

  [image: Cover]




Tessa Lake

 The Alpha’s Rejected Contract Mate


 A Second Chance Fated Mates Werewolf Romance





  
    First published by Tessa Lake 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Tessa Lake


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Tessa Lake asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. The Servant
        
      

    
      	
        2. The Alpha Arrives
        
      

    
      	
        3. Eyes Like Gold
        
      

    
      	
        4. The Offer
        
      

    
      	
        5. Goodbye to Hell
        
      

    
      	
        6. Shadow Ridge
        
      

    
      	
        7. The Mate Bond
        
      

    
      	
        8. Learning to Live
        
      

    
      	
        9. The Nightmare
        
      

    
      	
        10. The Rogue King
        
      

    
      	
        11. Breaking the Bind
        
      

    
      	
        12. Dangerous Heat
        
      

    
      	
        13. The Trap
        
      

    
      	
        14. The Betrayal
        
      

    
      	
        15. The Fight
        
      

    
      	
        16. The Truth About Blood
        
      

    
      	
        17. Marked
        
      

    
      	
        18. The Prophecy
        
      

    
      	
        19. War Council
        
      

    
      	
        20. The Final Battle
        
      

    
      	
        21. The Choice
        
      

    
      	
        22. Blood and Ashes
        
      

    
      	
        23. Healing and Home
        
      

    
      	
        24. Catalyst  Power
        
      

    
    


  





  
  1

  
  
  The Servant

  
  






Sophie

“Where the hell is she?”

I hear Marcus screaming from upstairs. My knees ache from kneeling on the cold floor for the past two hours, but I don’t stop scrubbing. The blood is stubborn, soaked deep into the wooden boards. Someone got drunk last night and picked a fight. I don’t know who won, but I’m the one cleaning up the mess.

I always clean up the mess.

“Sophie!” Marcus yells again, closer now.

I grab my bucket and push myself to my feet. My legs shake. I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning, and even that was just stale bread I found in the trash. My hand tightens around the handle of the bucket. For a second, just a second, I imagine throwing it at his face.

I don’t. I never do.

Marcus appears at the top of the stairs. He’s wearing his Alpha clothes, the ones he saves for important visitors. His jaw is tight, his eyes dark with anger.

“The guest room better be spotless,” he says, each word sharp. “We have company coming tonight, and I won’t have you embarrassing this pack.”

I nod, keeping my eyes down.

“Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

I lift my eyes just enough to see his chin. Not his eyes. Never his eyes.

“Do you understand how important tonight is?” He takes a step down the stairs. “Alpha Alex of Shadow Ridge is coming here. The most powerful Alpha in the northern territories. If you screw this up, if you so much as breathe wrong in front of him, I’ll lock you in the cellar for a month.”

My stomach twists. A month. Last time he locked me up for a week, I thought I’d die.

“I understand,” I whisper.

“What was that?”

“I understand, Alpha.” The title tastes like ash in my mouth.

He’s my brother. Or he was, once. Before the fire. Before everything turned to smoke and screams and accusations I couldn’t defend myself against.

Marcus turns to leave, then stops. “And stay out of sight. I don’t need him asking questions about you.”

He walks away, his footsteps heavy on the old wood.

I stand there for a moment, staring at the bloodstain. It’s shaped like a hand, fingers spread wide, reaching for something. Or maybe running from something.

The bucket slips from my fingers and hits the floor with a clang.

For just a second, I see flames instead of blood. I smell smoke instead of cleaning solution. The flickering candle on the hallway table catches my eye, and I’m back there. Five years ago. Seventeen years old and screaming for help that never came.

“Mom!” I had yelled, choking on smoke. “Dad!”

The fire had surrounded me, blocked every path. I remember my wolf surging forward, ready to break through, ready to save them. Then pain. Blinding, soul-deep pain as something snapped inside me. Like a rope being cut. My wolf vanished, ripped away, and I collapsed.

When I woke up three days later, they were dead.

And everyone said it was my fault.

“Sophie!”

I blink. Beta Derek is standing in front of me now. I didn’t hear him approach. I can’t hear anything anymore, not like I used to. No wolf senses. No heightened smell or hearing. Just plain, breakable human senses trapped in a wolf’s body.

