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​CHAPTER 1: LINA
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The Contract

The polished brass numbers on the penthouse door gleamed under the hallway lights: 4501. Top floor. Of course Magnus Blackthorn would live at the top of everything—looking down on the rest of us like the predator he was.

I adjusted my clutch, feeling the contract inside burn against my hip like a brand. The expensive paper and formal legal language couldn’t hide what this document really was: a sale. My freedom, my body, my future—all neatly packaged with a signature line and a witness clause.

My wolf stirred restlessly beneath my skin, whimpering her protest. She’d been so quiet these last five years, retreating deep inside where the pain couldn’t reach her. But tonight, facing what I was about to do, she clawed at my insides with desperate fury.

I know, girl. I know.

But we had no choice. Not anymore.

My finger hovered over the doorbell, and for one treacherous moment, I let myself remember.

Five years ago.

The Silvermoon estate blazed with light, music drifting from the grand ballroom where my parents celebrated thirty years of being mated. I’d never seen my mother so radiant, her honey-blonde hair—the same shade as mine—swept up in an elegant twist, her blue eyes bright with joy. My father stood beside her, tall and commanding in his tux, his hand never leaving the small of her back.

“They’re sickeningly in love, aren’t they?” My best friend Emily had nudged me, grinning.

“Completely disgusting,” I’d agreed, smiling. But my hand had drifted to my stomach, to the secret growing there—barely six weeks along, but already changing everything. I hadn’t told anyone yet. Not even the father, whoever he was. That night at the bar three weeks ago was a blur of alcohol and grief after my college roommate’s funeral, a stranger’s green eyes in the darkness, his scent like citrus and steel—

Gunfire shattered the memory and the present simultaneously.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Not fireworks. Not champagne corks.

Bullets.

Screams erupted. The ballroom descended into chaos, shifters diving for cover, some shifting mid-panic. I ran toward my parents, my wolf surging forward with protective instinct.

My father was already down.

“Daddy!” I dropped beside him, my hands pressing against the wound in his chest. Blood—so much blood—hot and sticky, soaking through his white shirt. His eyes found mine, and something in them made my heart crack.

“Lina. Run.” His voice gurgled. “Take your mother. Run—”

“Hector!” My mother’s scream cut through everything. She crashed down beside us, her hands joining mine, both of us trying desperately to hold life inside a body that was already letting go.

“Miriam.” My father’s hand found hers, gripped it. “I love—”

He didn’t finish.

The light went out of his eyes, and my world ended.

My mother’s scream became mine, our voices blending into one howl of anguish. Around us, the gunfire continued. Wolves fought in their animal forms, tearing into attackers I couldn’t see clearly through my tears.

Then he was there.

Magnus Blackthorn, his silver-streaked hair immaculate despite the chaos, his dark eyes assessing the carnage with cold calculation. “Rogue wolves,” he announced to everyone, to no one. “They’re gone now. But Hector Silvermoon is dead.”

He said it with such finality, such authority. Not grief. Not shock.

Just... satisfaction?

My wolf snarled, and I felt it then—that wrongness in his scent, in his stance. But I was drowning in my father’s blood, my mother sobbing beside me, and the secret in my belly that suddenly felt like the only thing in the world that mattered.

I had to protect this life. Even if I couldn’t protect my father’s.

So when Magnus offered his hand to help me up, I didn’t take it. And when the police and pack elders swarmed the estate, I slipped away into the night, my mother’s frantic calls following me into the darkness.

I ran. And I kept running.

The doorbell rang under my finger before I’d consciously decided to press it.

No going back now.

The door opened, and I was hit with his scent—cold steel and aged whiskey, sharp and domineering, making my wolf recoil like she’d been struck. Magnus Blackthorn stood in the doorway, and five years had been generous to him in the way they were to powerful men who gave no fucks about anyone but themselves. The silver at his temples had spread, giving him a distinguished look that magazines probably fawned over. His tailored suit hugged a frame still strong, still radiating that alpha dominance that made weaker wolves drop their eyes.

I didn’t drop mine.

“Lina.” His voice rolled over my name like he owned it. “Punctual. I appreciate that in a mate.”

Not his mate. Not yet. Not ever, if my plan worked.

“Magnus.” I kept my voice steady, cool. “Shall we?”

He stepped aside, gesturing me into the penthouse with a sweep of his arm. The space was exactly what I’d expected—opulent, modern, sterile. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked Manhattan, the city lights glittering like diamonds scattered across black velvet. Everything was sharp angles and cold surfaces, metal and glass and not a hint of warmth.

No photos. No personal touches. Nothing that suggested a man lived here instead of a monument to power and wealth.

“Drink?” Magnus moved to a bar that probably cost more than my first car.

“No, thank you.” I needed my head clear for this.

His lips quirked. “Nervous?”

“Cautious.”

