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Description: She was his mate. Her mother was his enemy. Now,
love and vengeance will collide.

From condemned rogue to a king’s mate, Ivy thought she had found
her place.

But some secrets refuse to stay buried.

Just as she starts to trust Kyson, starts to believe in their bond, the
truth emerges—her mother was the one responsible for the
massacre of the Landeena Kingdom. The one who stole everything
from Kyson, including his sister.

Now, the man who saved her, the mate who swore to protect her, is
the one punishing her for sins she did not commit.

Betrayed and heartbroken, Ivy does the only thing she can. She runs.

But running from a mate bond is impossible. Running from Kyson?
Even harder.

And when she finds herself facing a fate worse than death, Ivy must
decide—does she fight for the mate who broke her, or does she let
the past claim them both?

Author’s Note — Before You Read

This is a dark, angsty paranormal romance where love is tangled in
betrayal, vengeance, and an unforgiving past. Ivy thought she had
found her place as Kyson’s mate, as his Queen—but some sins are
never forgiven. Her mother destroyed his kingdom. Now, he might
destroy her.

Trigger Warning: This book explores deep emotional turmoil, themes
of betrayal and punishment, and a possessive Alpha struggling with
his own darkness. Expect a slow-burning but intense reunion, a
Rogue on the run, and a King who must decide if his mate is worth
more than his vengeance. If you love high-stakes tension, broken
bonds, and love that must be fought for— then this book is for you.
But beware: some wounds don’t heal without leaving scars.
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Chapter One

| had an entire speech thought out in my head. | even went so far as to think of what |
would say to her, but that went out the window the moment | laid eyes on her; | lost
it. I know it’s ridiculous because she doesn’'t even resemble her mother in any way.
Marissa' s face was all | could see the moment | laid eyes on her.

Sheistheir child. And | can’t see past what they did. | can’t see her, see my mate. All
| saw was the enemy and reacted. The moment | glanced at her, | could only see that
bitch who mutilated my sister and killed her and her child. For years, we hunted
down the wolves that helped the hunters. We wasted years trying to find out who the
ringleader was, only to learn she was dead al this time.

| just can’t fathom how she could do it. She had a child herself, and yet she killed a
pregnant woman and her unborn baby—killed the Landeena’s and Queen Tatiana's
baby. The same woman helped wipe out an entire village of children before sending
them down the river to me in a warning. She was a mother herself yet she killed all
those innocent children.

There is no one | hate more than Marissa Talbot. She took everything from me.
Everything and everyone | cared about. Pacing my bed chambers, | try to think, try to
see past my rage. Her scent is everywhere in this room, lingering on my sheets, her
essence filling my sacred space, and it is driving me insane.

Grabbing the chair, | fling it across the room, the wood splinters and cracks against
the wall with aloud creaking thud. Despite my hatred and fury, the bond calls for Ivy,
and | want her. However, it's not safe for her to be around me. My mind is warped



with uncontrollable anger.

The door opens, and Gannon stalks in. | take him in briefly, noticing the damage |
have caused him, before my gaze darts away guiltily. Gannon’s black eyes are cold,
hard, and unforgiving. His lips are lifted in a snarl, and his hair is disheveled. He's
shirtless, his muscled chest covered in blood from the various wounds he sustained
from our fight.

“Where is Ivy?’ Gannon demands, his tone clipped and holds a warning as he peers
around the room. “Well, Kyson? | swear to God if you...”

“If 1 what?’ | snarl angrily as| fist my hands. My hand throbs painfully, and | know it
Is because the bond has awakened after being so near her and isin full swing. | can
feel her pain asif it were my own, feel her anguish and confusion. But | have to shake
off the look she had given me when | tossed open the door or I’'ll be sick. Gannon
growls and stalks toward me. Before | can react, | find myself slammed against the
wall.

“Where is my fucking queen?’ Gannon roars, his hands fisting my shirt as he glares
at me. Before | can respond, the door flings open, and | punch him. He grunts,
stumbling back before | kick him, sending him flying backward into the bookshelf. A
few books tumble off the shelf, spilling onto the floor. With a snarl, | move toward
him, but Damian gets between us as we charge at each other. Damian shoves Gannon
back.

