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Prologue


	



	A solitary blood-crazed wolf defeated the strongest pack in the planet three years ago. No one knew how a single individual might bring down a whole region. Alternatively, what he did to win the ensuing carnage. No one spoke, and no one knew much about the person who, it seemed, turned become a dictator overnight.


	



	There was only one thing that was certain: the world's top pack had tumbled in a matter of hours. It took time to build the Roman Empire. It did, however, fall in one.


	



	He held the title of Alpha discreetly after emerging from the shadows. He had lost contact with his new pack. The outside world had no idea what was going on inside those boundaries. However, rumors have a way of getting out there.


	



	The new Alpha was said to be leaking blood everywhere. How, without even being provoked, he would massacre scores. That one wolf was so ridiculously strong that he governed alone, without the help of Luna, Beta, or enemies. But no one understood his motivation.


	



	This continued for three long years. After a while, there was no more talk about the pack. Until it gets loud one day. Something occurs that day that completely unsettles all werewolves.


	



	Alpha, the despot, is banished.


	



	expelled from the land he had claimed.


	



	After that, Alpha was left weak and without a pack as they battled to regroup. But no one cared about them anymore. Instead, everyone's eyes were on the person they kicked out.


	



	News of the Exiled Alpha's retaliation quickly spread. that he wanders the forest, intruding on other people's land in search of another pack to subdue. to govern.


	



	All the wolves in the world tremble. tense and suspicious. They are making every effort to get ready in order to fend off the monster that might be hiding in the woods.


	



	The Visari pack is no different. However, their new Alpha approaches the threat in a different way. And that is to strengthen the leadership of the pack by taking a Luna. The more leaders there are, the more outsiders are intimidated. Right?


	



	 




01 | Selected Luna


	



	



	



	As I proceed along the mountain trail, the snow crunches beneath my feet. In the valley below, the faint voices of revelers blend with the hoot of an owl. I'm envious of them. The very thing that has given me three mental breakdowns and a twisted stomach with fear is what they get to enjoy.


	



	I sigh and slow down. Right now, I can't stop it. However, I will definitely stall for as long as possible.


	



	The alternative might not be so horrible. Perhaps it's better to be ignored and invisible than to be bound to an egotistical jerk.


	



	When the trail reaches a high point, I leave it. From an area of tall, dead grass, a moth flutters upward. After a brief moment of dancing in front of my face, it vanishes into the starry, black sky until it is no longer visible. Most likely going somewhere else to hide. Its independence makes me envious. It is able to conceal its issues. I am unable to.


	



	I can see where the pack members are getting ready in the clearing via a hole in the woods. Their big, bright campfire is a beacon of warmth in the otherwise icy surroundings, breaking up the otherwise black shadows. I can see the snow glistening in the firelight despite the distance.


	



	Never has a lovely winter night looked so unattractive.


	



	



	• • •


	



	Four Days Prior to Now...


	



	"Is it this one or the other?"


	



	Do squirrels reside in neighborhoods, I wonder? Are two squirrels considered neighbors if they reside a few trees apart? Or what happens if a squirrel constructs a nest inside an existing tree? Do they coexist or do they fight?


	



	"Adrienne? Thoughts?"


	



	They most likely get along. They most likely approach one another's nests and request sugar. Not sugar, please. The dust from acorns is similar to squirrel cocaine.


	



	I jump when I get a strong hit on my leg.


	



	"OW! "What the devil?" I give Aimee a death glare and massage my burning thigh. Now what have I done to offend Her Highness?


	



	"You're not even listening!" She accuses you of lying there looking at the ceiling like a cleaned-up cucumber. So perhaps I'm not fully focusing on her. She makes a valid point there. In my defense, though, she can typically have a conversation with herself just well as long as I acknowledge her with the odd nod and grunt.


	



	She is standing in front of me, and I see that she is clutching a black and silver dress in each hand. To prevent more abuse, I gesture to the black one after a brief game of eeny, meeny, miny, and moe.


	



	It only takes that easy action to get her going again.


	



	Fantastic. "I also thought so," she says. She drags the dresses back across the room, drapes the black one across the back of an armchair, and hangs the silver one in the wardrobe.