“The guest room,” Derek says, his voice flat. “It’s not done.”

“I was just—”

“I don’t care what you were doing.” He steps closer, and I smell alcohol on his breath. “You’ve had all day.”

“I was cleaning the—”

“Shut up.” His hand moves so fast I don’t have time to flinch. The slap rings in my ears, and my cheek burns. I don’t make a sound. I learned years ago that making noise only makes it worse.

Derek was my friend once. We grew up together, played together, trained together. He was the first person I told when I got my wolf at sixteen. He had smiled and hugged me and said he always knew I’d be strong.

Now he looks at me like I’m dirt on his shoe.

“Get upstairs,” he says. “Finish the room. Alpha Alex will be here in two hours, and if Marcus finds a single thing wrong, I’ll tell him it was your fault.”

I nod and hurry past him, keeping my head down. My cheek throbs but I ignore it. I’ve gotten good at ignoring pain.

The guest room is on the third floor, far from Marcus’s office. I climb the stairs slowly, my legs heavy. I’m tired. So tired. But stopping isn’t an option.

Inside the room, I get to work. Change the sheets. Dust the furniture. Scrub the windows. Arrange fresh towels. My hands move automatically, like they’ve done this a thousand times before.

They have.

I’m smoothing out the bedspread when something inside me shifts.

It’s so small I almost miss it. Like a whisper in a silent room. A flutter in my chest where my wolf used to be.

I freeze, my hand pressed flat against the bed.

It happens again. Stronger this time. A pull, deep in my core, like something waking up after a long sleep.

My wolf.

No. That’s impossible. She’s gone. Bound. Locked away by the pack witch five years ago as punishment for what I supposedly did.

But I feel her. Faint and far away, but there. She stirs, restless and confused.

Something is coming, she whispers, her voice so soft I might be imagining it.

My heart starts to race. I press my hand to my chest, feeling the rapid beat.

“No,” I whisper to myself. “You’re not real. You can’t be.”

Danger, my wolf says, clearer now. He’s coming.

“Who?” I ask out loud, then clap my hand over my mouth. I’m talking to myself. I’m losing my mind.

But the feeling doesn’t go away. It grows stronger, pressing against my ribs, making it hard to breathe.

I finish the room as fast as I can and slip out into the hallway. My hands are shaking. I need to find somewhere to hide, somewhere quiet where I can figure out what’s happening.

But as I pass Marcus’s office, I hear voices.

I should keep walking. I should go downstairs and stay in the kitchen like I’m supposed to. But something makes me stop. Maybe it’s my wolf, still whispering warnings in my head. Maybe it’s just desperation.

I press myself against the wall next to the door. It’s cracked open just enough for sound to leak through.

“—don’t see why this is necessary,” Derek is saying. “We’ve managed fine on our own.”

“Fine?” Marcus laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “We’re weak, Derek. Other packs are starting to notice. We need Shadow Ridge’s protection, and we need it now.”

“And you think Alpha Alex will just agree to help us?”

“He will if I give him what he wants.”

There’s a pause. I hold my breath.

“And what does he want?” Derek asks.

“An alliance. A bond between packs. He’s looking to expand his territory, and we’re perfectly positioned.”

“So we just hand over our land?”

“Not our land.” Marcus’s voice drops lower, and I have to strain to hear. “We give him the murderer.”

My blood turns to ice.

“You mean Sophie?” Derek sounds surprised. “You’re going to give him Sophie?”

“Why not?” Marcus says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “She’s useless here. Can’t fight, can’t shift, can’t do anything except clean floors. But to an outsider, she’s still the former Alpha’s daughter. She has value, even if she doesn’t deserve it.”

“What if he doesn’t want her?”

“Then I’ll sweeten the deal. But I have a feeling he’ll take her. Men like Alex collect broken things. It makes them feel powerful.”

My legs give out. I slide down the wall, my back scraping against the rough surface. My mind is spinning, trying to process what I just heard.

He’s going to sell me.

My own brother is going to trade me like I’m cattle, like I’m nothing. And maybe to him, I am nothing. I’ve been nothing for five years.