“Stand down, Gannon!” Damian snaps, his tone telling him he is in serious danger of
breaching the pledge he swore to uphold.

Gannon glares at me, pointing an accusing finger. “You have made a fucking
mistake, king or not. | won't stand by this. Now where is our queen?’ Gannon
bellows. Damian is caught between us, glancing at us both, trying to figure out what



the hell happened. We still haven't told him, | was telling him when vy had walked
up earlier, making me lose my trail of thought as | became consumed by rage.

“Will someone tell me what has happened and why you just made me put your
fucking mate in the damn stables like some wild animal?’ Damian demands, |ooking
at acomplete loss for words.

“The stables?” Gannon gapes at him, then glares at me.

They both hate me. | hate myself for what | did. | just lost control, and if she had been
near me, | may havekilled her.

The stables? were what came to mind, being the furthermost place from the castle
itself while still being somewhat covered from the el ements.

“You fucking bastard, you fucking promised. She isn’t her mother. You can’t punish
her for something she had no part in,” Gannon snarls. If he were anyone else, | would
have killed him for daring to talk back to me, let alone touching me. But Gannon and
| grew up together. He is considered family, more than a guard.

“Who?" Damian shakes his head, looking between us. “What in the world happened
when you were gone, and who are you talking about?” Damian demands to know.
But Gannon and | are too busy glaring at each other to answer.

“Fix it! | swear, Kyson, | have stuck by you for fucking decades, opposed nothing
you have asked of me, but if you don't fix this, | am walking, king or not. | am
fucking done,” Gannon spits at me, then stomps to the door.

“Where are you going?’ Damian asks, trying to figure out what is going on.

“To find my queen,” Gannon snaps as he rips open the door to my growl.



“Wait, just fucking wait until 1 know what’'s going on,” Damian snarls at us both.
Gannon growls but closes the door and folds his arms across his chest.

“Now, explain,” Damian says.

“Marissa Tabot islvy’s mother,” | tell him.

“What?" he asks, shocked.

“The werewolf hunter, the one who killed my sister and the other Lycan bloodlines,
Her mother was the insider; she was the one who killed them,” | growl. Just speaking
that vile woman'’s nameis like ingesting poison.

“What? How is vy connected to this?’

“She's not. Her mother killed them,” Gannon growls. “Not Ivy, she didn’t kill them,
you fucking moron!” he snaps, turning his attention to me, and | press my lipsin a

line.

“That’ swhat Alpha Dean had to tell you?’ Damian gasps, glancing between us, while
| wander over to the bar to drown my sorrows and my guilt.

“Wait, that is why you sent her to the fucking stables, Kyson? For something her
mother did?’ Damian asks, outraged.

“He fucking said he would leave it, forget it. He agreed she was innocent. She didn’t
fucking kill your sister, Kyson,” Gannon snarls.

“You think | don't know that?’ | roar. This is so fucked up. | don’'t think | can be
around her, not without the risk of hurting her.



“What about her father?’ Damian asks.

“They are trying to find his link to all this. We aso think he was not aware of the
crimes bestowed on his wife. We found nothing on him, that's why we are late,”
Gannon explains.

“And you're sure it’s her parents?” Damian asks, sitting on the edge of my armchair
and rubbing both hands down his face. He looks just as defeated as | feel, dark circles
under his eyes and his overall demeanor isdrained of life.

“Kyson was supposed to show her a picture to make sure, instead, | come up here and
find out she has been taken to the fucking stables like some farm animal!” Gannon
growls. “You're going to have avery hard time walking this back, Kyson. ”

“Gannon, enough. It may not be right what he did, but stop. Just let me think,”
Damian says. He knows better than anyone how much that woman haunts me. The
horrors of finding my sister like that and what that woman did to her. How she could
do that to another mother sickened me.

“Go, take a photo to Ivy; verify it's her mother while he calms down,” Damian says
to Gannon, who nods before leaving. He is livid, understandably, but | had kicked Ivy
out long before my brain processed what | had done.

“Kyson, you could ruin her by not accepting her, ruin your only chance; bonds are
easily damaged,” Damian says, and | look away from him, not able to stand seeing

him angry at me. His disappointment is palpable.