“Smart girl.” He poured himself two fingers of whiskey anyway, the amber liquid catching the light. “Your father was cautious too. It didn’t save him.”

My wolf snarled, and I dug my nails into my palms to keep my face blank. The bastard knew exactly what he was doing—prodding at my grief, testing my control.

I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“You said you had a proposal.” I moved to the windows, putting space between us, using the view as an excuse not to look at him. “I’m here to listen.”

“Direct. I like that too.” His footsteps approached, expensive shoes silent on the marble floor. He stopped just behind me, close enough that his scent wrapped around me like smoke. “The Silvermoon Pack is drowning, Lina. Your mother tried her best as interim alpha, but without your father...”

“Get to the point.”

“The point,” he said, voice hardening, “is that you’re three months from bankruptcy. Your pack lands will be foreclosed. Your wolves will be scattered to other territories, absorbed by stronger packs. Everything your father built will be gone.”

My reflection in the window showed nothing. Five years of practice hiding my emotions from my daughter, from Emily, from the world—it paid off now.

“And you can prevent this?” I asked.

“I can save you.” He moved closer, his breath on my neck making my skin crawl. “Mate with me. Merge Silvermoon and Blackthorn packs. Your wolves will have protection, resources, a future. Your mother will have security. And you...”

“Will have you.”

“Yes.” His hand settled on my hip, possessive and presumptuous. “We’ll be formidable together, Lina. You have your father’s intelligence, your mother’s grace. Give me heirs, stand by my side, and I’ll give you everything.”

Everything except what I actually wanted: his head on a pike and my pack free from his manipulation.

Because I knew. Five years of digging, of building my shadow empire through Luna Remedies, of having Emily hack into financial records and corporate files had given me the truth. Magnus had orchestrated the Silvermoon Pack’s debt. He’d been systematically undermining my father’s business for years, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

The rogue wolf attack hadn’t been random. It had been an assassination.

And I was going to prove it.

But first, I had to get close. Close enough to access his records, his contacts, his secrets. Close enough to destroy him from the inside.

So I turned, looked up into his cold brown eyes, and smiled.

“Where do I sign?”

The contract sat on Magnus’s dining table, pages spread out like an execution order. I read through it carefully, looking for loopholes, for anything I could use later. The legalese was dense, but the gist was clear: I would mate with Magnus Blackthorn in a formal ceremony within thirty days. The packs would merge under his leadership. I would take his name, bear his mark, fulfill all duties of a luna.

My stomach churned, but I kept my face serene.

“Everything in order?” Magnus asked, refilling his whiskey.

“Thorough.” I picked up the offered pen, a heavy thing that probably cost more than most people’s monthly rent. My hand was steady as I positioned it over the signature line.

Five years ago, I’d held my father while he died. I’d fled with my secret, given birth to my daughter alone, built a new life from nothing. I’d become someone else—someone harder, colder, more calculating.

This was just another step.

The pen touched paper, and I signed: Lina Silvermoon.

Not for much longer.

Magnus’s hand covered mine, his skin cold, his grip too tight. “Welcome to the Blackthorn Pack, my dear.”

My wolf whimpered, and I felt her retreat deeper inside, hiding from the wrongness of this male, this bond that wasn’t a bond at all. Just a collar dressed up in legal language.

But I had my own plans written into the fine print of my mind. Magnus thought he’d won. He thought I was desperate, broken, easy to control.

He had no idea what was coming.

I left Magnus’s penthouse twenty minutes later, the signed contract in his possession, a ring on my finger that felt like a shackle. The hallway was blessedly empty, and I let myself breathe for the first time in an hour.

My phone buzzed. Emily.

How did it go?

Done, I texted back. Phase one complete.

Betty wants to say goodnight. Video call?

My heart clenched. Betty. My baby girl, safe in Citrus Hill with Emily and her husband Matthew, far from this mess. I’d see her in person this weekend, hold her, breathe in her sweet scent—vanilla and jasmine and innocent joy.

But not yet. Right now, I needed to get out of this building before I broke down.

I was halfway to the elevator when I heard it.

Footsteps.

I turned, and the world tilted.

A man stood in the hallway, tall and broad-shouldered, his dark hair slightly tousled like he’d been running his hands through it. But it was his eyes that stopped me cold—piercing green, sharp with intelligence and something darker. Something that saw right through my carefully constructed mask.

His scent hit me like a physical blow.

Citrus and steel.

Oh God.

No. No, no, no—

My wolf surged forward, awake and alert for the first time in five years, not whimpering or hiding but recognizing. The mate bond I’d felt that night in the bar, the connection I’d thought was just alcohol and grief and imagination—

It was real.

And it was him.

“You must be my father’s new acquisition,” he said, his voice dripping with disdain, with barely controlled anger. But underneath, something else. Something that made my pulse race and my wolf keen with desperate want.