But this is different. This is being given to a stranger, a ruthless Alpha I’ve never met, to do whatever he wants with me.

I press my hand to my mouth, holding back the sob that wants to escape.

My wolf stirs again, stronger now. Angry.

Fight, she growls.

But I can’t fight. I’m weak, powerless, broken. I can’t fight Marcus. I can’t fight anyone.

“When does he arrive?” Derek asks.

“Any minute now,” Marcus says. “Get Sophie cleaned up and presentable. I want her to look like a proper wolf, not the pathetic thing she’s become.”

Footsteps approach the door. I scramble to my feet and run, my heart pounding so hard I think it might burst. I make it to the kitchen just as Derek steps into the hallway.

I lean against the counter, gasping for breath. My hands grip the edge so hard my knuckles turn white.

He’s coming. Alpha Alex is coming. And when he leaves, I’ll be going with him.

To a new pack. A new prison. A new hell.

My wolf whispers again, but I can’t hear what she’s saying over the sound of my own panic.

The front door opens. Heavy footsteps echo through the house.

He’s here.

And I’m about to find out if being sold to a stranger is better or worse than the hell I’ve been living in.

Something tells me I’m about to find out the hard way.
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Alex

The Crimson River Pack territory smells wrong.

I notice it the second we cross the border. Cole is driving, Mira sitting in the back with her arms crossed, and I’m in the passenger seat watching the trees pass by. Everything looks fine on the surface. Clean roads, well-maintained houses, pack members going about their business.

But the smell is off. Fear mixed with something else. Rot, maybe. Like fruit left too long in the sun.

“You feel that?” Mira asks from behind me.

“Yeah,” I say, keeping my eyes on the road ahead. “Something’s not right here.”

Cole grunts. He’s not much of a talker, my Beta. That’s why I keep him around. Too many wolves think they need to fill every silence with words. Cole knows when to shut up.

“Could be nerves,” Mira offers, but she doesn’t sound convinced. “Small pack meeting with Shadow Ridge for the first time. They’re probably scared.”

“Maybe.”

But I don’t think that’s it. Fear has a clean smell, sharp and honest. This is different. This is fear that’s been sitting for a while, gone stale and ugly.

We pull up to the packhouse. It’s smaller than mine, older too. Two stories with peeling paint and a sagging front porch. A few pack members are standing outside, watching us arrive. Their smiles are too wide, too fixed. Like someone told them to smile and they forgot how.

“Showtime,” Mira mutters as she opens her door.

I step out of the car and immediately three wolves approach. Two men and a woman, all wearing forced expressions of welcome. The man in front is tall, with dark hair and eyes that dart around too much. Alpha Marcus, I assume.

“Alpha Alex,” he says, extending his hand. His grip is firm but his palm is sweaty. “Welcome to Crimson River. It’s an honor to have you here.”

“Marcus.” I shake his hand briefly, then let go. His scent is anxious, excited, and something else I can’t quite place. Greed, maybe.

“This is my Beta, Derek,” Marcus gestures to the man beside him. Derek is shorter, stocky, with a mean look in his eyes. “And this is Gamma Lisa.”

I nod to both of them. Derek’s stare lingers on Mira, like he’s trying to figure out what a woman is doing as my Delta. I see the moment he decides she’s not worth his respect. His lip curls just slightly before he looks away.

Mira sees it too. Her jaw tightens but she says nothing. She doesn’t need to. If Derek tries anything, she’ll put him on his ass before he can blink.

“Please, come inside,” Marcus says, gesturing toward the house. “We’ve prepared refreshments.”

I follow him up the porch steps. The boards creak under my weight. Inside, the house is dark despite the afternoon sun. Heavy curtains block most of the light, and the air is stale. Pack members peek out from doorways as we pass, then quickly disappear.

Everyone here is afraid of something.

“Your pack seems quiet,” I say as Marcus leads us down a hallway.

“Oh, we’re just a peaceful group,” Marcus says quickly. Too quickly. “No drama here. Everyone knows their place.”

That’s when I smell it.

It’s faint, buried under layers of cleaning solution and incense, but it’s there. A scent that makes my wolf sit up and pay attention. Weak and broken, like something dying. But underneath that, there’s something else. Something that calls to a part of me I didn’t know existed.