“1 know,” | tell him, feeling sick to my stomach and staring down at my hand that
seems to have grown its own pulse. | flex my fingers, which are still throbbing.

“Maybe you should go for afew days, get away for abit. | can bring Ivy back up here



and watch over her until you get your head around this,” Damian suggests, and |
growl.

All | can think about is her intruding in the very place her mother slaughtered my
sister mercilessly. “I do not want her in this room,” | snap at him, and he growls,
shaking his head at me.

“Well, move fucking rooms, Kyson. It’'s depressing as fuck that you use your sister’s
old room and that shrine of aroom. Thisisn’'t healthy, especially the room you have
across the hall full of all Azaleathings. You need to get over it, move on, and stop
living in the past. Ivy is your chance to do that. She is not her parents, not our past,
she’ s your fucking future, and you' re about to ruin it!” Damian snaps at me.

How could he say that? Marissa Talbot took everything from me, and now | am
supposed to love her spawn, accept her like her mother did no wrong? What cruel
fucking fate made me mates with the spawn of Marissa Talbot? It's a fucking cruel
joke, that is!

“What's done is done. vy has paid enough for her parents' sins. You don’t need to
punish her for them, too,” Damian says, standing up.

| know the horrors she has suffered very well, and now | am another one to inflict
more pain. Logicaly, | know this, but the burning hatred of what her parents did
overshadows the bond. | can't let this go. So the safest place for her right now is far
away from me. | sip my drink, not bothering to give an answer to his words, it would
only end with more arguing.

“l get, Kyson, | do. But you need to find a way to look past who her parents are
because if you hurt her...” | glance over at him, and he looks away for a second
before sighing heavily. He turns his face back, meeting my gaze. “I am with Gannon.
| won't see you destroy her. | will walk. | know everyone else in this castle will walk



for her, too. You are not the only person who has waited for your queen.” He pauses
for a second, glancing at the glass in my hand.

“This place has been a shrine for too long. We won't watch it go back to being a
prison of your depression. Fix it, or you are on your own, My King,” he tells me. She
has been here five minutes, and they’ ve turned on me!

“Sheisn’t of royal blood,” | tell him.

“No, but sheisour rightful queen. The person destined to rule alongside you. You are
our king, and we all took the same pact when you appointed us as your guard. We
swore that when the time came, we would protect our queen over you. If that means
choosing her over you...” Damian says to my growl as he continues giving me a hard
look. “...then so beit.” he finishes before storming out.

The moment the door closes, my legs give out. | collapse on the floor. My feet go
from under me, and | lean against the small bar. | know they are right. And | know
I’ ve fucked up, yet | can’t control my anger.

| promised to hurt the people responsible the same way they broke me, but | had no
idea the person who would be taking that punishment would be my mate. Feeling for
the mindlink, | search for Gannon. He should be with Ivy by now and hopefully have
Some answers.

He allows the mindlink but growls at me when it is opened. However, he doesn’t try
to shove me out.

‘How isshe? | ask, trying to keep the frustration | feel from my voice.

‘How do you think? She is confused, and you broke her fucking hand , ’ he tells me,
and | glance at mine; that explains the throbbing sensation | feel.



‘It will heal when she shifts. Did you show her the photo?’ | ask and Gannon growls.
| can tell he doesn’'t want to answer me.

“ Gannon?’ | snarl.

‘Yes, Marissa Talbot is her mother, but that doesn’t mean she needs to pay for what
her parents did, Kyson ,/ Gannon finally answers. | kinda hoped she wouldn’t
recognize them, but | knew that was wishful thinking.

‘Just stay with her, ’ | tell him.

‘| was planning to. Do you think | will leave my queen unguarded?’ heretorts.

| growl at his words. She isn't even marked yet, and my royal elite guard is already
choosing her over me. The pact isn't in full swing until I mark her; | can still force

them against her until then!

“ Are you redlly going to make her shift on her own?’ Gannon asks me, making me
remember she will shift tonight.

‘You'rethere, ' | tell him.

‘Kyson, that is not the same. She is petrified, and you fucking promised her, ’
Gannon growls. | really need to remember not to tell them so much because now heis

using it against me.

‘Kyson! You gave her your word! ’

Guilt gnaws at me, and | reach up, grabbing the bottle off the shelf above my head
and cracking the lid. | take a swig while trying to decide what to do before answering.



