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SERA

My lab was my safe place.

The familiar hum of the centrifuge, the sharp tang of ethanol in the air, the neat rows of test tubes lined up like little glass soldiers—this was where I belonged. Where I made sense. Not out there with the rest of the pack, where my weakness was on full display for everyone to see. Here, surrounded by beakers and microscopes and pipettes, I was just Sera Winters, research scientist. Not Sera Winters, the omega who could barely hold her shift.

I adjusted the microscope focus, squinting at the blood sample on the slide. The cells were beautiful under magnification—perfect little circles floating in plasma, each one a tiny universe of genetic information. My research on werewolf bloodlines had consumed the last three years of my life. If I could just isolate the genetic markers that caused omega weakness, maybe I could find a way to fix it. To fix me.

My wolf stirred restlessly in my chest, a flutter of awareness that felt more like a anxious hummingbird than the fierce predator she was supposed to be. I know, girl. I’m trying.

The lab door crashed open with enough force to rattle the glassware.

“Oh my God, Sera!”

I jumped, nearly knocking over a rack of samples. My heart hammered against my ribs as I spun around to face Maya, whose wild auburn hair was escaping from her ponytail and whose face was flushed scarlet. She was in her running gear—sports bra and leggings—and she was clutching a piece of paper like it was a live grenade.

“Jesus, Maya. You trying to give me a heart attack?” I pressed a hand to my chest, willing my pulse to slow. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” She stormed toward me, waving the paper. “Please tell me you checked your pack mail this morning.”

My stomach dropped. I’d been so absorbed in my research that I’d gone straight from my tiny apartment to the lab at six AM, coffee in one hand and my tablet full of research notes in the other. Pack mail was the last thing on my mind.

“I, uh... no. I came straight here to check the results from last night’s protein analysis.”

“Of course you did.” Maya’s voice had that edge to it—half exasperation, half affection—that told me I was about to hate whatever she had to say. “Because God forbid you actually engage with pack life like a normal wolf.”

Before I could defend myself, the door opened again, this time quietly. Clara slipped inside, her dark eyes worried, her movements careful and measured as always. Where Maya was all fire and fury, Clara was cool water—the calm one, the rational one. The fact that she looked worried made my intestines try to tie themselves into a knot.

“Don’t snap at her, Maya,” Clara said softly, moving to stand beside me. “It’s not her fault.”

“What’s not my fault?” I looked between my two best friends, the only wolves in the Silvermoon Pack who didn’t treat me like I was made of glass. “Will someone please just tell me what’s going on?”

Maya thrust the paper at me. “This came this morning. From the High Council.”

I took it with trembling fingers. The paper was thick and creamy, expensive—the kind that screamed official business. The High Council’s seal was pressed into purple wax at the top, and just seeing it made my wolf whine and tuck her tail.

I scanned the letter once. Then again, because my brain refused to process the words.

By decree of the High Council, all unmated wolves over the age of twenty are hereby summoned to the Alpha Summit at the Pollis packlands, Northern Territories. Attendance is mandatory. No exceptions.

“No.” The word came out strangled. “No, this can’t be—they can’t—”

“They can, and they did.” Maya crossed her arms, her expression tight with anger. “Every unmated wolf on the entire continent. One giant supernatural speed-dating nightmare.”

The room tilted slightly. I grabbed the edge of my lab bench to steady myself, my knuckles going white. The Alpha Summit. I’d heard rumors, whispers of the High Council trying to address the declining wolf population, but I’d never imagined they’d actually go through with something like this.

“When?” My voice sounded hollow even to my own ears.

“Two weeks,” Clara said quietly. “We leave in two weeks.”

Two weeks. Fourteen days until I had to stand in front of thousands of powerful wolves and expose myself for exactly what I was: the weakest omega in generations. Maybe centuries.

My wolf was whimpering now, a constant anxious flutter in my chest. She knew what this meant as well as I did. Public humiliation on a continental scale.

“I can’t go.” I shook my head, backing away from Maya’s outstretched hand. “I won’t. They can’t force me.”

“Yes, they can.” Maya’s voice was gentle now, which somehow made it worse. “It’s a High Council mandate, Sera. There are no exceptions. If we don’t show up, our packs face sanctions. Our Alpha already sent out the notice—everyone’s going.”

I thought about Alpha Marcus, our pack leader. He was fair, reasonable, but he was also practical. He wouldn’t risk sanctions for one omega researcher who wanted to hide in her lab forever.

The panic was building now, crawling up my throat like bile. I turned back to my microscope, my blood samples, my research—the only things that made me feel like I had value.