	



	"I sincerely hope you will join me at this celebration. Become buddies. As she slams into her vanity, she instructs, "For once, it would be beneficial for you to talk to someone other than myself." She starts applying skin-colored paint to her face after opening a tiny glass bottle. It's the ideal complement to her cocoa tone.


	



	I complain back, "I'm beginning to regret doing that much." The only person I really think of as a friend is Aimee. Although I've known her for as long as I can remember, we didn't get close until about a year and a half ago.


	



	"Oh, please. You know your bitch ass likes me. And you ought to accompany me since you adore me so much." She mumbles something while puckering her lips to apply her dark purple lipstick.


	



	I don't waste time trying to kill her. "Not a chance."


	



	"Oh, hurry up! It will be enjoyable. Oarcan lads are reportedly a sight to behold. tall and streamlined. Water trickling down their toned abs, from their smooth hair, and all the way to their—"


	



	I spit up. In fact, I gag. I go into a dramatic coughing fit to make my point when that isn't enough to turn her off. Aimee's dreams are the last thing I need to hear about. Her fantasies were numerous. And they're sickening, I promise you. Her ones are particularly upsetting for the males of the Oarca pack, another tribal pack whose members have a unique bond with water.


	



	"You can now act as repulsed as you like. Adrienne Gage, who is a powerful and powerful woman, will eventually find someone beautiful. And I'll be there to slap you in the face when you do." She stops carefully drawing a line over her eyebrow with a pen. Her face is plastered with an obnoxious smile as she watches me react in the mirror.


	



	I give an eye roll. I don't believe it. Very doubtful. In contrast to me, who is uninterested in the topic, Aimee wholeheartedly embraces her sexuality. Even though we are complete opposites, we manage to get along somehow.


	



	"Yes, whatever." I pick up my black jacket and get out of her bed. "Until we meet again."


	



	With one eyebrow matching her chocolate-colored hair and the other barely perceptible beneath all the other expertly applied makeup, she stares up at me.


	



	"Where are you going?"


	



	"I have to assist with the celebration cleanup. I assume this is just another celebration for that jerk. For now, who knows?" I resentfully respond. It almost makes my blood boil to think of that pampered brat. In addition, the idea of enduring Anthony for the remainder of the day is making my hair start to fall out.


	



	Aimee chuckles. She always thought it was funny that I hated that jerk. It goes without saying that I don't think it's very funny. I feel like killing him just by looking at him.


	



	"You can always come with me," she adds in a positive tone while raising her single eyebrow.


	



	I snort and walk away. "All right, have a good chuckle. The next person on the list is you.


	



	



	• • •


	



	



	It feels more like mild fall than early winter with the warm sun on my back.


	



	Anthony nags from below, "You missed a spot," for the millionth time.


	



	I sense that my patience is ebbing.


	



	"Looks like I'm finished?" While he is busy steadying the ladder and judging my every move, I glare down with all my hate. I'm annoyed even by the top of his head, which is covered with brown hair that is somewhat long.


	



	Anthony has never appealed to me. He is the type of person who might provoke a Buddhist to attack him. I'm not sure why this unfortunate circumstance chose me as its target, but whether it's border patrols or pack errands, I always find myself stuck with him.


	



	"No, but before you forget, you should get it. Up in the corner, right there. He is much more annoying because of his naive, utterly ignorant tone of voice.


	



	All of the water runs out and down my arm as I tighten my grip on the sponge. "Aren't you supposed to be hanging ribbons?"


	



	"Please understand that my goal is to assist you. You know that this party is for you. Since I can't please this obnoxious freak, he gestures to another area on the second-story window that I've been cleaning for thirty minutes.


	



	"For myself? For me, what do you mean? Like everything else, it's for Nathan. I say, cleaning the window as if I had a grudge to exact.


	



	The Alpha's son is Nathan. The title will also be bestowed upon him in conjunction with his approaching eighteenth birthday. Nathan is also a pampered brat, like all Alpha kids. We always do everything as a pack for him.


	



	His father even forced us to host a celebration for his first chest hair at one point. The fact that it was a dinner party made it more worse. Naturally, I was unable to eat anything without immediately regurgitating it because I was constantly thinking about the fact that we were celebrating a breast hair.


	



	Have you not heard? You were chosen as Nathan's Luna.