‘ Tell me when she starts to shift, and | will come down, ’ | sigh, cutting off the link
before he can protest. | pull my lips between my teeth before getting up and grabbing
afew bottles from the bar. If | am going to keep this promise, it would be best if | am
too drunk to shift, knowing | am going down there. At least until | figure out what it
is| am doing with her.
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Chapter Two

| *’'m taken to the stables, which is by a huge manmade dam. As we approach the
stable, | notice a few guards coming out having unlocked it, watching me with
curious and awkward eyes. The porch front has a roof that overhangs and a few old
rickety rocking chairs that overlook the dam and pier. It's surrounded by a wide array
of plants, flowers, and herbs. The air is moist here and the smell of fresh hay lingers
intheair.

Inside the stable, several horses are standing in their stalls. A few of the horses whine
in greeting as | walk by. | stop, staring at the huge white one. | reach out my hand to
stroke the velvety muzzle of it. The horse pushes its head into my palm asif it wants
more when Dustin nudges me forward.

| am mesmerized by the beauty of the horses, yet glancing around, | never pictured
I’d be living with them. | guess | can't truly escape the fact | am arogue, and thisis
far more than | deserve. | should be grateful he didn’t kill me because it was clear he
wanted to.

“Quick, sit while | try to take care of your hand,” Dustin urges, dragging a cut in half
wine barrel over. He flips it over, so | can sit on it. The other guard growls at him
before gripping his shoulder, and Dustin glares at the man’s hand touching him.
Staring up at the man, he glares at me with so much venom, | instinctively drop my
gaze.

“We were told to bring her here, that is al,” he snaps at Dustin. He is only trying to
help fix my hand? | steal another peek at the man, who stares back at me like | am the



scum of the earth, and | quickly avert my gaze again.

“Remove your hand, Trey, or you'll fucking loseit,” Dustin snaps at him.

“I"'m following orders; the king said bring her here, and that is it, not fucking help
her. She doesn’'t deserve help after what she did,” he spits, but no one has told me
what it is | did yet? If | know, maybe | can correct it or make amends. Did | forget

one of my chores?

“Fuck the king,” Dustin snaps, and the man’s grip tightens on Dustin’s shirt, who
goes to turn when Gannon walksiin.

“Y es, fuck the king. Remember where your loyaltieslie, Trey,” Gannon warns him.

“They are with my king. Not with atraitor!” Trey answers.

“That so-called traitor is your queen and the king's mate,” Gannon snarls at him, and
the man whimpers before his eyes go to me.

“You haven't been here as long as the rest of us, but the king swore us all to choose
his queen over him.”

“If so, why is she down here, then?’ the man demands.

“Because the king is an idiot. Move, Dustin. | will wrap her hand. Go fix up the old
king's quarters for me,” Gannon says, crouching down in front of me.

“He'sletting her back inside the castle?’ Dustin says, looking relieved.

“Hopefully Damian can convince him. This is no place for a queen,” Gannon tells
him .



“Just get it ready for me. The moment | can take her back safely, | want it ready,”
Gannon explains.

“Yes, dir,” Dustin says, while Trey growls and Gannon glances over his shoulder at
him.

“You're off guard, get out of my face,” Gannon orders him, and | feel his aura rush
out and Trey doubles over before hustling out.

Gannon sets to work on cleaning my hand and wrapping it. “It will heal once you
shift. Do you think you can hold off a couple of hours?’ he asks kindly. My hand is
throbbing. Can’t he give me his blood or hedl it like the king did my back? Right
now, | will try anything if it means the pain will stop.

“Can’'t you heal it?’ | ask, hopefully. My hand is throbbing to its own beat, my
fingers are black and purple, and fragmented bones are pushing beneath my skin like
splinters when the frame broke them.

Gannon chews his lip nervously and then sighs.

“1 would if | could, but only the king can heal you. My saliva or blood won’t work on
you since you aren’'t mine,” Gannon tells me, cupping my face with his huge hand.

What does he mean? | thought al Lycans can heal.

“Did the king refuse you to?’ | ask him and he frowns. “No, Ivy. But Lycans can only
heal their mates,” he tells me.

He pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Once the moon is at its highest peak, | will take
you outside, so you can shift, My Queen,” Gannon says.

“Please don't call me that,” | murmur, looking away from him. As he said, thisis no



place for a queen, a slave maybe, but not a queen, and clearly Kyson doesn’t want me
to be his.

“l need to ask you something,” Gannon says, unlocking his phone and scrolling
through the pictures. He stops before turning his phone to me.

“Do you know this woman?’ he asks, and | take the phone from him. A whimper
escapes from my lips when | redlize it is my mother. | nod, tears trekking down my
face.

“She’s my mom,” | smile, brushing my thumb over the picture of her. She looks a
little younger than | remember in this picture, but | know it is her. Gannon hangs his
head and shakes it. He sighs heavily before looking up at me.

“Hewill come around, Ivy. You just need to give him space,” Gannon tells me.

Come around to what? | think. How does everyone seem to know what’s going on
except for me?

“What do you mean? | don't get it. What did | do wrong?’ | ask. Gannon frowns
when | see his eyes glaze over, and | can tell he is mindlinking. | wait for him to
finish, and his eyesflicker before falling back on me.

“You did nothing. It's what your mother did. She killed the Landeena king and
gueen; she also killed the king' s sister.”

| blink, astonished, unable to believe what I'm hearing. That would be impossible.
She couldn’t have.

“Just try to get some rest. After your shift, | will take you to Kyson's old quarters, he
can’'t keep you down here forever, it will drive his Lycan side mad.”



“But my birthday isn’t for another couple of weeks,” | tell him.

“The fact you recognized the king as your mate, vy, shows your birthday is today,”
he says, just as | hear someone curse.

The stable door opens, and hope bubblesin me at the thought of it being Kyson to tell
me this was some sick joke, but it is just Clarice and Abbie. They stop by the door
and glance at Gannon, who nods to them before standing and leaving. He stops by
Clarice at the door.

“Don’'t be long; | don’t want to be dragging you to the cells for disobeying the king,”
Gannon tells them. Clarice nods before rushing in with Abbie close behind her. Abbie
embraces me, hugging me then checking me over, while Clarice stands with a frosted
cupcake in her hand, a deep ook of concern on her face.

“You've been baking,” | tell Abbie, whose uniform is covered in flour. She shakes
her head.

“No, | just spilled the bag on the counter before | came down here. Clarice made a
cake for you,” shetells me, dusting herself off.

“Well, | had a cake made, but | couldn’t carry it down,” Clarice says sadly.

Abbie falls to her knees beside me, her eyes wide with excitement. Excitement that
quickly dims. “Y ou should have seen it, Ivy. Clarice did a good job. She spent all day
making it. It's so pretty, better than the ones we used to make at the orphanage, it...”
Abbie trails off before frowning.

“You enjoy it then,” | tell her, knowing just how much we always wished to celebrate
our birthdays but were never allowed. We had been strictly forbidden to make
ourselves birthday treats or sample the other treats we made in the kitchen. Abbie and



| would stare longingly at them. We never knew if they tasted alright, but the delight
on the kids' facestold usthey must have, or maybe they were just being polite.

Clarice nervoudly glances at the stable doors. “We can’'t stay long; Gannon is right;
the king is on the warpath, but | couldn’t let you go without wishing you happy
birthday,” Clarice says, placing the blue cupcake in my hand. She stabs a candle in it
and lights it with amatch, while | stare at the flickering flame.

This was never how | pictured my birthday to be, not that | ever saw myself actually
celebrating one, the one chance | might have had was now stolen from me once
again, yet this one hurts the most. Maybe because for a second, | thought it was going
to be agood day.

“Blow it out and make a wish,” Clarice says, and to humor her, | do. Abbie smiles
sadly and kisses my knee where she is crouched beside me, her green eyes filled with
tears.

“What did you wish for?’ Clarice asks, ateary smile on her face.

“1 wished to be free,” | whisper, and Abbie sobs.

“Don’'t,” she chokesthe word asif it strangles her. “Don’t say that,” Abbie cries.

“1 think it'sagood wish,” Clarice says, staring in confusion at Abbie.

