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Chapter 1: Shattered
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— Lias —

The flowers I picked for Conrad were already wilting.

I noticed it on the walk back from the eastern meadow — the pale yellow heads drooping on their stems, petals curling at the edges like they were trying to close themselves off from something they could already sense. I had wrapped them in the cloth I kept in my back pocket for exactly this kind of impulse, the kind that struck me on a long errand when the sun was setting and the light turned everything gold and I thought, he would like these. I thought that a lot. Stupid, maybe. But it was the kind of stupid I had allowed myself.

I was smiling when I pushed open the front door.

The house smelled wrong.

I stopped just inside the threshold, the door still open at my back. My wolf went quiet before my brain did — that total-body stillness that happens when instinct takes over before thought can catch up. The air was warm but I felt a cold thread pull through the center of my chest. Something perfume-sweet cut through the familiar smell of the house. Not mine. Not Conrad’s.

Ivy’s.

I told myself it meant nothing. She lived here too, in the way that step-sisters who never wanted to be step-sisters live anywhere — with one foot always pointed toward the exit. Her scent was allowed to be in this hallway. I told myself that.

I set the flowers on the table by the door.

The sound reached me before I made it to the stairs. Soft. Rhythmic. The kind of sound that has a specific shape to it — the kind your body recognizes before your mind allows you to name it. My hand found the banister and I gripped it until the wood pressed grooves into my palm. My feet kept moving. I don’t know why. I think part of me needed to be wrong so badly that it overrode every other instinct I had.

I was not wrong.

The bedroom door was not fully closed. Just slightly ajar, the way you leave a door when you are not thinking about being caught. I pushed it open and the hinges gave without a sound and the world on the other side of that door rearranged itself into something I could not unknow.

Conrad. Ivy. The comforter twisted around them both.

For a moment — just one, just a single suspended second — nothing happened. My body forgot how to move. The flowers I had picked him were downstairs dying on the table and I was standing in the doorway of my own bedroom and my step-sister’s hair was spread across my pillow and Conrad’s face had gone the color of cold ash the moment he saw me.

Then everything came back at once.

"How dare you."

My voice didn’t sound like mine. It came out cracked down the center, split into something I didn’t recognize — too high at the start, too raw at the end. My throat burned around the words like they had scraped on the way out. My hands were shaking. I could feel it in my fingers, in my wrists, all the way up to my shoulders, this fine trembling that I couldn’t stop no matter how hard I pressed my nails into my palms.

"How dare you do this to me, Conrad. How dare you sleep with my sister right next to my bedroom."

The last word broke apart. I felt it break. My forehead was damp and I was breathing too fast, each inhale too short to do what it was supposed to do, and beneath the shaking and the heat in my face and the burning in my throat there was something else — something very quiet and very cold sitting directly behind my sternum, waiting.

"Lias." Conrad scrambled upright, dragging the comforter with him, and the sight of him grabbing it — the automatic modesty, the flinch, the way he reached for cover before he reached for a single honest word — made something in my stomach turn over hard. "Lias, please, I can explain—"

"Explain." The word came out flat. Hollow.

"Ashanti, what are you doing in my bedroom?"

Ivy’s voice. Calm. Not guilty-calm, not embarrassed-calm. Just calm, the way water is calm, the way a surface is calm when there is nothing underneath it that cares. I dragged my eyes from Conrad and put them on her face and I found exactly what I already knew I would find — she was not flushed, not scrambling, not reaching for cover. She was looking at me like I had walked into the wrong room.

Like I was the one who had done something wrong.

My name. She’d used my name — not the pet shortening, not the dismissive half-version she defaulted to when she wanted to make me feel small. My full name, the one our parents used when something mattered. In her mouth it sounded like a boundary. Like I was the trespasser.

