Hundreds of shifters packed the space, their wolves riding close to the surface as the full moon's pull sang through their blood. I felt it too, that ancient call, but I shoved it down ruthlessly. My wolf had no say in what happened tonight. This was human vengeance, calculated and cold.

I wove through the crowd, every nerve screaming with awareness. These were the Northern Territories' most powerful shifters—alphas and betas draped in silk and arrogance, celebrating another year under Blackwood's rule. The scent of them was overwhelming: pine and musk, leather and frost, hundreds of predators pretending at civility.

And above it all, cutting through the cacophony like a blade, came a scent that made my wolf surge against my control.

Winter storms. Ancient pine. Something wild and lonely and utterly, devastatingly male.

My steps faltered. No. It couldn't be—

The crowd shifted, parted, and I saw him.

Thorne Blackwood sat at the high table like a king from the old stories—the ones that ended in blood and glory. He was bigger than I'd imagined, all coiled muscle and predatory grace beneath formal black attire that probably cost more than everything I'd owned in my life. Dark hair fell to his shoulders, shot through with silver streaks that marked his alpha power. Sharp features, too beautiful to be kind, too hard to be gentle.

And his eyes...

Moon above, his eyes. Storm-gray and ancient, carrying the weight of a crown and a thousand unspoken sorrows. Even from across the hall, I could feel their pull, that terrible magnetic draw that made my wolf whine and pace inside my chest.

Look away, I commanded myself. Pour the wine, deliver the poison, and—

His head turned.

Our eyes met across fifty feet of celebrating shifters, and the world exploded into silver fire.

The mate bond slammed into me like a physical blow. My knees buckled. The tray tilted dangerously in my hands, crystal singing a sharp warning as goblets nearly tumbled. The scent of him flooded my senses—no longer distant but immediate, overwhelming, mine—and my wolf threw back her head and howled in recognition.

Mate. Mate. MATE.

No. No, this wasn't possible. This wasn't—

Thorne Blackwood rose from his throne in one fluid movement, and I watched his eyes flash molten gold as his wolf surged forward. His nostrils flared. His hands gripped the table's edge hard enough that I heard wood crack even over the celebration's noise.

He felt it too. The bond snapping into place, destiny written in lightning and starlight, two souls recognizing each other across an impossible divide.

My mate was the man I'd come to kill.

Horror and something far more dangerous—want, desperate and undeniable—crashed through me. The vial pressed against my ribs felt like it was burning through fabric and skin, a brand of shame and intent. I couldn't do this. I couldn't kill my—

He murdered your father, the cold, logical part of my brain hissed. He's a tyrant and a killer and the fact that some cosmic joke made him your mate doesn't change that.

But my wolf didn't care about logic. She was clawing at my control, desperate to close the distance, to offer her throat in submission, to claim and be claimed by the powerful alpha whose eyes had gone predator-still as he stared at me.

The celebration continued around us, oblivious. But between Thorne Blackwood and me, the air crackled with enough tension to make reality bend.

I watched his jaw clench. Watched some terrible realization dawn across those impossibly beautiful features. And then I watched those storm-gray eyes narrow with a fury that made my blood run cold.

He knows who I am.

Of course he did. Alpha senses were legendary, and the mate bond was probably feeding him everything—my scent, my bloodline, my father's name written in my very DNA.

Marcus Nightshade's daughter had just walked into his hall. And the mate bond had just made her the most dangerous person in his kingdom.

Two wolves in formal livery appeared at my flanks so quickly I didn't even see them move. The tray was plucked from my hands with professional efficiency. Steel fingers closed around my upper arms, firm but not yet bruising.

"Don't make a scene," one of them murmured, his voice barely a breath against my ear. "The king wants to see you. Privately."

My heart hammered against my ribs—fear and adrenaline and that horrible, traitorous excitement that came from knowing I was about to be alone with my mate. The man who'd killed my father. The man my soul apparently belonged to.

I lifted my chin, met Thorne Blackwood's gaze across the hall one more time, and let every ounce of defiance I possessed burn in my eyes.

His expression didn't change. But something flickered in those storm-gray depths—recognition, perhaps. Or challenge.

The guards escorted me through a side door, away from the celebration's warmth and into the citadel's cold stone corridors. Each step took me deeper into the Alpha King's domain, further from any hope of escape.

And with each step, the mate bond pulled tighter, a golden thread wrapped around my heart, leading me inexorably toward my destiny.

Or my doom.

I wasn't sure there was a difference anymore.

* * *
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They brought me to a pair of massive oak doors carved with running wolves and crowned with silver. The King's Hall. Even in my rage-fogged planning, I'd known that getting here would be nearly impossible. Now the universe had delivered me to the very seat of Blackwood power, wrapped in a mate bond I'd never wanted and couldn't escape.

One guard knocked—two sharp raps that echoed like gunshots.

"Enter." The voice that answered was dark velvet over steel, and it raised every hair on my body in a response that was equal parts fear and terrible, unwanted desire.

The doors swung open.

Thorne Blackwood stood before a roaring fireplace, hands clasped behind his back, shoulders rigid with tension. He'd shed his formal jacket, and the white shirt beneath clung to a warrior's build—all lean muscle and coiled strength. He didn't turn when I was escorted in, but I saw his shoulders rise and fall with a breath that looked almost painful.