“Not where we come from. The only freedom rogues get is in death,” Abbie chokes
out, and Clarice stares back at me, bewildered, before grabbing my face in her

shaking hands.

“You wish for anything but that. Do you hear me? | will not watch my queen die. |
have buried enough of them,” she chokes out before letting me go, then leaving out.



Abbie watches her go before gazing back at me.

“I wish | could stay to see you shift,” she says, and | nod, terrified of the thought of
shifting with no one here, in a stable of all places, surrounded by hay and horses. |
think | would have preferred being locked in my room at the orphanage, at least I'd
have had Abbie.

“It’s not too bad. We have slept in worse places,” Abbie says, glancing around, trying
to uplift my mood.

“I will speak to Beta Damian. Maybe he can convince the king to let me stay here
with you, or | can try to sneak down,” Abbie says, and | shake my head.

“No, stay in the castle; you don’t need to be punished, too,” | tell her. Abbie stares at
me confused, while chewing her lip.

She sighs heavily and glances around at the horses. “This isn’t how | pictured today
being,” she admits.

“Well, | never pictured making it to thisday at al,” | remind her and her eyes dart to
me.

“More than my life,” she whispers, and | swallow.

“Morethan my life,” | return to her, and she lets out a relieved breath.

“Abbie, love, you need to go,” Gannon tells her, and | see her cheeks turn a little
pink. | chuckle at Abbie, asilly smile on my lips. She doesn’t get flustered much, but

just that one endearing word sent her crimson. She nods before standing and kissing
my forehead.



“1 will try to come back. If | don't, | will tomorrow,” Abbie says, rushing back to the
door. She looks up at Gannon as she passes him.

“I won't leave her aone. Once she shifts, | will sneak her back into the castle,”
Gannon tells her before reaching for alock of her auburn hair. He twirls it around his
finger and then clears his throat before nodding and letting her rush off. | raise an
eyebrow at him.

“What, she's pretty,” Gannon says, shaking his head like he just got caught doing
something he shouldn’t.

“Yes, sheis,” | tell him with asmile, and he blushes dightly, clearing his throat.
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Chapter Three

T he stable door groans open, and our steps are hesitant, our shadows flitting against
the wooden walls of the stables when | find Ivy sitting on top of an old wine barrel
that has been turned upside down.

The room, dense with the smell of hay and horses, suddenly feels tighter, more
constricted when | see the saddened look on her face. They hadn’t told us what
happened, only that we could go spend a few minutes with her and wish her happy
birthday. I’'m so confused... | thought we were safe here.

Gannon, whose gaze remains hardened, acknowledges our presence with a brief nod.
He stands, his tall figure casting a long shadow, and murmurs a warning, “Don’'t be
long; | don’t want to be dragging you to the cells for disobeying the king.” His voice
is cold and filled with anger. | have never seen him look angry.

Clarice, her fingers trembling slightly, is the first to approach Ivy. She holds a frosted
cupcake as if it's a lifeline. Yet, it's Ivy’s gutted expression that draws me in. Her
ebony hair, usually vibrant and full of life, lies limp against her pale skin. Her
cerulean, blue eyes, usually shimmering with excitement at seeing me, are shadowed
with despair and confusion.

“You’'ve been baking,” Ivy asks me, and | glance down at my uniform.
Shaking my head, the weight of our predicament hits me anew. “No, | just spilled the

bag on the counter before I came down here. Clarice made a cake for you,” | admit,
my voice shaking. A cake, such a ssmple pleasure, feels out of place amidst the



pal pable tension.

It's not just the cake or the stable, it’s the unspoken reality that binds us. The chains
of servitude, of being mere pawns in akingdom that’s never truly been ours. But for a
split second, we both had hope we'd find home here. vy, despite being the king's
mate, is now condemned to these stables, away from the luxury of status she barely
had a chance to grasp. Now if a queen has been placed here, what chance do | have,
we have? We might have been better off with our fate decided by our old Alpha.

“Well, | had a cake made, but | couldn’t carry it down,” Clarice tells her sadly.

“You should have seen it, Ivy. Clarice did a good job. She spent al day making it.
It's so pretty, better than the ones we used to make at the orphanage, it...” | trail off
before frowning.

“You enjoy it then,” Ivy smiles encouragingly, but that wouldn’t be the same thing
without her, it was made for her.