"And what are you doing in bed with my boyfriend?" My voice climbed again. I couldn’t stop it. The shaking in my hands had moved inward, somewhere below my ribs, a vibration that had no clean outlet. My wolf was pressing at the surface of my skin, not in aggression — in grief. That was the worst part. She wasn’t angry. She was grieving. She had already understood what my brain was still refusing to process.

Ivy tilted her head.

"I just wanted him." She said it the way you state weather. The way you say it is raining. Easy. Finished. "What are you going to do about it?"

The silence after that was its own kind of injury.

I looked at Conrad. He couldn’t hold my eyes. His jaw was working like he was rehearsing something — some arrangement of words that would make this smaller, softer, survivable. I had loved that jaw. I had learned the exact weight of his silence and told myself it was thoughtfulness. I had stood in a meadow less than an hour ago and picked flowers because the light was pretty and I thought of him and I thought, he would like these.

I turned around and walked out.

I did not slam the door. I don’t know why. It wasn’t self-control. It was more like my body had run out of the kind of energy that slamming requires — the hot, explosive kind. What I had left was the other kind. The kind that settles into your legs and makes you walk very steadily down a staircase and past a table where yellow flowers are dying in a piece of cloth and out of a front door into the last pale light of an evening that didn’t care at all what had just happened to you inside.

The air outside was cool. I stood on the front step and breathed it in and my chest did not stop hurting but at least the air was clean.

I sat down on the step. Not by choice, exactly. My knees made the decision.

What are you going to do about it?

I pressed the heel of my hand against my breastbone and pushed, like I could physically hold the thing behind it in place. My wolf had gone very still now. Not peaceful-still. The way an animal goes still in a trap — not because it has accepted the trap, but because it is conserving everything it has left.

I had met Conrad at the winter gathering two years ago. He was broad-shouldered and easy-laughing and he had asked my name twice because the music was loud and I had liked that he asked a second time instead of pretending he’d heard. I had liked a lot of things that turned out to be easy to like and harder to trust. I had given him everything a girl in a wolf pack gives when she decides someone is worth it — her time, her space, the particular kind of openness that doesn’t come back intact once it’s been handed over.

And Ivy.

Ivy, who had grown up in the same house as me after our parents’ marriage, who had eaten at the same table and walked through the same halls and been the specific kind of cold that isn’t rude enough to confront — just cool, just slightly insufficient, just always managing to make you feel like you were reaching for something she wasn’t going to offer. I had tried with her. More than once. I had talked myself out of every instinct that said don’t bother because she was family and you try with family.

I had been trying with the wrong people for a very long time.

The sun finished setting. The pack grounds went dim around me — the familiar shapes of buildings and trees and worn paths between them turning soft and dark. Somewhere across the grounds someone laughed and the sound carried and I felt it land strangely, like a noise from a country I didn’t live in anymore.

I didn’t go back inside.

I sat on the step with my spine very straight and my hands flat on my knees and I breathed in the night air and I waited for the shaking to stop. It took a long time. When it finally did, what was left wasn’t anger. It wasn’t even hurt, exactly — or it was hurt that had gone past the acute stage into something duller and more total, the kind that doesn’t announce itself but is simply there, in everything, the way weather gets into a house.

I thought, tomorrow I will figure out what comes next.

I did not know, sitting there on that step in the first real dark of the evening, that tomorrow had already been decided for me. That by morning there would be a vehicle at the pack gates and a man inside it who answered to a king I had never met, and that my life — the small careful life I had been so busy protecting — was about to be handed over to something enormous and cold and completely indifferent to what I wanted.

I did not know any of that yet.

I just sat in the dark and breathed.

And somewhere inside me, very quietly, my wolf began to mourn.
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Chapter 2: The Beta Arrives
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— Lias —

I slept on the floor of Maria’s room.

Not because she asked me to. She didn’t know I was coming — I tapped on her window at the edge of the grounds just before midnight, still in the same clothes, still carrying the particular smell of an evening that had broken open and left me standing in the pieces. She took one look at my face and stepped aside. That was Maria. She never asked questions you weren’t ready to answer. She just moved so you could come in.