	



	At that moment, I lose my foot on the ladder and fall to the ground. Before my hands find traction where my feet used to be, my stomach is skinned on the stairs.


	



	"WHAT?!" As I struggle to regain my balance, I choke on my own saliva.


	



	"I figured you would've known by now," he says with a straightforward shrug.


	



	"No. Since it's not happening, there is nothing to know. I make a clear statement and start to descend the ladder.


	



	"What are you doing, wait? We're not finished, Adrienne! "Adrienne!" Because I will never walk back there or allow this to happen to me, his ranting is met with contempt.


	



	My jaw trembles if I'm not grinding my teeth together because I'm so furious and have a lump in my throat. I have knots in my stomach, but they're not the happy, ecstatic knots. Rather, it's the knots that make you want breakfast to return.


	



	In search of a specific inflated ego-to-be Alpha, I bluster my way to the Alpha's mansion. As I march through our small village, the pack members give me some worried looks because of my irate and fast speed.


	



	I head straight for the home, trying to ignore them. Everyone has been treating me differently, now that I think about it. I'm only now realizing that I've been receiving side-eyed glares and filthy looks for the entire week.


	



	One of two things could be on their minds. Thank God it's not me, or why her?


	



	 




02 | A cage was a threat


	



	



	My face is burning from shame and not knowing what to do. Everyone seems to have known what would happen to me except for me. But that's over now.


	



	I smashed through the Alpha's front door without a second thought and went straight for the stairs, where I know his office is. I'm moving down the hall when I hear angry voices that stop me in my tracks.


	



	"That crazy person is free!" "How can I take over when he's just waiting for someone to attack?" I know that weak but still cocky voice of Nathan Swelter, the famous jerk.


	



	I need to talk to him anyway, so it wouldn't be bad to wait by the door that's only partly open, would it? I haven't always been against listening in, so what's the difference now?


	



	That's what I'm thinking as I sneak up on the door and press my ear against the wall, letting my gift of hearing better do its thing.


	



	"He'll be less likely to bother us if we have two. You've chosen a Luna, right?" When Alpha Andre talks in a calm voice, I know his voice.


	



	"I want Adrienne," he says almost right away, and I have to physically stop my gag from moving out of my throat. When my name is called, I can feel the color leaving my face. "She's the one, and I'm sick of having to wait for her and my title."


	



	I can hear the Alpha's deep hum, which is what he always does when he's thinking about something. "Then don't wait any longer. The wedding will now be on Thursday. Vows will work just fine since you don't have a mate link to hold you together. Also, you'll have more time to get to know her. Maybe even—"


	



	"There's not going to be a wedding," I say, angry because I walked in without thinking. Nobody can make decisions about my future while I stand there and do nothing. Not any longer. I'm tired of living a ghostly life.


	



	There are two sets of eyes on me. One is Nathan's; it's a light blue that looks good with his neatly combed black hair. His dad has darker blue ones. His hair used to be jet black, but now there are gray streaks in it. There is proof of the stress that comes with the title.


	



	"Excuse me?" Alpha Andre gets up from his office chair made of leather. It would be hard to beat his square shoulders and height. One thing is certain: he's used to putting others down, not the other way around. He gives me that sad look that he's learned to do over the years. It makes even the proudest dogs feel bad about themselves.


	



	I take a swallow and try to keep my temper in check. I've yelled at him too many times and seen what happens. On the other hand, it's hard to keep this new leaf turned over.


	



	"I'm not getting married to him or anyone else," I seethe again and firmly put my feet on the ground. He has no right to think that he can make me do this. Does he? There must be a line he won't cross, since he's always had power over me. It has to be.


	



	Nathan to my right lets out a grumpy moan.


	



	"Why can't you work together once?" He complains to me. "I thought this was over. You can have anything you want! Who says no to the name Luna?" He begs his father for help with eyes that are both sore and demanding.


	



	He's not grown up yet. He still makes me think of the kid who said he would throw a fit if he didn't get his cake. Or the one who said he would cut off my fingers if I played with a toy he had forgotten he had.


	



	"You can't give me shit, or you wouldn't have treated me that way your whole life," I shoot back, my chest beginning to growl. He's always seen himself as a king or queen and everyone else as a commoner. But I don't think a king is a king without a crown.