“We can't stay long; Gannon is right; the king is on the warpath, but | couldn’t let
you go without wishing you happy birthday,” Clarice tells Ivy, placing the blue
cupcake in her hand. | stare at the flickering flame. Ivy’s longing gaze drifts toward
the blue cupcake as Clarice places a candle on it before lighting it, its tiny flame
flickering brightly.

“Blow it out and make a wish,” Clarice tells her. Ivy blows the candle out without
excitement or light in her eyes. | know she only does to please Clarice. | was so
excited to help Clarice, and it was al for nothing. | smile sadly and kiss her knee,
giving her hand a squeeze from where | sit beside her.

“What did you wish for?’ Clarice asks, ateary smile on her face.



“1 wished to be free,” Ivy tells her, and a choking whimper leaves my lips.

Such a simple wish, laden with so many complex emotions. The pain of our shared
history as dlaves, the injustice of it al, wells up. “Don’'t,” | choke out, tears
threatening hearing her speak those words.

“Don’'t say that,” | whisper. Anything but that, she can't wish for that. This was
supposed to be a fresh start.

“1 think it'sagood wish,” Clarice says, glancing at me, startled.

“Not where we come from. The only freedom rogues get is in death,” | tell her. |
knew precisely what Ivy meant by those words. Clarice stares at her, shocked before
grabbing her face in her hands.

“You wish for anything but that. Do you hear me? | will not watch my queen die. |
have buried enough of them,” Clarice says before stalking out. | watch her go before
turning back to lvy.

“l wish | could stay to see you shift,” | tell her, and she nods. Glancing around, | see
that this place is cold and lonely. Ivy stayed with me, not that she had a choice about
being locked in the room with me, but | at least still had her by my side. | wonder if
maybe | can convince Gannon to let me come down when her shift starts, so she
won't be alone.

“1t’ s not too bad. We have slept in worse places,” | tell her, glancing around, trying to
uplift her mood, but | might as well have been trying to grasp air with how useless
my attempts to cheer her up are. Maybe if | ask the king, he will allow it, or | could
deliberately get myself in trouble and hope he kicks me out here with her.

“I will speak to Beta Damian. Perhaps he can convince the king to let me stay here



with you,” | tell her, athough my chances of even getting close to the king's quarters
to ask Beta Damian are slim. Ivy shakes her head.

“No, stay in the castle; you don’t need to be punished, too,” she tells me.

“Abbie, love, you need to go,” Gannon calls out softly, and embarrassment courses
through me at his endearment, and | know my cheeks turn a little pink when Ivy
looks at me questionably.

Leaning forward, | kiss her forehead and cheek. | don't want to go. She doesn’t
deserve to be out here with farm animals, but | would rather not ruin my chances at
being allowed back.

“1 will try to come back. If |1 don’t, | will tomorrow,” | tell her, rushing back to the
door. | look up at Gannon as | pass him.

“I won't leave her aone. Once she shifts, | will sneak her back into the castle,”
Gannon tells me before reaching for alock of my auburn hair. He twirls it around his
finger and then clears his throat before nodding, and | rush out before he does
anything else that | would haveto explainto lvy.

Liam iswaiting for me when | return to the castle, and | head for the guards quarters,
hoping to find Damian to see if he will grant me permission to stay with Ivy for the
night. The thought of her shifting with no one but Gannon upsets me.

Climbing the stairs, it's not long before | hear Liam’s footsteps rushing to keep up
with me. Reaching the second-floor landing, | see Damian in the hall talking to one of
the guards before he turns and goes toward the king’'s chambers. Turning on my hesl,
| go to head down there, only for an arm to wrap around my waist and turn me in the
opposite direction.



“Uh ah, can't let you do that?,” Liam tells me, and | grit my teeth as he walks me
toward the guards' quarters.

| peer up over my shoulder at him as he keeps forcing me in the opposite direction.
“Then can you ask Damian if | can stay with Ivy?’ | ask him, and he sighs, steering
me down the next corridor.

“Gannon iswith her. She will befine,” he says, and | stop.

“Abbie?’ he says, and | shake my head, but he rolls his eyes, grips my wrist, and
drags me along with him. | try to pull out of his grip, only for it to tighten.