“I can barely shift,” I said, hating how small my voice sounded. “It takes me ten minutes just to manage a partial transformation, and I can only hold my wolf form for about an hour before I collapse. Every other omega I’ve ever met can shift in seconds and hold it for days. Do you know what’s going to happen when I’m surrounded by thousands of strong, powerful wolves? They’ll take one look at me and—”

“And what?” Clara moved closer, her hand finding my shoulder. “See someone brilliant? Someone who’s been working her ass off to solve one of the greatest medical mysteries of our generation?”

“They’ll see an omega who can’t even perform basic wolf functions.” The bitterness in my voice surprised even me. “They’ll see my mother.”

The words hung in the air between us. Maya’s expression softened, and even Clara’s usual composure cracked a little.

My mother. Dr. Elena Winters. She’d been an omega too, brilliant and beautiful and broken by the very genetics I was trying to understand. I’d been fifteen when the sickness started—the mysterious illness that plagued some omega bloodlines. She’d grown weaker and weaker, her wolf fading until she couldn’t shift at all. The pack healers had been baffled. My father had been destroyed.

She’d died on a Tuesday. I still remembered the exact shade of gray the sky had been.

“Sera.” Maya’s voice was thick with emotion. “You’re not your mother. What happened to her—that’s not going to happen to you.”

“You don’t know that.” I pulled away from Clara’s comforting hand, wrapping my arms around myself. “Nobody knows that. That’s why I’m doing this research. If I can just figure out the genetic component, the trigger, maybe I can prevent it. Maybe I can fix whatever’s broken in me before—”

I cut myself off. Before I ended up like her. Wasting away while my mate watched helplessly.

Not that I’d ever have a mate. You needed to actually be able to shift properly to attract one, and my wolf was about as impressive as a particularly anxious chihuahua.

“The Summit is supposed to be about matching wolves with their fated mates,” Clara said carefully. “The Council thinks that with everyone in one place, the mate bonds will have a better chance of manifesting.”

“Great.” I laughed, but it came out bitter and sharp. “So I get to watch every other wolf find their perfect match while I stand in the corner trying not to pass out from shift exhaustion. Sounds like a fantastic time.”

“You don’t know what’ll happen.” Maya’s stubborn streak was showing now, her chin lifted in that way that meant she wasn’t backing down. “Maybe you’ll surprise yourself. Maybe—”

“Maybe nothing.” I turned back to my microscope, desperate for the comfort of something I could control. “I’m going because I have to. Because it’s mandatory. But let’s not pretend this is going to be anything other than the most humiliating experience of my life.”

Maya opened her mouth to argue, but Clara shook her head slightly. They’d learned over the years when to push and when to let me retreat into my work.

“There’s one more thing,” Clara said hesitantly. “The gossip around the pack... they’re saying the Alpha King will be there.”

My hands stilled on the microscope. “Aiden Blackthorn?”

“The one and only.” Maya’s voice had gone hard. “Apparently he’s under pressure from his Council to find a queen. Word is he’ll be participating in the matching activities.”

The Alpha King. The most powerful wolf on the continent. I’d never seen him in person, but everyone knew the stories. Ruthless. Brutal. Absolutely lethal when crossed. He ruled the Northern Territories with an iron fist, and his pack was legendary for its strength and discipline.

Also legendary for having exactly zero omegas in positions of power.

“Perfect,” I muttered, adjusting the microscope focus with more force than necessary. “So not only do I get to humiliate myself in front of thousands of wolves, I get to do it in front of the one alpha who probably thinks omegas are only good for—”

I bit off the rest of that sentence. Some things were better left unsaid.

“He’s looking for a queen,” Clara said quietly. “Not a—”

“Not an omega, that’s for sure.” I straightened, rubbing my tired eyes. “Alpha Kings mate with strong alpha females. Women who can fight and lead and inspire fear and respect. Not...” I gestured vaguely at myself. “Whatever this is.”

“You’re a brilliant scientist,” Maya said fiercely. “You’re kind and loyal and you’ve dedicated your life to helping our kind. Any wolf would be lucky to have you as a mate.”

I wanted to believe her. I really did. But I’d seen the way wolves looked at me when I struggled through a shift, the pity and discomfort in their eyes. I’d heard the whispers about Elena Winters’s daughter, about whether I’d inherited her sickness, about whether I’d even live long enough to find a mate.

The worst part? I wondered the same things.

“I should get back to work.” I turned to the microscope, effectively dismissing them. “These samples won’t analyze themselves, and if I’m going to be gone for however long this Summit takes, I need to document everything.”

