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Zade

Sprays of crimson splash the earth like scattered rose petals and my pained howls rend the night, shattering the fragile silence of the Silver Dell like broken glass. The shards of my life fall at my feet as the brilliant moon shines upon the clearing, illuminating the deed done. A sea of shimmering golden eyes stares back at me, their intense gazes sharp enough to slice flesh from bone. The shadows loom and blood obscures my vision, but there is no hiding what I have done—the atrocity I have committed. 

Miriam, my intended bride, lies motionless on the forest floor in her human form; her white, lace-trimmed wedding gown torn asunder. Her youthful flesh is marred by the cruel rake of frenzied paws, her long chestnut brown locks spilling mercifully over her face, hiding the bone-deep lacerations from easy view.

My heart thumps in my chest, beating against my ribs like a rabid, caged animal desperate for release. Every shifter instinct I possess screams at me to run, to flee into the wilds of Avalar and save myself from the pack’s justice. But I won’t, I refuse. Despite my heinous transgression here, this night—my rejection of the mate chosen for me—I am a man of honor and will readily accept whatever judgment is passed. If my life must be forfeited for my crime, then so be it.

The pack circles me, growling deep in their throats, their hate a palpable and vicious beast hungering for my blood.

Miriam was the pack’s sweetheart and the most desirable female born to our generation. Any unbound male would gladly have gnawed their own leg off for the mere chance to have claimed breeding rights with her... and now she’s dead. Their darling’s virginal blood soaks the ground, and their collective anguish fills the darkness with a pain so deep it threatens to break me.

I loved Miriam, I did... just not in the same way they did. I had no say in our union. It was an arranged marriage, one decided at the time of our births, and not a Fated mate bond. Miriam was everything a good woman should be, fierce, protective, intelligent, and caring. She would have made an incredible mother someday, but she should never have been matched with me. We are—were—incompatible on a level very few seem capable of understanding. If only the pack followed the Call of Fate like we once did... this never would have happened!

No matter how dearly they all desire it, I can’t be what the pack wants me to be and that which my father so desperately needs me to be. As the pack’s Heir Apparent, I’m meant to be an aggressive Alpha in want of a breeding bitch. I’m supposed to embody all that is brutal, strong, and cunning. According to the traditions of the Silvercrest pack, I should be a formidable man worthy of leadership and reverence, a male any woman would be honored to mate with. But that life is not for me—I don’t want to lead the Silvercrest pack.

And perhaps worst of all? I cannot give the pack the offspring they require anyway. I am unable to continue the bloodline... I can’t. I can’t bring myself to fuck anyone but my Fated mate and have always known it. Any other female, no matter how pleasing they may be to others, holds no allure for me. My body does not respond. I have never been in love, but I know in my very soul I cannot be a breeder and lie with a woman of my father’s choosing simply to whelp pups. I can’t sacrifice my body or my heart. I won’t. If I can’t be with my Fated mate, I’d rather die.

I can only be who I am, and my father knows it well, yet he has chosen to force this unkind fate upon us all. He denies my truth and will no doubt take my shame to the grave with him rather than admit to such a travesty occurring in his coveted bloodline. He does not believe in Fate, the Goddess, or in the traditional matriarchal power structure that governs the realm of Avalar. He believes that men are born to take what they want and that women are meant to submit, breed, and remain silent at all times.

I’m sure the pack suspects my secret truth, but no one would ever dare be so bold as to give voice to such a thing. To accuse the Alpha’s son of believing in the Old Ways would be akin to willfully relinquishing your mating rights, if not asking for certain death. There is no room for notions of democracy or freedom of speech within the ranks of a wolf shifter pack, at least in my experience. The Alpha is the King, his mate, the Queen, their offspring, the pack’s heirs. Every wolf has their place and an assigned role. His word is the law and is rarely challenged.

My father appears, stalking through the fur-clad crowd to face me in his wolf form. He takes one look at Miriam’s still freshly bleeding corpse and launches himself at me with unbridled rage, the likes of which I’ve never seen. 

I rise up on my haunches to meet him, our bodies colliding beneath the moonlight. The force of his leap sends us sailing backward through the air and we tumble over one another, a flurry of claws, paws, and teeth as we land, skidding through the dirt in a shower of earthen debris.

I don’t want to fight with my father. I have no interest whatsoever in leading the pack, I never have. I just want to be free, free to be myself, and to follow the path Fate and the Goddess determine for me. No more and no less. I don’t need a crown to prove what I already know in my gut—that I am worthy of life and love, of more than what has been planned for me by the prejudices and greed of my pack. 

The growl that rumbles from my father’s throat like a thunderstorm as he turns on me silences the congregated pack. His rule has always been one of fear. He challenged the last Alpha to mortal combat and won, eating his heart to prove his dominance.

I lower my head, but hold my ground, an act of obedience but not submission.

“I will not kill my only son—” declares the Alpha, his voice resonating in the minds of all through our pack bond. My father approaches slowly, coming to a stop before me once more, his head held high as he addresses the pack, again. “—for I have no son.”

And then as I reel, before I can even think to react, my father’s three longest foreclaws rake my flesh, slicing through my brow and tearing down over my eye to my cheek. My face sears with burning pain as raw, tender skin becomes exposed to the brisk night air. Blood spills, dripping down to mar my silver fur. A bitter snarl slips from between my bared teeth as I meet his gaze with an answering fire. All the while acrid regret, like sour bile, pours from the wounds of my tortured soul.

“You are exiled, Zade, and your family name revoked. You are no longer a prince among your kin. You are nameless and packless. You are marked and unclaimed. Go now, before I give Miriam’s kin leave to mete out their own brand of justice.”

The females of the pack raise their voices in outcry, for any other death would be met with death in kind, and we all know it. But Zavier is the Alpha, and his will is law. Unless the women want to join me in my banishment, in becoming Forsaken, they will bite their tongues and keep the peace despite my crime... despite the evident stench of nepotism that hangs heavy in the air like an unpleasant odor that no amount of pine-fragranced wind could cleanse from the Silver Dell. 

Banishment over death? I am fortunate. Royalty has always had its privileges. They know it as well as I do. There’s one rule for those who lead and another for those who are born to follow. Among the cacophony of lamentation and anger, I know what they are thinking, what they are all thinking. They make no effort to shield their thoughts from me. Their rage and confusion resonates throughout the dell, striking me like barbed arrows, one after the other, each intended to elicit maximum pain and guilt.

“Why should he live when Miriam lies cold upon the earth?”

“Why should he have a future, when she does not?”

The pack wants true justice. They want an eye for an eye, a life for a life.
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