	



	Alpha Andre glares at me because I pushed back. "Watch what you say!" Then he looks at his son with a lot of trust. "She will do what I say." He sits back down in his chair, leans back, and looks at me with a smart face. One that looks like a snake with wide eyes in the grass.


	



	"Will you do it, Adrienne?" In that overly sweet, scary voice, he asks. I don't like that sound or tone. I've always hated it with all my heart. It makes me feel bad. It's worse to think about a future with Nathan.


	



	I clench my teeth and make fists with my hands. "What if I don't?"


	



	As he smiles darkly and tilts his head down, he clasps his hands together carelessly. "After that, you'll be locked up again." That's not what you want, right? I imagine it's very lonely down there.


	



	My blood freezes, and I feel cold all of a sudden. Very cold. It's like I can already feel the cold stone on my skin and the sound of nothingness in my ears.


	



	I try to hide my fear by scoffing, confused and doubtful. I can't go back to that hellhole. However, if he's telling the truth, I'm in more trouble than the lost ones in his head. Even though that's a simple task to complete.


	



	"You wouldn't." Even though I try to make my words sound like a challenge, I really want to cry, get down on my knees, and beg to stay free.


	



	His eyes sparkle with a strange kind of amusement as he smiles again. "Yes, but I would."


	



	He likes this. I'm sure he does.


	



	I can't help but look down at my shoes. How easy it is for him to get what he wants with just one threat makes my cheeks heat up.


	



	This is not likely to happen...


	



	It's like a cold bucket of truth hits me when the Alpha says, "The wedding is Thursday." It makes me feel like this isn't a nightmare. "That must be enough time. Move on. I think you need to get ready for a ceremony."


	



	It makes sense. I was forced to marry someone, and now I have to plan the party I don't want.


	



	The door is calling my name, and I'm more than ready to leave. But not before he hits a nearby table and knocks over a plant in a pot. The room is very quiet, which makes the sound of the clay breaking on the floor stand out more.


	



	I say under my breath, "Bitch."


	



	"What was that?" Nathan loses it. I don't understand why he doesn't just let his dad handle it.


	



	I start to think of a playfully sweet answer, but I decide to say how I really feel instead. I have no longer a reason to keep quiet.


	



	I turn on my heel to face him. When my eyes meet his, they're like poisonous darts.


	



	"Bitch. I snap back, "That's what I said. You're a fucking b*tch, and I hope and pray that one day your rotting, swollen body is found floating in the river, eyeless because the fish have already picked them out."


	



	My skin feels like it's on fire, and I can't get enough air. Every word I say is meant to hurt you, and my tone is more than just smelling like hate. hate that is pure and angry.


	



	There's no time for me to wait and see if he'll treat me worse or if his father will send me back to the cave for speaking my mind. I really slam the door shut behind me, and there's a loud crack in the wood that goes all the way across it.


	



	I don't go back to get ready for the party like I was told. Instead, I go straight to my bedroom, which is like a loft, in one of the village's many small houses.


	



	On top of the dark gray walls, fairy lights hang down. From the big window that my bed is leaned against, the room is filled with natural light. I lay down on it and wrap myself in the sheets.


	



	Forget about it. Put everything else aside.


	



	It's always easier to forget. This time, though, I can't get rid of the terrible thoughts.


	



	Thursday is the wedding day. I now have four days left. You have four days left to be free. I have four days to save myself.


	



	All of a sudden, I think about what Nathan said before I walked in.


	



	"That crazy person is free!" "How can I take over when he's just waiting for someone to attack?"


	



	What crazy person did he mean? What does that have to do with the fact that he needs a Luna before he can become Alpha?


	



	 




03 | His Whispers


	



	



	The barren trees and white, glittering mountains are bathed in a faint light as the sun begins to set. The air is refreshingly chilly.


	



	I follow a trail covered in snow that leads from our small settlement into the neighboring woods. The clearing is surrounded by large trees that are strangely still covered in leaves.


	



	Standing against the dark tree line is Aimee. She is surrounded by a bunch of girls, none of whom I have ever bothered to talk to. They speak softly and in quiet tones, which merely indicate gossip.


	



	I listen with my ears perked up.


	



	"I've heard he's brutal. A small, bleach-blond woman named Mya says, her eyes wide for emphasis, "A monster whose wolf is three times the size of any other Alpha."