She gave me her spare blanket and I folded myself onto the floor and stared at the ceiling and did not sleep for a long time.

By morning I had decided three things. I would collect my belongings from the room I shared with Conrad and move them into the small storage room at the back of the house that had a window and just enough floor space for a cot. I would not cry in front of Ivy. And I would not let what happened yesterday make me smaller — not here, not in this pack, not in front of people who would watch how I carried it and decide what it meant about me.

I had decided all three things clearly and with conviction.

Then my father summoned us.

The message came through Dara, the pack elder’s assistant, which was how my father communicated things he didn’t want to say himself — through layers, through messengers, through the careful architecture of formality that let him be Alpha without having to be a parent at the same time. Dara knocked on Maria’s door at seven in the morning and said the Alpha required the presence of all family members in the main hall at once. Her eyes moved to me without surprise. News in a wolf pack travels faster than feet.

I was already dressed.

The main hall was not a large room. It was where my father held small councils and delivered decisions he had already made before anyone else entered. The long table that usually ran its center had been pushed to the wall, which was how I knew before I crossed the threshold that whatever waited inside was not a conversation.

Ivy was already there. She was standing near the window with her arms loose at her sides and her chin at the particular angle she used when she had already decided how something would go. She glanced at me when I entered. Just a glance, quick and assessing, and then her eyes moved away as if I were furniture she’d already accounted for.

My father stood at the head of the room. He was a tall man, broad across the shoulders, the kind of Alpha who wore the role in his spine rather than his voice. I had grown up reading his silences the way other children learned letters. This one — this particular set of his jaw, this stillness — I had never seen before. It made the floor feel less solid under my feet.

And then I saw the man standing beside him.

He was not from our pack. That was the first thing. He was taller than most of the men I had grown up around, with the kind of stillness that doesn’t come from patience but from absolute certainty — the certainty of someone who has never once had to wonder whether people would listen. His eyes moved to me when I entered and they were the grey of winter sky, flat and attentive at the same time, the kind of eyes that took inventory without appearing to look.

He looked away again almost immediately, as if I had confirmed something and he was done.

I did not like that.

"This is Ethan," my father said. "Lycan Beta to King Rowan of the Northern Court."

No one in the room moved. The words settled over us like something heavy dropped from a height — not violent, but impossible to ignore. Lycan. The word alone was enough to alter the air in a room. I had grown up hearing the stories. Every wolf pack had them — cautionary, reverent, fearful by turns. The Lycans were older, larger, higher in the hierarchy than anything our pack had ever dealt with directly. We were border wolves. The Northern Court had never needed to look at us before.

"He carries a royal decree," my father continued. His voice was even. Practiced. He had known about this before this morning — I could see it in the absence of surprise on his face. He had known and he had not told me. The cold thing behind my sternum pressed outward.

Ethan reached into the inner pocket of his coat and produced a document — heavy paper, sealed with wax the color of dried blood — and set it on the edge of the table with no ceremony at all. Like it was a bill of sale.

"King Rowan is assembling a selection pool," Ethan said. His voice was low, unhurried, the vocal equivalent of his posture. "Females of eligible age and standing will be brought to the palace to compete for the position of Luna. The process lasts sixty days. The King will make his choice at the close of the selection." He paused. "Two females from this pack have been identified by the scent registry. They will come with me today."

Today.

The word sat in the room and breathed.

I heard Ivy make a small sound beside me — not distress. Anticipation. The difference between those two sounds is something the body knows before the brain names it, and I knew it immediately, and the knowing landed in my stomach like a stone dropped into still water.

"Which two?" I asked.

Ethan’s eyes came back to me. If my question surprised him he gave no indication. He looked at me the way you look at something on a list.

"Lias." A pause. "And Ivy."

The floor did the thing again. That subtle unreliability beneath my feet, like the ground had become an opinion rather than a fact.
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