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Before He Breaks Me

Sera

The dress was the wrong color.

Ivory, the stylist had insisted. Ivory was soft, approachable, and — the word she'd actually used, her eyes moving over Sera with the practiced assessment of a woman paid to see flaws — appropriate. For the occasion. For the family.

Sera had stood still and let them zip her into it.

She was good at standing still.

The Voss compound ballroom held two hundred and forty people tonight, and she had memorized every one of their faces over the past six months. Pack hierarchy was not subtle if you knew how to read it: the betas clustered near the bar, broad-shouldered and watchful; the inner circle claimed the northeast corner close to the terrace doors where they could see everything; the outer ring of pack members dressed well and laughed loudly and kept one eye always, always on the Alpha.

Damon Voss stood near the terrace doors.

She did not look at him directly. You did not look at the Alpha directly unless he invited it, and Damon Voss had not, in six months of Sunday dinners and formal introductions and careful, choreographed interactions, ever once looked at her as though she were anything more than the background.

Which was fine. Which was exactly what she needed to be.

Lucas touched her elbow. She turned to him and smiled — the smile she'd been practicing since she was sixteen, wide enough to reach her eyes, held just long enough to read as genuine.

"You look beautiful," he said.

"Thank you." She touched his lapel, straightened it. He let her. This was their choreography — she tended, he accepted. It had felt like intimacy, once. Now she recognized it for what it was: two wolves performing a script that suited them both. Lucas got a partner who was useful. She got safety. The math was simple.

She had told herself it was enough.

Lucas leaned down. "I need to say something tonight. Before the formal toast." His voice was careful. Particular.

She read him in the way Omegas always read the room, the way she had learned young and sharpened sharp — the slight tension in his jaw, the deliberate steadiness of his hands, the way he wasn't quite meeting her eyes. Something settled in her chest. Something cold. She had been Omega long enough to know the feeling of a door closing before anyone reached for the handle.

"All right," she said.

He nodded once. Moved away.

She stood alone at the edge of the celebration being thrown in her honor and breathed through her nose and thought: don't. Don't feel it yet. Wait until you know.

✦  ✦  ✦

The toast came at nine.

Three hundred pack members went quiet at the sound of silver against crystal. Lucas climbed the two steps to the raised platform at the ballroom's head with the ease of a man who had been climbing stages his whole life, and he looked out over the room — his room, his people, his world — and he smiled.

Sera stood seven feet from the platform. She had been positioned here. This was also choreography.

"Six months ago," Lucas began, and his voice carried the effortless authority of a man who had grown up beside an Apex Alpha, "my father told me it was time to think about the pack's future. About stability. About legacy."

She listened to his voice and she watched his throat and she thought: he is going to do it. He is going to do it right here, with all of them watching, and there is nothing I can do.

"Sera Cole came into our pack as a guest of the veterinary program. A girl from a dissolved pack with good instincts and better manners." He paused. The pause was deliberate. She could hear the silence shift — three hundred people recalibrating their attention, feeling the change in current the way wolves always did. "I asked her to be my mate because it made sense."

Made sense.

Not because I wanted to. Not because the bond called. Because it made sense.

She had known, she realized distantly. She had known for weeks. She had kept herself from looking at the knowledge directly because looking at it meant having to decide what to do about it, and she had nowhere to go.

"But making sense," Lucas said, "is not the same as being right."

The room went very still.

"Under pack law, before these witnesses—" He finally looked at her. His eyes were not unkind. That was the worst part. That he could do this and not be cruel. "—I release Sera Cole from all formal arrangement. Freely given, no debt incurred. The bond between us is dissolved."

The words landed the way only pack law could land — with weight, with teeth, with the particular finality of a thing spoken in front of witnesses who would remember it. Released. Dissolved. In front of every wolf in the compound.

The silence lasted four seconds.

She counted.

Then the murmur began, the way it always did — soft at first, then building, a sound like water finding new channels, and Sera stood in the center of it and felt the dress against her ribs and breathed.