	



	Before contributing, her brunette companion trembles. "They claim that he is a true beast. He kills a lot of people whenever he feels like it. Her voice suddenly becomes weak and falls even further: "God, what if he comes here? Where in heck is he at this moment?


	



	They all look at one another with wide eyes, trying to see how the others will respond.


	



	What on earth are they discussing? And why do they jitter so much?


	



	A stick snaps beneath my heel as I get closer. They all leap, even Aimee, who has always exuded confidence in my presence. Mya even screams, but it's stifled.


	



	They all look at me as though I were the devil trying to take their souls. Their lips are open and their faces are eerily white.


	



	"You can't do that, Goddamn it!" Mya yells at me, her expression changing to one of accusation. There is something about her tone that just gets to me.


	



	I pucker my lips sardonically and narrow my gaze. "Why don't you go choke on anything other than fear if you're so scared?"


	



	Surprised, she takes a sharp gasp. I can't say I'm sorry, but perhaps it went a bit too far. My nerves have already been jangled for the day by Nathan. Mya struggles to find the right words, and her mouth opens wide like a fish out of water.


	



	She spits out, "You know what, screw you," and then leaves. She is followed by the other four girls, who frown at me as they leave.


	



	I ignore it and return my focus to my best friend. Aimee stays upright, facing away from the trees.


	



	"What was all about that?" I approach her and give the group a thumbs up as I ask.


	



	The brief encounter she witnessed between Mya and me doesn't bother her. She once attempted to teach me how to suppress my inner thoughts. It goes without saying that she was never successful. She wrinkles her forehead and raises an eyebrow, without even noticing that I don't have a filter.


	



	"Have you not heard?"


	



	I frown my brow and shake my head. I must know what's happening. There is always rumor, but never to this extent. Never so afraid.


	



	As the sky grows darker, she stops to gaze up at it. "They call him the Exiled Alpha," she says. "I have to leave, shit. I'm already going to be late.


	



	She speaks quickly as she stoops to pick up a purple backpack's strap and throw it onto her back.


	



	"Hold on! Exiled—what do you mean?


	



	She reaches out and takes me firmly by the shoulders before I can finish, staring at me so intently that I become immobilized.


	



	She puts a hard hand on my shoulders and says, "Listen to me, Adrienne. I don't have time to explain right now, but just— don't wander off into the woods by yourself. Don't, even though I know you enjoy to. Remain close to the pack. You get it?"


	



	I feel a chill go up my back, but it's not from the cold. What the fuck is out there? is the only thing I can think about at the time.


	



	I don't get it. She's talking about something dangerous, but I don't know what it is. I still nod, though.


	



	She appears satisfied with this since the next thing I know, she's embracing me.


	



	She says, "Stay safe, bitch," next to my ear. What a waste of her seriousness.


	



	She releases me and moves away. She's sporting one of her trademark sardonic smiles when she does. Usually, having her return to normal instead of yelling threats at me would make me feel better. However, it doesn't. because she's half-faking her smile.


	



	I apologize for being unable to attend the party. It appears that you will have Nathan to yourself," she mockingly taunts.


	



	My gut lurches with rage, and I open my mouth to spit out curse words at her. But as the reality dawns on me, I bite my tongue.


	



	She's not sure.


	



	She is unaware of the wedding or engagement that was blackmailed. She would have told me if she did. She would have, I'm sure. And, no matter the repercussions, she would have kicked Nathan's ass.


	



	I give her a fake smile that isn't quite as genuine as hers.


	



	I believe that my troubles are not hers, therefore let her enjoy herself.


	



	As she grows further away, I call back, "Yeah whatever," "Just don't get aids."


	



	She turns around just long enough to give me a cheeky sneer with her tongue out.


	



	When I turn around and begin to walk back, I sigh deeply. A few people are rushing around, many of them with ribbons or other decorations.


	



	As I return to my room, I pass all of the working wolves.


	



	Should Nathan or Andre expect me to get ready for my own death party, they are completely insane. What on earth could they do to me? Make me suffer for the rest of my life?


	



	Wait a minute...


	



	



	



	• • •


	



	



	



	Three days have passed since Aimee's departure. I've been cooped up in my room for three days, doing all I can to distract myself from the outside world.