I stop walking.

“Alpha Alex?” Marcus turns, his smile faltering. “Is something wrong?”

“What’s that smell?” I ask.

Marcus’s face goes blank. “Smell? I don’t smell anything unusual.”

He’s lying. I can tell by the way his heartbeat speeds up, by the sweat that breaks out on his forehead.

“It’s faint,” I press. “But it’s there. Like a wolf, but not quite.”

Derek steps forward. “We have a lot of wolves here, Alpha Alex. You’re probably picking up on the mix of scents.”

I turn to look at him. He meets my eyes for a second, then looks away. Another lie.

Mira moves closer to me, her hand resting casually on the knife at her hip. She smells it too, I can tell.

“Right,” I say slowly. “Of course.”

Marcus relaxes slightly. “Shall we continue to my office? We have much to discuss about the alliance.”

I follow him, but my attention is split. Half of me is listening to Marcus drone on about territory borders and trade agreements. The other half is trying to track that scent. It’s getting stronger as we move deeper into the house, then fading as we turn a corner.

Someone is here. Someone they don’t want me to know about.

Marcus’s office is exactly what I expected. Big desk, leather chairs, paintings of former Alphas on the walls. He gestures for me to sit in the chair across from his desk. Cole and Mira stand behind me, silent and watchful.

“Can I offer you a drink?” Marcus asks, already pouring himself whiskey from a crystal bottle.

“Water,” I say.

He blinks, surprised, but calls out into the hallway. “Bring water for our guests!”

There’s a pause, then hurried footsteps fade away.

Marcus sits behind his desk and launches into his rehearsed speech. “Shadow Ridge and Crimson River have much to gain from an alliance. Your pack is the strongest in the north, and we have valuable resources. Together, we could—”

“Why do you need my protection?” I interrupt.

Marcus stops mid-sentence. “I’m sorry?”

“Your pack hasn’t been attacked. You have no enemies that I know of. So why reach out to me now?”

He shifts in his chair. “Well, it’s always wise to have strong allies. You never know when—”

“Cut the shit, Marcus.” I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “You’re desperate. I can smell it on you. What’s really going on?”

His face flushes red. For a second I think he might lose his temper, but he controls himself. Barely.

“We’ve had some internal struggles,” he admits slowly. “Nothing major, but enough to make some of our members question my leadership. An alliance with you would strengthen my position.”

There it is. The truth. He doesn’t need protection from outside enemies. He needs me to help him keep his own pack in line.

“I see,” I say.

The door opens and a young wolf enters with a tray of drinks. She’s nervous, won’t meet my eyes as she sets the tray on the desk. She practically runs out of the room when she’s done.

“Your pack members seem afraid,” I observe, taking the glass of water.

“Respectful,” Marcus corrects. “We value hierarchy here.”

“There’s a difference between respect and fear.”

Marcus’s smile is tight. “Perhaps our definitions differ.”

I take a sip of water and let the silence stretch. It makes him uncomfortable, I can tell. He fidgets with his glass, clears his throat twice.

“So,” he finally says. “What would it take to secure an alliance with Shadow Ridge?”

“I’m still deciding if I want one.”

His face falls. “But I thought—”

“You assumed,” I say. “I came here to assess your pack. To see if an alliance would benefit Shadow Ridge. So far, I’m not impressed.”

Derek makes a noise in his throat. Mira shifts behind me, ready to move if he tries anything stupid.

Marcus leans forward, desperation clear in his eyes now. “What can I do to change your mind? Name your terms.”

“I want to meet your pack. All of them.”

“Of course,” Marcus says quickly. “I can arrange a gathering this evening—”

“No.” I set my glass down. “I want to meet them now. Every member. Including the ones you’re trying to hide.”

The room goes completely silent.

Marcus’s smile vanishes. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do.” I stand up, and Cole and Mira immediately flank me. “There’s a wolf here you don’t want me to see. I can smell her. And now I want to know why.”

“Her?” Marcus’s voice cracks slightly.

“Don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you.”

Derek steps forward, his hand on his hip where I’m sure he keeps a weapon. “Alpha Alex, I think you’re mistaken—”

“Mira,” I say calmly.