Maya looked like she wanted to argue, but Clara tugged gently on her arm. They knew me well enough to recognize when I needed space to process.

“We’ll see you tonight?” Clara asked. “Pizza and bad movies at my place?”

“Yeah.” I managed a weak smile. “I’ll be there.”

They left quietly, and I was alone again with my research and my spiraling thoughts.

I forced myself to focus on the blood sample under the microscope. This was omega blood—mine, specifically—and I’d been tracking the cellular changes over the past six months. Looking for abnormalities, genetic markers, anything that might explain why some omegas were strong and healthy while others, like my mother, wasted away.

But something was different today.

I leaned closer, my breath fogging the lens slightly. The cells looked... strange. There was an unusual luminescence around the edges, a faint shimmer I’d never observed before. I adjusted the magnification, my scientific curiosity overriding my emotional turmoil.

“What the hell?” I murmured.

The shimmer was stronger now, definitely not a trick of the light or a microscope malfunction. It looked almost like the cells were glowing from within, pulsing with some kind of energy I couldn’t identify.

My wolf stirred again, but this time it wasn’t anxious. It was... interested. Alert. Like she recognized something I didn’t.

I reached for my tablet to make notes, my mind already racing through possibilities. Contamination? No, I’d been too careful. Equipment malfunction? I’d check the calibration, but the microscope had been serviced last month. Some kind of cellular response to stress? Possible, given the panic attack I’d just had, but I’d never seen anything like this before.

The shimmer was getting brighter.

I pulled back from the microscope, unease prickling along my spine. This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t anything I’d ever documented in my research, and I’d studied hundreds of omega blood samples.

My phone buzzed. A pack-wide message: Summit preparation meeting tonight. Attendance mandatory.

Of course it was.

I glanced back at the microscope, at the blood sample that showed something I’d never seen before—something impossible. My wolf stirred restlessly, and for just a moment, I could’ve sworn my blood glowed silver on the slide.
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AIDEN

The throne room was silent except for the sound of my claws scraping stone.

I hadn’t meant to shift. Not partially. Not here, in front of the Council members who were already questioning my control. But Marcus Hale had pushed me too far, and now his blood was pooling on the marble floor, his severed head rolling to a stop three feet from my boots.

Traitor. The word echoed through my mind like a death knell.

My hands were still shifted—claws extended, fur rippling along my forearms—and it was taking everything I had to force them back to human. The wolf inside me didn’t want to let go. He wanted to hunt down every single person who’d been involved in Marcus’s plot to poison our water supply. Wanted to tear them apart piece by piece until the entire territory knew what happened to those who betrayed their king.

Control. I forced the word through my consciousness like a mantra. Control, you bastard. Pull it back.

Slowly, agonizingly, my claws retracted. Fur receded. My hands returned to human, though they were still trembling with the effort of restraining my wolf.

The Council members who’d witnessed the execution stood frozen along the walls of the throne room, their faces carefully blank. Good. Let them see what happened to traitors. Let them see what I was capable of when pushed.

But underneath their neutral expressions, I could scent it: fear.

They were afraid of me.

They should be.

I flexed my now-human fingers, watching the blood drip from them onto the white marble. Marcus’s blood. He’d been one of my father’s advisors, a wolf I’d trusted since childhood. And he’d been working with our enemies for months, trying to weaken my pack from within.

The betrayal burned worse than any physical wound.

“Clean this up,” I said, my voice coming out rougher than intended. The shift had left my vocal cords strained. “And find out who else was involved. I want names by nightfall.”

“Yes, Alpha King.” One of my enforcers stepped forward, his head bowed in submission.

I turned away from the carnage, from the blood and the fear and the weight of what I’d just done. Necessary. It had been necessary. Marcus would have killed innocent pack members if I hadn’t stopped him.

But the ease with which I’d taken his head off? The way my wolf had enjoyed it?

That was the problem.

The heavy doors to the throne room opened, and I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Camden’s scent—pine and leather and unwavering loyalty—preceded him into the room.

“Everyone out,” my beta commanded, his alpha authority washing over the lesser wolves. “Now.”

The throne room emptied quickly, leaving just the two of us and Marcus’s corpse.

Camden moved to stand beside me, his jaw tight as he surveyed the scene. “That’s the third execution this month.”

“He was a traitor.” I wiped my hands on my pants, though the blood had already started to dry. “What would you have me do? Let him poison our water supply? Kill our pups?”