	



	I only ever left the room to smoke by sticking my head out the window since I didn't want the odor to cling to the walls. Two empty cigarette packs are in the trash can, and the small glass ashtray on my desk is filled.


	



	I was fed at least four times a day by a maid or servant, one of the lower-ranking members. I can only assume that Nathan is attempting to suck up by doing this. I'm trying to be sweet so I won't lose my temper at the ceremony.


	



	However, he is unaware that his pitiful attempt to win me over is ineffective. No matter how much food he brings me, I refuse to give in to that jerk.


	



	It wasn't until I heard a tap on the door that I realized I was letting myself fall asleep.


	



	Every time food arrived, someone knocked and shouted out to me. This voice is not followed.


	



	What is it now? I assume that I am responsible for organizing the bridal shower?


	



	They knock once more, louder this time.


	



	I growl, "I'm coming," and separate from the sheets. Stumbling toward the door, I open it.


	



	With his hands in his pockets and a courteous look on his face, Nathan is standing there. He chirps, "Well hey there, sleepy head," I can practically feel the vomit rising in my throat because of how lovely his tone is. "In thirty minutes, the celebration will begin. Make sure you look your best. After all, it is in our honor.


	



	I take a step back and narrow my eyes, glancing up and down at him. "Who are you in the hell?"


	



	He chuckles as though that were the most amusing thing he has ever heard. It was a happy sound, but a phony one. He says in an extremely nice manner, "I simply came to remind you," before becoming serious and saying, "Now do something with your hair, put on something costly, and meet downstairs in ten minutes."


	



	I stay put. Rather, I remain motionless, with my doubtful gaze fixed on him.


	



	"All right, have a look. You must have a look that instantly makes everyone envious of you as my chosen Luna. As long as you're on my arm, they'll already do that, of course, but nevertheless. There will be repercussions if you don't behave like the ideal sweetheart, as I expect you to."


	



	The act is over in an instant. That throbbing vein in his neck and his arrogant, domineering demeanor are back in full force. When he doesn't get his way, it always shows up.


	



	I keep looking at him with lifeless eyes, knowing that someday his nerve would break. He should at least explain his reasoning to me if he plans to attempt to control my life, which he does.


	



	"Why did you pick me, Luna?" Suspicious, I ask. I find it incomprehensible. Why would he want to marry me when we no longer get along? Even if I didn't want to.


	



	He meets my gaze with a sly glimmer of his own and smirks. Adrienne Gage, you're a mouthy person. A brilliant intellect and a keen tongue. People are unable to see that until it is too late.


	



	He approaches and uses his thumb to raise my chin. He talks in a low whisper, his hot breath fanning across my ear with less than an inch between our cheeks. "Those grey eyes are something I will never forget. They're really chilly. So erratic. So... not readable.


	



	He turns and walks away, swiping his fingertip across my jaw as he does so. He cries out, "Remember," his voice resonating in the dim hallway, "Ten minutes."


	



	I lift my fingers to touch the spot where he touched. I massage the area until it begins to burn. It doesn't seem clean even after I'm positive I've rubbed it rough with my palm.


	



	That's his motivation, then.


	



	He intends to play me like a pawn.


	



	But if I assist him in winning the chess game he believes he is playing, I will be doomed.


	



	I grudgingly close the door and begin working on myself, keeping Alpha Andre's threat in mind. It would be much simpler if I had a fashion-forward best buddy, like all the movies depict.


	



	The cruel thing is that I do, yet she's partying hard in another pack, miles away.


	



	At least one of us is enjoying ourselves.


	



	 




04 | The Bonding Ceremony


	



	



	I let my long hair fall down my back and comb it through. I put on a black jacket, white t-shirt, leather boots, and dark trousers while I work against the clock. Although this occasion may best be described as a high-class cookout, he advised wearing something pricey.


	



	In a technical sense, it's a bonding ceremony, which is the human equivalent of a wedding, minus the glitz, expensive attire, and décor.


	



	I find Nathan waiting for me in the pack house's living room, exactly as he mentioned. He pauses his stride to examine me from head to toe.


	



	"What was the price of that?"


	



	I respond, "Enough," and move past him.


	



	"Is it designer?" He approaches me and asks.