She moves so fast Derek doesn’t see her coming. One second he’s reaching for his weapon, the next he’s on his knees with Mira’s knife pressed to his throat.

“Don’t,” she says softly. “I’d hate to redecorate your Alpha’s office with your blood.”

Cole has moved too, positioning himself between me and Marcus. The Alpha hasn’t moved, but his eyes are wide with shock.

“Now,” I say, my voice calm and level. “Let’s try this again. There’s a wolf here you’re hiding. I want to meet her. If you refuse, I walk out that door and you can forget about your alliance.”

Marcus’s jaw works. I can see him calculating, trying to figure out if he can lie his way out of this.

“She’s no one,” he finally says. “Just a servant. Not worth your time.”

“I’ll decide what’s worth my time.”

“She’s damaged goods. Useless. I don’t see why—”

“Bring her here.” My wolf pushes into my voice, adding command to the words. “Now.”

Marcus flinches. Even Alphas respond to that tone when it’s coming from someone stronger than them.

“Fine,” he spits. He calls out into the hallway again. “Someone get Sophie. Tell her to come to my office immediately.”

Sophie. The name echoes in my head, paired with that strange scent. Broken but calling to me.

We wait in tense silence. Mira keeps her knife at Derek’s throat. Cole watches the door. Marcus stares at his desk, jaw clenched so tight I’m surprised his teeth don’t crack.

Footsteps approach. Slow, hesitant.

The door opens.

And I smell her fully for the first time.

My wolf goes completely still. Not the aggressive stillness before an attack. Something else. Something I’ve never felt before.

The girl who enters is small, too thin, with dark circles under her eyes. Her clothes hang off her frame like they’re two sizes too big. There’s a fresh bruise on her cheek, and she keeps her eyes fixed on the floor.

But it’s her scent that hits me like a physical blow. Under the weakness, under the fear and pain, there’s something pure. Something that makes every instinct I have scream at me to move closer, to protect, to claim.

No.

Not claim.

Mate.

My wolf howls the word in my head, so loud I’m surprised no one else can hear it.

This broken, beaten girl is my mate.

Sophie lifts her eyes for just a second, and they meet mine. Dark brown, filled with fear and something that looks like resignation. Like she’s already accepted whatever punishment she thinks is coming.

Then she drops her gaze again, and I realize I’ve been staring.

“This is Sophie,” Marcus says, and there’s contempt dripping from every word. “My sister.”

His sister. The former Alpha’s daughter. And they’ve turned her into a servant.

“Why does she smell like that?” I ask, my voice rougher than I intended.

Marcus hesitates. “She’s been bound. Her wolf was taken as punishment.”

“Punishment for what?”

“She killed our parents.”

The words are meant to shock me. To make me back off. But I’m watching Sophie’s face when he says it, and I see the way she flinches. The way tears gather in her eyes that she blinks away.

She’s heard this accusation so many times it’s become background noise. But it still hurts.

“Did you?” I ask her directly.

She looks up, surprised that I’m talking to her instead of Marcus.

“I…” Her voice is barely a whisper. “I didn’t. But no one believes me.”

“I believe you.”

The words are out before I can think them through. Marcus sputters, Derek tries to speak but Mira presses her knife harder. Cole shoots me a look that clearly says what the hell are you doing?

But I can’t help it. Every instinct in my body is telling me this girl is innocent. That she’s been hurt by the people who should have protected her. And that changes everything.

“Alpha Alex,” Marcus starts, his voice tight with barely controlled anger.

“Tell me,” I interrupt, keeping my eyes on Sophie. “What would you do if I offered to take you away from here?”

Her eyes widen. “What?”

“Answer the question.”

“I…” She looks at Marcus, then back to me. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s simple. Come with me to Shadow Ridge. Join my pack. Leave all this behind.”

“You can’t be serious,” Marcus says.

I finally look at him. “I’m completely serious. In fact, I’ll make it part of the alliance terms. You want Shadow Ridge’s protection? Fine. But Sophie comes with me.”

“She’s a murderer!”

“Then you should be happy to be rid of her.”

Marcus’s face goes through several emotions before settling on cold calculation. He’s realizing he might actually get what he wants, even if it costs him his sister.