My mouth went dry. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

Because I knew that voice. I knew those eyes. I knew that scent.

Five years ago, in a bar downtown, when I’d been drowning in grief and alcohol, when a stranger had offered comfort that turned into something more—

It had been him.

Stephen Blackthorn.

Magnus’s son.

Betty’s father.

Fuck.
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The Heir’s Burden

She walked away, and I couldn’t fucking move.

Vanilla and jasmine. The scent wrapped around me like a fist closing over my throat, squeezing until I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but stand in the hallway of my father’s building like an idiot while she disappeared into the elevator.

My wolf went insane.

Not the slow build of interest I’d felt around attractive women before. Not the mild curiosity that came with new pack members. This was visceral, primal, a howling need that clawed up from somewhere deep in my chest and demanded I follow her, chase her, claim her—

Stop.

I forced control over my wolf, shoving him back down with the iron discipline I’d spent a decade perfecting. Control was everything. Control kept me alive in Magnus’s world of calculated cruelty. Control let me play the dutiful son while building an army in the shadows.

Control was the only thing standing between me and the truth that would get me killed: I was going to destroy my father, and I’d been planning it for ten years.

But that scent.

Jesus Christ, that scent.

I knew it. My wolf knew it. Five years ago, in a bar I’d stumbled into while drunk off my ass and grieving, a woman with honey-blonde hair and sad blue eyes had looked at me like I was the answer to a question she hadn’t asked. We’d talked—about nothing, about everything. She’d smelled like vanilla and jasmine even then, and when I’d kissed her in the alley behind the bar, when we’d gone back to that shitty motel room and I’d buried myself inside her, my wolf had sung with recognition.

Mate.

But Magnus had called the next morning, his voice cold with command: “Get home. Now. We have business.” And I’d gone, because if I didn’t, he’d know something was wrong. He’d start digging into my life, my network, my plans.

I’d left without a word, hating myself but doing it anyway.

The woman had been gone when I’d tried to go back later that week. The motel manager said she’d checked out, paid in cash, left no forwarding information.

I’d told myself it was better that way. Safer. I couldn’t protect a mate, not when I was planning to commit patricide.

And now she was here. In my father’s building. Wearing my father’s ring.

About to become my father’s mate.

Fuck.

The penthouse was quiet when I let myself in twenty minutes later, after I’d walked the city streets until my wolf calmed down and my head cleared. Magnus sat in his office, door open, one hand wrapped around his signature whiskey while the other tapped against his desk with irritating precision.

He didn’t look up. “You met her.”

Not a question. Magnus never asked questions he didn’t already know the answers to.

“Briefly.” I kept my voice flat, bored. “In the hallway.”

“And?”

“And what? She’s pretty. Polite. I said three words to her.”

Now he looked up, his dark eyes assessing me with that particular brand of paternal suspicion I’d learned to navigate like a minefield. “She’s Silvermoon. Hector’s daughter. That means she’s smart, she’s proud, and she’s dangerous.”

Rich, coming from the man who’d orchestrated Hector Silvermoon’s murder.

I’d been there that night, five years ago, watching from the shadows as my father’s hired guns opened fire on the anniversary celebration. I’d seen Hector fall, seen his daughter—Lina—drop beside him with her hands trying to hold in his life. I’d wanted to run to her, to help, but I’d been frozen with horror and rage because I finally had proof.

Magnus had ordered the hit.

Just like he’d ordered my mother’s death ten years before.

Charlotte Blackthorn, true alpha of the Blackthorn Pack, had been found dead in her study when I was eighteen—officially ruled a heart attack, unofficially whispered about as weak alpha syndrome. But I’d known better. I’d seen the barely detectable puncture wound on her neck, smelled the faint trace of wolfsbane in her room.

Magnus had killed her and taken her position, and everyone had been too afraid to challenge him.

Everyone except me.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said now, playing the obedient son, the loyal heir.

Magnus smiled, all teeth and no warmth. “You’ll do more than that. I want you to work with her at Blackthorn Corporation. She’s brilliant—probably smarter than you, to be honest—and I need her focused on legitimate business while I handle other matters.”

The Omega Concord Program. I’d seen the files he thought he’d hidden so carefully. The breeding chambers, the contracts, the systematic enslavement of omega wolves under the guise of “biological purpose.”

My mother would have burned the plans and every man who suggested them.

“You want me to babysit your mate?” I let skepticism leak into my voice.

“I want you to watch her.” Magnus’s tone hardened. “Silvermoons are cunning, Stephen. Lina agreed to this arrangement too easily. I don’t trust her.”

Good instincts, old man. Pity you’re still underestimating her.

“Fine,” I said. “When does she start?”

“Monday. I’m having her office set up adjacent to yours—sharing space will make surveillance easier.” His smile turned cruel. “Besides, it’ll give you two a chance to bond. She’ll be your stepmother, after all. Best to establish a working relationship.”