“No.” Camden’s voice was measured, careful. “But Aiden, you need to—”

“Don’t.” I cut him off with a slash of my hand. “Don’t tell me what I need. I know exactly what I need.”

A mate. The one thing I couldn’t seem to find no matter how hard I searched.

Camden sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. “The Summit preparations are complete. We’re expecting just over ten thousand wolves. The dormitories are ready, the security protocols are in place, and the matching activities are scheduled to begin three days after arrival.”

Ten thousand unmated wolves. Ten thousand chances to find the one person who could save me from myself.

Or ten thousand more disappointments.

“Good.” I moved toward the windows that overlooked my territory. The Pollis packlands stretched out below, a vast expanse of forest and mountains blanketed in snow. Beautiful. Deadly. Mine. “Any issues with the other Alphas?”

“Daniel Russo is being his usual charming self, demanding better accommodations for his pack. I told him to fuck off.”

Despite everything, I almost smiled. “Eloquently done.”

“I thought so.” Camden moved to stand beside me, his reflection visible in the window glass. “The Council wants to meet with you. About the Summit.”

Of course they did. “When?”

“An hour.”

I closed my eyes briefly. The Council. My father’s old advisors, wolves who’d served the Blackthorn line for generations. They meant well, most of them. But their patience was wearing thin, and I couldn’t blame them.

An unmated Alpha King was a liability. An unmated Alpha King who was becoming increasingly violent? That was a disaster waiting to happen.

I’d seen it firsthand.

The memory crashed over me without warning—my father’s face, twisted with feral madness, his eyes more wolf than man. The screams of pack members as he tore through them, unable to recognize friend from foe. The blood. God, so much blood.

I’d been twenty-three. Too young to be king, too young to watch my father—the strongest alpha I’d ever known—reduced to a mindless beast because he’d never found his mate. My mother had died giving birth to me, and my father had spent thirty years searching for a second chance at the mate bond.

He’d never found it.

And in the end, it had destroyed him. Destroyed dozens of innocent wolves before his own beta had put him down like a rabid dog.

“Aiden.” Camden’s voice cut through the memory. “You’re not him.”

I opened my eyes, meeting my beta’s gaze in the window’s reflection. “How do you know?”

“Because you’re still fighting. Because you called this Summit. Because you haven’t given up.”

Yet. The word hung unspoken between us.

Camden knew as well as I did what was coming. The increasing violence, the shorter temper, the way my wolf was getting harder and harder to control—especially near the full moons. The signs were all there, a roadmap to the same feral madness that had claimed my father.

I had maybe three months. Four if I was lucky.

After that, I’d be exactly like him. A monster that would need to be put down for the safety of the pack.

“The Council is going to push for a political match,” Camden said quietly. “If you don’t find your fated mate at the Summit, they’ll want you to choose someone. Anyone. Just to stabilize the bond and keep you from going feral.”

“I know.” The words tasted like ash in my mouth.

A political match. Mating with someone who wasn’t my true mate, just to stave off the madness for a few more years. It wouldn’t be a real bond, wouldn’t have the same power as a fated connection, but it might buy me time.

It might also make me miserable for the rest of my life.

My wolf snarled at the thought, bristling with rejection. He didn’t want just anyone. He wanted ours. The one the Fates had made for us, whoever she was, wherever she was hiding.

If she even existed.

“I’ve been searching for ten years,” I said, more to myself than to Camden. “Every pack gathering, every alliance meeting, every fucking event where unmated wolves congregate. Nothing. Not even a whisper of recognition.”

“Maybe she’s been doing the same thing you have,” Camden offered. “Hiding. Waiting.”

“Or maybe the Fates decided the Blackthorn line doesn’t deserve happy endings.”

Camden was quiet for a moment. Then: “Your father said something to me. Before... before the end.”

I turned to face him fully. Camden rarely spoke about those final days.

“He said the Blackthorn madness was a curse and a gift. That we feel everything more intensely than other wolves—the rage, the protectiveness, the love. When we find our mates, the bond is supposed to be stronger than any other. Unbreakable.” Camden’s dark eyes held mine. “He said your mate would be worth the wait. That she’d be extraordinary.”

“He went feral before he could find out if he was right.”

“But you won’t. Because you’re going to find her at this Summit.” Camden’s conviction was almost painful to hear. “Ten thousand wolves, Aiden. The odds have never been better.”

I wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe that somewhere in that mass of arriving wolves, my mate was waiting. That I’d scent her across a crowded arrival area, feel that pull everyone talked about, know with absolute certainty that I’d found salvation.

But hope was a dangerous thing for a wolf on the edge of feral madness.