“If that’s what it takes,” he says slowly. “Then yes. Take her.”

Sophie’s breath hitches. I hear it even across the room.

“Sophie,” I say gently. “Do you want to come with me?”

She looks terrified, confused, like this might be a trap. But there’s also a tiny spark of something else in her eyes. Hope, maybe.

“Yes,” she whispers.

“Good.” I turn back to Marcus. “We have a deal. Draw up the alliance papers. Sophie leaves with me tonight.”

Marcus nods, but I can see the relief on his face. He’s getting rid of a problem and gaining an alliance. In his mind, he’s won.

He has no idea I just took his biggest secret right out from under his nose.

And he definitely has no idea that broken, scared girl is the one thing in this world my wolf will kill to protect.

My mate.

Mine.
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Sophie

I’m in the kitchen washing dishes when I hear Marcus yelling my name.

My hands freeze in the soapy water. The plate I’m holding slips and cracks against the bottom of the sink. I stare at the pieces, knowing I’ll be blamed for breaking it later.

“Sophie! Get in here now!”

I dry my hands on my dress. It’s the only one I own that doesn’t have visible holes, though the hem is frayed and the color has faded from too many washes. I smooth it down, trying to make myself look presentable. Not that it matters. Nothing I do is ever good enough.

My feet drag as I walk toward Marcus’s office. Each step feels heavier than the last. I can hear voices inside, male voices I don’t recognize. The visitors must still be here.

I stop outside the door and take a breath. My wolf stirs again, that strange awakening I felt earlier. She’s restless, pushing against the binding like she’s trying to break free. It hurts, a dull ache in my chest that won’t go away.

Why now? I think. After five years of silence, why wake up now?

She doesn’t answer. She never does.

I knock softly on the door.

“Come in,” Marcus snaps.

I push the door open and keep my eyes on the floor. There are four people in the room. Marcus behind his desk, Derek standing near the window, and two strangers I’ve never seen before. One is a large man with dark hair, standing still as a statue. The other is a woman with sharp eyes and a knife on her hip.

But it’s the man sitting across from Marcus who makes my breath catch.

He’s big, bigger than Marcus or Derek. His shoulders are broad, his arms thick with muscle. Dark hair, strong jaw, and eyes that are gold. Not brown or hazel. Gold, like a wolf’s eyes in the moonlight.

Those eyes lock on me the second I enter the room.

Something jolts through my chest. Sharp and electric, like touching a live wire. I stumble, catching myself on the doorframe.

What was that?

“Sophie,” Marcus says, his voice dripping with false politeness. “Come here. We need you to serve drinks.”

I force my legs to move. One step, then another. I can feel the golden-eyed man watching me. It’s different from how others watch me. Not with disgust or pity. Something else. Something I can’t name.

My wolf whimpers. Not in fear. In recognition.

No. That’s impossible.

“There’s a tray in the corner,” Marcus continues. “Pour wine for our guests.”

I see the tray on the side table. Crystal glasses and an expensive bottle of wine Marcus only brings out for important visitors. My hands shake as I pick up the bottle. The weight of everyone’s stare presses down on me.

The woman, the one with the knife, tilts her head as she watches me. She’s not judging, just observing. Like she’s trying to figure something out.

The large man behind the golden-eyed one doesn’t even look at me. He’s focused on Derek, watching his every move.

But the golden-eyed man hasn’t stopped staring.

I approach the table where he sits and start to pour. The wine splashes into the glass, too fast. I’m not used to pouring expensive wine. I’m used to scrubbing floors and washing dishes and staying out of sight.

“Careful,” Marcus warns.

I slow down, but my hands won’t stop shaking. Wine spills over the rim of the glass, just a drop, but it’s enough. It stains the white tablecloth red, spreading like blood.

My heart stops.

“For fuck’s sake, Sophie,” Marcus hisses.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, setting the bottle down. “I’m sorry, I’ll clean it up.”

“You’ll do more than clean it up. Do you have any idea how much that wine costs?”

“I said I’m sorry.”

Marcus stands, his chair scraping against the floor. I know that sound. I know what comes next. I take a step back, but I’m not fast enough.