The mate bond thrummed between us, golden and insistent, trying to pull me forward. My wolf whined, desperate to close the distance, to touch and be touched. I shoved her down ruthlessly and planted my feet.

"Leave us," Thorne said quietly.

The guards hesitated. "Your Majesty, she's—"

"I said leave us." This time the alpha command rolled through the words, undeniable and absolute.

The guards retreated immediately, the doors closing with a soft click that sounded like a cell locking.

Silence stretched between us, broken only by the fire's crackle and the thundering of my own heartbeat. I watched the firelight play across Thorne's broad shoulders, watched the silver in his hair catch and gleam, and tried desperately to ignore the way my body wanted to go to him.

"You smell like nightsbane extract," he said finally, voice carefully neutral. "And lies."

So much for stealth. "I don't know what you—"

"Don't." He turned then, and the full force of his attention hit me like a tsunami. Up close, he was devastating. Sharp cheekbones and a mouth made for cruelty or kissing—I couldn't decide which. But it was his eyes that destroyed me. Storm-gray and ancient and full of a pain that mirrored my own.

For one heartbeat, I saw past the king to the man beneath. Lonely. Haunted. Carrying burdens that would have broken lesser wolves.

Then his expression shuttered, going cold and hard as the mountain stone surrounding us.

"Sera Nightshade," he said, and hearing my name in his voice felt like being touched. "Daughter of Marcus Nightshade, the rogue who slaughtered my family five years ago."

Each word was a blade, precisely placed. I felt them cut, but I'd been bleeding for five years. What was a little more pain?

"Marcus Nightshade," I countered, lifting my chin, "the healer who saved dozens of lives. Who raised me alone after rogues killed my mother. Who loved this pack with everything he had until you murdered him without trial."

Something flickered across Thorne's face—there and gone too quickly to identify. "Your father killed my mother. My sister. My beta and his mate. He slaughtered them in their sleep like animals."

"Lies."

"Truth." He moved closer, and my breath caught despite myself. He was tall enough that I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact. Close enough that his scent—winter and pine and something uniquely him—wrapped around me like a drug. "I found them myself. I saw what he did. And when I tracked him down, when I looked into his eyes, there was no remorse. No humanity. Just a rabid wolf that needed to be put down."

"He wasn't rabid," I spat. "He was framed. Manipulated. You executed an innocent man because you needed someone to blame for your pain."

Thorne's jaw clenched, and for a moment I thought he might strike me. Instead, he did something far worse.

He leaned in, close enough that his breath ghosted across my lips, and said, "I felt the mate bond the moment you entered my hall, Sera Nightshade. I know you felt it too. I can smell the truth of it on your skin."

My cheeks burned, but I refused to look away. "So?"

"So that bond—that cosmic joke of a connection—doesn't change what you are." His voice dropped to barely above a whisper, intimate and devastating. "You're the daughter of my family's murderer. Your blood is soaked in their deaths. And the fact that fate chose you as my mate is perhaps the cruelest thing the moon goddess has ever done."

The pain in his words was real. Raw and bleeding and so much like my own grief that for a moment I couldn't breathe.

"I came here to kill you," I admitted, the confession torn from somewhere deep and honest. "I have nightsbane extract in a vial against my ribs. I was going to poison your wine and watch you die, just like I watched my father die on your executioner's block."

I expected rage. Violence. The full fury of an alpha king challenged in his own hall.

Instead, Thorne Blackwood looked at me with something that might have been understanding. Or possibly respect.

"I know," he said quietly. "I could smell the poison. And the hate. And the grief that's been eating you alive for five years."

His hand rose, and I tensed, expecting... I didn't know what. But he didn't touch me. Just held his palm out between us, close enough that I could feel the heat of his skin.

"I reject this bond," he said, and each word fell like a stone into still water, creating ripples that spread and spread. "You are not my mate, Sera Nightshade. You're the daughter of a murderer, and there is no universe in which I could accept you."

The formal rejection hit like a physical blow. My wolf howled in anguish. The golden thread connecting us—that beautiful, terrible thing I'd felt for barely an hour—began to crack, silver light fracturing along invisible fault lines.

Pain exploded through my chest. Real, physical agony as the bond tried to hold against his will. I gasped, doubling over, one hand pressed to my heart as if I could hold the pieces together through sheer determination.

Through the haze of pain, I saw Thorne stagger too. Saw him grip the back of a chair, knuckles going white, jaw clenched so hard I heard teeth grind. The rejection was hurting him just as much as it hurt me.

Good. I hoped it destroyed him.

I forced myself upright, forced air into my lungs, and met his eyes with every ounce of defiance I had left.

"I reject you too," I snarled through the pain. "You're a killer and a tyrant, and I'd rather die than be bound to you. I reject this bond. I reject you, Thorne Blackwood."

The words sealed it. The golden thread snapped with an almost audible crack, and we both went to our knees as the severed bond lashed back like a broken wire. Silver light exploded between us, so bright I had to close my eyes against it.

When I could see again, Thorne was on his feet, breathing hard, one hand pressed to his chest over his heart. He looked like he'd been through a war—pale, shaking, eyes too bright and too dark at once.
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