The word ‘stepmother’ hit like a slap, and I had to work to keep my face neutral. My mate, bound to my father. The woman I’d spent five years trying to forget, about to be branded with another man’s mark.

My wolf snarled, and this time I let him. Let Magnus see some of the anger, as long as he thought it was directed at Lina instead of him.

“Sounds like a fucking party,” I muttered, and left before he could see too much.

Security footage was one of the perks of being the heir no one quite trusted. Magnus had eyes everywhere in Blackthorn Corporation, cameras in every hallway, every garage, every elevator. He watched his employees like a predator watching prey.

He didn’t know I watched right back.

My office was dark when I pulled up the feed from tonight, scrolling back to when Lina would have left. There—the parking garage, timestamp 9:47 PM. Her car, a modest sedan that definitely didn’t match the designer clothes Magnus would expect his mate to wear, sat in a visitor spot.

And there was Lina.

The elevator doors opened, and she walked out with that same perfect posture she’d had upstairs, her face serene, her movements controlled.

Then she stopped.

Looked around.

And dropped the mask.

Her hand came up to wipe at her mouth, scrubbing like she could erase Magnus’s presence. Then she pressed that same hand against her dress, right where he’d touched her hip, her face twisting with something raw and furious. She leaned against her car, breathing hard, and even through the grainy security footage I could see her hands shaking.

Revulsion. Hatred. Barely controlled rage.

My wolf sat up, interested. She’s not what she seems.

No shit. Lina Silvermoon hadn’t come here desperate and broken. She’d come with a plan, playing Magnus the same way I’d been playing him for years.

The question was: what did she want?

Revenge for her father? Control of her pack? Or something else entirely?

I watched her compose herself, smooth down her dress, lock away that fury behind a perfect mask. By the time she got in her car and drove away, she was Magnus’s demure future mate again.

Beautiful performance.

I needed to know more.

Monday morning, I got to Blackthorn Corporation early, made sure I looked busy when Lina arrived. The building’s lobby was all glass and steel, modern and cold—Magnus’s aesthetic exactly. I positioned myself by the elevators, coffee in hand, pretending to read emails on my phone.

Her scent hit me before I saw her.

Vanilla and jasmine, threading through the morning rush of employees, making my wolf perk up with interest and my control slip for just a second before I caught it.

Then she was there.

Honey-blonde hair swept up in a professional twist that showed off her neck—unmarked, still hers, not my father’s. Bright blue eyes that scanned the lobby with sharp intelligence before landing on me. A fitted navy dress that hugged curves I remembered with aching clarity.

She’d had those curves five years ago too, soft and warm under my hands, arching against me in the darkness of that motel room—

Stop it.

“Stephen.” Her voice was cool, professional, like she hadn’t recognized me in the hallway Friday night. Like we hadn’t shared a night that still haunted my dreams. “Good morning.”

“Lina.” I matched her tone, though my wolf was howling underneath. “Ready for your first day?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” She moved past me toward the elevator, and I fell into step beside her, close enough that her scent wrapped around me like silk. “Your father mentioned we’d be working closely.”

“Shared office space.” I pressed the button for the fifteenth floor. “Hope you don’t mind plants. I have... a lot.”

Her lips quirked, almost a smile. “I like plants. They don’t talk back.”

“Present company excluded?”

“Present company hasn’t decided if he’s talking back or just talking.” She glanced at me sideways, and I caught something in her expression—wariness, curiosity, and underneath it all, the same recognition I felt.

She knew. Maybe not consciously, maybe not completely, but her wolf knew mine.

The elevator climbed, and the silence between us grew thick with unspoken tension. I tried not to look at her, tried not to notice how close we were standing, tried not to remember—

“Did we—” she started, then stopped.

I looked at her. “Did we what?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “Never mind.”

But her pulse was racing at her throat, and her pupils were dilated, and when she breathed in, I knew she was scenting me the way I was scenting her.

The elevator doors opened on fifteen, and Lina stepped out first, putting space between us like she needed distance to think. I followed, watching her move with that controlled grace, wondering what was going through her head.

Our shared office was at the end of the hall—two desks separated by a wall of plants I’d cultivated over the years. Greenery helped mask conversations from prying ears. It also reminded me of my mother, who’d loved her garden more than anything except me.

“This is us,” I said, pushing the door open.

Lina stepped inside, and I watched her take it in: the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan, the expensive furniture that was all Magnus’s money, the plants that were all mine. Her expression gave nothing away, but I could smell her unease mixing with her perfume.

She walked to her desk, set down her bag, and turned to face me fully for the first time since the hallway. This close, in natural light, she was even more devastating—and I could see the faint shadows under her eyes, the tension in her shoulders, the way she held herself like someone ready to fight or flee.
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