She did not fall apart. She had promised herself years ago she would never fall apart in public, and she was an Omega and her control was the thing she owned entirely, the only thing that had ever been fully hers. She kept her chin level and her hands loose at her sides and she thought: exit. The door nearest to her was twelve feet to the left.

She turned.

And walked directly into a wall of warmth.

✦  ✦  ✦

She had not walked into a wall.

She had walked into Damon Voss.

Not physically — she had not touched him, was not touching him, was standing eighteen inches from where he stood just inside the terrace doorway. He had moved, she realized. In the seconds after Lucas spoke, he had moved from his position near the northeast corner to here, to this doorway she was heading for, and he was standing with his hands in his pockets and his expression the same controlled, unreadable calm it always was.

She looked up at him.

She could not help it. Six months of careful avoidance and her eyes went straight to his face like a compass finding north.

He was looking at her.

Not past her. Not through her. At her, with an attention so complete it felt like a physical thing, like fingers against her jaw. His eyes were the color of deep water — gray-green and still and very dark at the edges — and something in them was not calm at all, something in them was very carefully controlled, the way a wolf controlled itself in the seconds before it decided whether to run or hold.

Then it happened.

She would spend a long time afterward trying to find words for what happened in those three seconds. The closest she could get was this: something inside her chest snapped taut. Not broke — snapped taut, like a cable drawn to its absolute tension. A pull so visceral her stomach clenched with it, so complete it registered as pain before it registered as anything else, a pain that was also warmth, that radiated from the center of her chest outward to her fingertips.

Her wolf surged upright inside her for the first time in months.

Damon Voss blinked. Once. The only break in his composure she had ever witnessed.

She stepped around him and walked through the terrace door and down the steps into the cold night air and she did not stop until she was far enough from the light and the noise that she could press her back against a stone pillar and close her eyes and put her hand over her heart.

Her pulse was enormous.

"Sera."

Maren. The Beta's voice was low and unhurried, the voice of a woman who knew when to approach a wounded animal slowly. Sera opened her eyes. Maren was standing three feet away, a glass of water in her hand, her dark eyes steady.

"The car is ready," Maren said. "Whenever you are."

Sera took the water. Drank it. Handed the glass back.

"I'm ready now," she said.

And she was. What she wasn't was safe — not from Lucas's public dismissal, not from whatever the Accord would make of a dissolved bond, and not from the thing that had snapped taut inside her chest when Damon Voss had looked at her like he was trying to unsee what he had just seen.

She got in the car and she shook, quietly, the whole drive back to the guest wing.

She had felt something.

She had no idea what to do with the fact that it had not been aimed at Lucas.

✦
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




What My Wolf Knows

Damon

He watched his son dissolve a six-month arrangement in three sentences and felt nothing about it.

The nothing was suspicious.

Damon had been managing his own interior life long enough to recognize the difference between genuine emptiness and the practiced blankness he wore over feeling. He had worn it so long it fit like a second skin. But he knew what he felt, underneath — had always known, even when acting on it was not an option. He was honest with himself. It was the one luxury he permitted.

What he felt watching Lucas speak was not nothing.

It was fury.

Not at the rejection itself. Lucas was twenty-four years old and had chosen badly and then chosen to correct it, and the mechanism of pack law existed precisely for situations like this. The dissolution was clean. The words were right. Damon could find no fault with the procedure.

The fury was at the room. At three hundred wolves whose eyes had swung to the girl in the ivory dress with the collective, reflexive cruelty of a pack that smelled blood in the water. At the murmur that had started the instant Lucas finished speaking — that particular sound, half sympathy and half judgment, that Damon had been hearing his entire life and had always hated.

At his son, who had done the cowardly thing with a clean conscience and called it clarity.

He moved without deciding to. From the northeast corner to the terrace door, crossing the room in the seconds after the murmur began, because the girl's exit path ran directly through him and he needed — he did not examine why — to be there.