	



	"This evening is the date."


	



	He grunts in disapproval. Later, we'll go shopping. However, you look good.


	



	I stiffen and come to a complete stop.


	



	Did he just give me a compliment?


	



	He extends his arm to me as though nothing unusual had just occurred. "I don't want to arrive late."


	



	I erase the fear from my face and make myself accept the arm he extends. I'm fighting with myself not to distance myself from him. It feels inappropriate and nauseatingly undesirable to have any kind of touch with him.


	



	Everyone looks at us as we approach the open wooded space where the celebration is being held. It's crippling to want to shrink and disappear from their view, yet there's nowhere to go. In addition, my pride is too great to even try to conceal it from Nathan. There is a limit to public humiliation, and that would be on a whole new plane.


	



	I have no doubt that this is the most recent rumor circulating among the pack. Soon to become Alpha of the Visari pack, Nathan Swelter, who is adored, is claiming a mate who isn't his.


	



	He guides us to a long table situated on a wooden platform that serves as a temporary stage, beyond a tall bonfire whose flames stretch far into the night sky. The table's four seats are arranged on one side so that everyone faces the audience.


	



	At one end, Alpha Andre sits with Nathan's mother, Luna. I separate from Nathan and move past them, positioning myself as far away from them as possible at the farthest end. Unfortunately, Nathan takes a seat next to me, more closer than I would like.


	



	It takes him no more than thirty seconds to put his hand on my knee and begin pulling at my leg. I give him a stare so intense that he ought to instantly catch fire.


	



	"Really?!" Keeping it to a whisper, I snap.


	



	He leans in and lets out a deep growl. "I now own you. Display it.


	



	My jaw hurts from clenching my teeth together. I sigh and roll my eyes before sacrificing my self-respect and doing as he says, raising my legs into his lap.


	



	This is an example of Visarian ownership. The female would sit with her butt on her own seat, but she would position herself so that the back of her thighs touched the top of the male's. Only between actual partners would the man put his arm over the female and place her head on his shoulder in intimate situations.


	



	But for us, that isn't the case.


	



	Other than placing my thighs on top of his, I try to maintain as much space as possible. Someone could easily figure out that we're not a couple. Any viewer would wince with second-hand shame at the rigid body language, the strained and robotic movements, and my obvious discontent.


	



	There are enough of them to do so, of course. Almost the whole pack is looking down at us, unblinking. My face is burning hot in spite of the chilly winter air.


	



	Nathan tells me, "Act natural," in my ear.


	



	I hiss back, "Perhaps I could if I weren't being blackmailed."


	



	Alpha Andre gets to his feet, clears his throat, and gives us both a stern look. After that, he puts on a nice smile and turns to face the pack.


	



	He makes a big gesture in our direction and declares, "Wolves of Visari, may I introduce to you your soon to be Alpha and Luna."


	



	Then he continues his speech. He spends the majority of it, if not all of it, droning on about Nathan's early years and his few but inflated accomplishments.


	



	Nothing is mentioned about me. It seems as though he has forgotten entirely that I was once part of his family. But I don't find it surprising.


	



	After nearly thirty minutes of meaningless platitudes and blatant praise, he ends his address with the words, "may he reign long and prosper with this pack."


	



	When Alpha Andre returns to his seat, the audience erupts in cheers. I suspect the applause is genuine, even if I mostly ignored his remarks.


	



	One hand appears in the midst of the sea of people as the applause begins to subside.


	



	Adrienne and Nathan are not lovers. When she discovers her partner, what will happen? Then, will Nathan locate a new Luna?


	



	When I hear my name, I become excited. Nathan, however, speaks first.


	



	He responds, "There will be no other Luna," When I see that his tone is almost... protective, my brow furrows. I had no idea he was such a talented performer.


	



	He goes on, and the defensiveness gradually gives way to professionalism. Adrienne was my choice. We will be bound by the ritual. And if her partner is upset about it, he may talk to me about it or go on."


	



	I shudder. Talking about my imaginary partner sounds strange for some reason. I don't like that it's even wrong.


	



	After that, there were no more queries. I was really grateful. I hope this torment ends as soon as possible.


	



	As soon as the pack members start distributing the food, I get the terrible signal to approach the Alpha's scumbag of a child.
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