“What if I don’t?” The question came out quieter than I intended. “What if I go through every single wolf at this Summit and feel nothing?”

Camden’s jaw clenched. “Then we’ll figure something else out. But Aiden, you can’t give up before you’ve even tried.”

A knock at the door interrupted us. One of my enforcers poked his head in, his eyes carefully averted from Marcus’s body.

“Alpha King, the Council is assembled and waiting.”

Of course they were. Vultures, circling a dying king.

I straightened my shoulders, pulling on the mantle of authority like armor. “Tell them I’ll be there shortly.”

The enforcer disappeared. Camden moved to leave as well, but I caught his arm.

“Thank you,” I said. “For not giving up on me.”

Something flickered in his expression—loyalty, friendship, and underneath it all, fear. He was afraid too. Afraid of what I might become, of what he might have to do if I couldn’t find my mate.

Afraid he’d have to put down his king the same way his predecessor had put down mine.

“Always, brother,” he said quietly, then left me alone with my thoughts and a dead traitor’s blood on my hands.

I looked down at the crimson staining my palms. Marcus had begged at the end. Pleaded for mercy. And I’d felt nothing but cold satisfaction as I’d ended him.

That was what terrified me most. Not the violence itself—violence was part of being alpha, part of protecting the pack. But the emptiness I’d felt. The lack of remorse. The way my wolf had preened at the kill, hungry for more.

I was becoming the monster everyone feared.

The walk to the Council chambers felt longer than usual. Pack members pressed themselves against the walls as I passed, heads bowed, throats bared in submission. They could sense it on me—the blood, the violence, the barely leashed wolf prowling just beneath my skin.

I hated that they feared me. Hated that I’d become the kind of king who inspired terror instead of respect.

But I couldn’t seem to stop.

The Council chamber doors were already open. Seven wolves sat around the ancient oak table, their faces grave. These were my father’s old advisors, wolves who’d guided the Blackthorn pack for decades. They rose as I entered, a gesture of respect I wasn’t sure I deserved anymore.

“Alpha King,” Councilor Margaret said, her silver hair gleaming in the lamplight. “Thank you for meeting with us.”

I took my seat at the head of the table. “Let’s make this quick. I have a territory to run.”

“And that’s precisely what we need to discuss.” Councilor Thomas leaned forward, his weathered hands clasped on the table. “The Summit begins in two weeks. Ten thousand unmated wolves will descend on our territory. This is our chance—your chance—to find your fated mate and secure the Blackthorn line.”

“I’m aware of the stakes,” I said, my voice hard.

“Are you?” Margaret’s eyes were sharp. “Because your behavior suggests otherwise. Three executions this month, Aiden. Increased aggression during Council meetings. Your wolf is showing more and more frequently. The pack is afraid.”

The truth of her words stung more than I wanted to admit.

“Marcus was a traitor,” I said flatly. “The other two were attempting to undermine my authority during wartime. What would you have me do? Send them to their rooms without dinner?”

“We’re not questioning your judgments,” Thomas said carefully. “We’re questioning your control. Or rather, your lack thereof.”

My wolf bristled, and I had to consciously force myself not to bare my teeth. They were right. That was the worst part. They were absolutely right.

“If you don’t find your fated mate at this Summit,” Margaret continued, “we will need to arrange a political match. Immediately.”

There it was. The ultimatum I’d been dreading.

“And if I refuse?”

“Then we’ll have no choice but to invoke the Old Law.” Her voice was gentle, sympathetic, but the threat was clear. “For the safety of the pack, an alpha who cannot control his wolf must be removed from power.”

Removed. Such a polite word for executed.

“I have three months,” I said, letting some of my alpha power bleed into the words. “Three months until the next full moon. That’s when my father lost control completely. I’m not there yet.”

“But you will be.” Thomas’s expression was sad. “We’ve all seen the signs, Aiden. You’re following the same path your father did. The Summit is your last real chance to find your fated mate and avoid his fate.”

Silence fell over the chamber. They were right, and we all knew it. If I didn’t find my mate at the Summit, I’d be facing a choice between a loveless political match or execution.

Some choice.

“I’ll find her,” I said, forcing certainty into my voice that I didn’t feel. “Two weeks. Ten thousand wolves. The odds have never been better.”

I was repeating Camden’s words, trying to convince myself as much as them.

Margaret studied me for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “We hope you’re right, Alpha King. For all our sakes.”

The meeting continued, discussing security protocols and accommodation assignments and a dozen other details that felt insignificant compared to the ticking clock in my head.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