✦  ✦  ✦

She walked into his sightline and looked up.

He had seen Sera Cole approximately forty times over the past six months. Sunday dinners. Pack events. Two formal introductions that had lasted less than five minutes each. He had catalogued her the way he catalogued everything — efficiently, thoroughly, filed and set aside.

Brown hair, kept neat. Brown eyes that missed very little and gave away less. A quality of stillness that was not passivity; it was more like the stillness of a loaded weapon at rest. She had learned to make herself small in a room full of dominant wolves, and she had learned it young enough that it sat naturally on her now, but there were moments — he had noticed, three times, catalogued and filed — when something flashed through her expression that was not small at all. Something that looked very much like a wolf that knew exactly how strong it was and had decided, for the moment, to keep the information to itself.

She looked up at him.

And his wolf went still.

Not the cultivated stillness of control. The profound stillness of recognition.

The world did not shift. Nothing dramatic occurred. He did not hear music or see visions or feel lightning. He was not a romantic. What he felt was simply this: a certainty so complete it registered as fact before it registered as feeling. The way you knew your own name. The way you knew north.

She was his.

The thought arrived whole, without preamble, without permission, and settled into his bones like it had been waiting there for years.

He closed it off in the next breath. One blink. Back to stillness. She moved around him and through the door and he did not watch her go because watching her go was not something he was going to do.

He stood in the doorway and looked out at his pack and did the math.

✦  ✦  ✦

The math was not good.

An unaffiliated Omega from a dissolved pack — one who had just been publicly rejected — would appear in the Accord's registry within forty-eight hours. It was automated now. Pack Liaison Officer filed the shift in status, the registry updated, the flags went out. Every unmated Alpha on the Eastern Seaboard would receive a notification. Most of them would ignore it. One would not.

Renn Calloway had been waiting for a door to open into Voss territory for three years.

Damon turned from the doorway and crossed the room to where Maren stood with two glasses of whiskey and the expression she wore when she had already worked out the problem and was waiting to see if he had.

He took one glass. Didn't drink.

"The contract," he said.

"I pulled it when Lucas gave me the heads-up," Maren said. She was the only person alive who spoke to him in full sentences without preamble. He had chosen her for Beta partly for this reason. "Her father's name is on it. Signed fourteen years ago. Calloway's pack archive has the original."

"Validity?"

"Accord law, chapter nine, clause four. A named collateral debt transfers to the Accord registry upon the death of the primary signatory, dormant until the named party reaches mating age and remains unattached for thirty consecutive days." Maren's voice was flat. "She turned twenty-two in March. She's been attached to Lucas since October. As of tonight—"

"The clock starts." Thirty days. He had thirty days before Calloway had legal standing to present the contract before the Accord and petition for collection.

The fury was back. He breathed through it.

"Where is she?"

"East guest wing. I put her there." A pause. "She didn't cry in the car."

Damon looked at his Beta.

"I'm mentioning it," Maren said carefully, "because I think it's relevant."

He set his whiskey down untouched.

"Find Lucas," he said. "Send him to my study."

Maren handed him something. A folded piece of paper — the debt contract printout, already. He took it.

"The girl in the ivory dress," Maren said quietly. "She looked at you for three seconds when she came through that door and then she walked away like she'd made a decision."

"Maren."

"I'm just saying that the Accord will want to see a claiming within the window, and you are the only Alpha in this compound, and she—"

"I heard you," Damon said.

He walked away. Down the corridor, past the ballroom with its noise and its light, to the east stairs. He did not go to the guest wing. He went to his study, sat in the dark, and read the contract three times.

His wolf kept turning toward the east wing like a compass.

He told it, very firmly, that it could wait.

When Lucas came in twenty minutes later, Damon was standing at the window with the contract in his hand and the particular expression he wore that made wolves twice Lucas's age take a step backward. Lucas was not twice his age, but he knew his father well enough to stop in the doorway.
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