His hand shoots out and grabs my arm, fingers digging into the bruise Derek gave me yesterday. I bite my lip to keep from crying out.

“You can’t do anything right,” Marcus says, his voice low and cruel. “You’re completely useless.”

“Let her go.”

The golden-eyed man’s voice cuts through the room. It’s quiet, calm, but there’s steel underneath. A command that makes even Marcus pause.

“Excuse me?” Marcus says, not releasing my arm.

“I said let her go.” The man stands, and suddenly the room feels smaller. His presence fills every corner, pressing down on all of us. “Now.”

Marcus’s grip loosens. I pull away and stumble back, clutching my arm.

The golden-eyed man looks at me. Really looks at me. His gaze travels over my face, and I know what he sees. The bruise on my cheek from this morning. The dark circles under my eyes from too many sleepless nights. The way my dress hangs off my frame because I haven’t had a proper meal in weeks.

His jaw tightens.

“What’s your name?” he asks me.

I open my mouth but no sound comes out. No one asks my name. Everyone here already knows who I am. The murderer. The family shame.

“Sophie,” Marcus answers for me. “Her name is Sophie. And I apologize for her clumsiness, Alpha Alex. She’s not used to serving guests of your status.”

Alpha Alex. So that’s who he is. The Alpha of Shadow Ridge, the one Marcus has been desperate to impress.

“Sophie,” Alex repeats, and the way he says my name is different. Softer. Like it means something. “Come here.”

I don’t move. This has to be a trap. Men like him don’t speak softly to people like me.

“It’s okay,” he says, and I hate that his voice makes me want to believe him. “I just want to talk.”

Marcus makes a noise in his throat. “Alpha Alex, I really don’t think—”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

The woman with the knife smirks. Derek shifts his weight, uncomfortable.

I take a step forward. Then another. My legs feel like they might give out any second. I stop a few feet away from Alpha Alex, close enough that I can smell him. Pine and earth and something wild that makes my wolf whimper again.

He holds out his hand.

I stare at it, confused.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he says.

Slowly, so slowly, I reach out. My hand looks tiny in his, my fingers trembling. The second our skin touches, that jolt happens again. Stronger this time. It races up my arm and explodes in my chest, right where my wolf should be.

She howls. A sound I haven’t heard in five years, desperate and longing and full of recognition.

Mate, she says. Mate mate mate.

No.

No, that can’t be right.

I try to pull my hand back but Alex doesn’t let go. He’s staring at our joined hands like he’s seeing something I can’t. His thumb brushes over my knuckles, gentle, and I realize no one has touched me gently in years.

“Who did this to you?” he asks quietly.

“Did what?”

“The bruises. Who hurt you?”

I don’t answer. I can’t. If I tell him, Marcus will make me pay for it later. And I’ll still be here after Alpha Alex leaves, still trapped in this house with people who hate me.

“Sophie,” Marcus warns.

But Alpha Alex’s eyes are still on mine. Gold meeting brown. And in his gaze, I see something I haven’t seen directed at me in five years.

Concern. Real, genuine concern.

“It doesn’t matter,” I whisper, trying again to pull my hand away.

This time he lets go, but the loss of contact feels wrong. My wolf whines, begging me to reach for him again.

“It matters to me,” Alex says.

“Why?” The question slips out before I can stop it.

He opens his mouth to answer, but Marcus interrupts.

“Alpha Alex, perhaps we should continue our discussion. Sophie, you can leave.”

“No,” Alex says, not looking away from me. “She stays.”

“I really don’t see why—”

“She. Stays.” Alpha’s voice carries command now, the kind that makes wolves bow their heads. Even Marcus flinches.

“Fine,” Marcus says through clenched teeth.

Alpha Alex finally turns away from me to look at my brother. “Tell me about her.”

“There’s nothing to tell. She’s just a servant.”

“She’s your sister.”

“In blood only.” Marcus waves his hand dismissively. “Sophie was responsible for our parents’ death five years ago. She’s been serving her punishment ever since.”

The room goes cold. I feel it, the temperature dropping, the air growing heavy. Alpha Alex’s expression doesn’t change but something shifts in his posture. Like a predator getting ready to strike.

“Responsible how?” he asks, his voice deadly quiet.

Marcus hesitates. He knows he’s stepping on dangerous ground, but he’s too proud to back down now. “She poisoned them. Served them Wolfsbane in their evening tea. They died within hours.”

“That’s not true,” I say before I can stop myself.

Everyone’s eyes snap to me. I’ve spoken out of turn, contradicted my Alpha. This is going to cost me.

But I can’t stop now. “I didn’t poison them. I would never—”

Marcus’s hand moves fast. The slap echoes in the small room, snapping my head to the side. Pain explodes across my already bruised cheek, and I taste blood.

“Shut your mouth,” Marcus hisses.

I touch my face, feeling the heat, the sting. My eyes water but I blink the tears back. I won’t cry. Not here. Not in front of them.

When I look up, Alpha Alex has moved.

He’s right in front of Marcus now, so close their chests almost touch. His hands are clenched into fists at his sides, and the look on his face makes my blood run cold.

“Touch her again,” Alex says, each word sharp as a blade, “and I’ll rip your throat out.”

Marcus goes pale. “She’s my sister. I have every right—”

“You have no rights over her.” Alex’s voice drops lower, more dangerous. “Not anymore.”

“What are you talking about?”

Alex doesn’t answer. Instead, he turns to me. His expression softens, just slightly. “Sophie, I need you to answer something honestly. Can you do that?”

I nod, not trusting my voice.

“Did you kill your parents?”

The question hangs in the air. Marcus is glaring at me, warning me to stay quiet. Derek has his hand on his weapon. Even the woman with the knife has gone still, watching.

But Alpha Alex’s golden eyes hold nothing but patience. Like he actually wants to hear my answer. Like my answer matters.

“No,” I say, my voice stronger now. “I didn’t kill them. I loved them. I tried to save them but I couldn’t. And then everyone said it was my fault and I had no way to prove I didn’t do it because my wolf was gone and—”

“Your wolf is gone?” Alex interrupts.

I touch my chest, where the binding sits like a weight. “They took her from me. As punishment.”

“Who did?”

“The pack witch. On Marcus’s orders.”

Alex turns to Marcus slowly. “You bound your own sister’s wolf?”

“It was justice,” Marcus says, but his voice wavers. “She needed to be punished.”

“For a crime you can’t prove she committed.”

“Everyone knows—”

“Everyone knows what you told them.” Alex steps closer to Marcus, and my brother actually backs up. “You bound her wolf, beat her, starved her, and turned her into a slave. Your own blood.”

“She deserved—”

“She deserved protection!” The command in Alex’s voice makes every wolf in the room, including me, drop their eyes. “She was a child when your parents died. Seventeen years old. And instead of helping her grieve, you destroyed her.”

Marcus’s face is red now, angry and embarrassed. “You have no right to come into my pack and—”

“Who bound this wolf?” Alex’s question cuts through everything else.

The room goes silent. Even the air seems to hold its breath.

“What?” Marcus asks.

“I asked you a question.” Alex’s eyes have darkened, gold turning to amber. “Who. Bound. This. Wolf?”

“I told you. Our pack witch.”

“On your orders.”

“Yes, on my orders. I’m the Alpha here.”

“Not for much longer.”

The threat hangs in the room, heavy and real. Marcus’s face goes from red to white in seconds.

“Are you threatening me?” Marcus asks, trying to sound brave and failing.

Alex smiles, but there’s no warmth in it. “No, Marcus. I’m making you an offer. You want an alliance with Shadow Ridge? You want my protection and my resources?”

“Yes. You know I do.”

“Then give me Sophie.”

The words don’t make sense at first. Give him Sophie. Give him me. Like I’m an object, a thing to be traded.

“I don’t understand,” Marcus says slowly.

“It’s simple. Sophie comes with me to Shadow Ridge. She joins my pack. And in return, you get your alliance.”

My heart stops. Leave? Leave this house, this pack, everything I’ve ever known?

“Take her,” Marcus says immediately. “She’s yours.”

Just like that. No hesitation. My own brother just traded me away like I’m worth nothing.

And maybe to him, I’m not.

Alpha Alex turns to me. “Sophie, do you want to come with me?”
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