“Abbie, if you go barging in there, you will only make things worse. Leave it be and
trust that Gannon will look after her,” Liam scolds me as if | am some disobedient
child. Truth be told, | don’'t mind him. He seems okay, a little eccentric, but | know
he cares deeply for Gannon and, unfortunately, the king, who currently is on my hate
list.

“What if she gets cold down there?’ | wonder aloud.

“Gannon sent guards to get firewood. Dustin will take her blankets. For now, you
need to go to bed,” he says, stopping at my door. He opens it and motions for me to
go inside. “In ya go, don't make me tuck you in,” he warns me. Tears prick my eyes
as | step toward my door.

“And don’t think of trying to sneak out. Gannon asked me to watch you. | will be
right outside this door, Abbie. Trust me, you won't get far,” he tells me, and | glare at
him.

“But by all means try, | love me a game of cat and mouse, and | could use the
entertainment,” he chuckles, shutting the door, and | sigh, moving toward my bed.
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Chapter Four

A fter everyone leaves, I'm left alone inside the stables. My stomach sinks
somewhere deep. And without Abbie here to take my mind away from this life of
mine that always seems to fall on me in tatters. | feel nothing but grief. | grieve the
happiness | felt momentarily, only to lose it just as quickly as | found it.

Peering around, | notice this place feels lonelier than the orphanage, lonelier than
when | first came here, and was petrified about spending my first night away without
Abbie. Rubbing my arms, a cold settles into my bones, and | pick at the cupcake that
was brought down for me. | stare at the frosting, trying to imagine what the cake
would have looked like. Y et, doing that saddens me further, and | lose my appetite to
finishit.

Instead, | drag a bale of hay from one of the stalls when | hear the stable doors open.
“What are you doing?’ Dustin asks me, quickly rushing over to help me. “Where do
you want it?’

| point to the small fire, and he grabs it, placing it close but not too close that it risks
catching on fire. He steps aside, waiting for me to sit, but when | don’t, he watches
me as | try to break the thick strings holding it together. He sighs heavily, leaning
over me, and using his claws, he slices it. The strings fall away, and | grab a handful,
spreading it out on the floor to try to make a bed.

“This is some bullshit,” Dustin mutters, and | wonder if | am about to get in trouble
for ruining the bale that is obviously for the horses when he growls, shrugging off his
jacket and his shirt.



“What are you doing?’ | ask him when he grabs one of the horse blankets from the
wall, too. He lays the blanket on top of the hay before rolling his shirt into a pillow
for me. He then holds his jacket open for me. | step closer, and he slides it up one arm
before | dlip my other into the other hole.

“Unfortunately, | don’'t smell like the king. But it will keep you a little warmer,” he
tellsme.

“Now, | need to find another shirt, despite the king sending you here. He won’'t be
pleased to learn | am walking around barely clothed in front of you.” He smiles at me
sadly before turning.

“I will bring you back a blanket,” he says before strolling toward the doors and
leaving. A few moments after he leaves, Gannon enters, also stripping his jacket and
shirt off, and giving them to me. He nods once at me.

“Dustin will bring me another,” he tells me when | try to hand it back, already having
Dustin’s.

“Thank you,” | tell him and he leaves, shutting the door behind him.

Sinking down on my makeshift bed, | try to get comfortable while waiting to shift.
One part of me is curious about what my wolf form will look like, while another part
of me fears the pain of my first shift.

Yet as the night goes on, the flames in the fire flicker, | feel myself becoming
increasingly restless, my bones ache, my ass has gone numb from the hard floor.
Despite the hay, it does nothing more than give alittle cushioning.

Despite the pain in my body, every part of meisyearning for Kyson, yearning for his
touch, his scent through the bond. | sniff Dustin’s shirt, but it offers nothing more



than a little warmth. My legs, arms, and even my scalp all ache. How did Abbie
endure this torment before shifting, or is it merely the bond? Getting up and
stumbling toward the window, | see the moon is high in the sky already.

Shouldn’t | have shifted by now? The door opens and | see it's Gannon checking on
me. He cautiously steps into the stables, peering in al the stalls before spotting me in
the far one looking out the window.

He lets out a breath, worry crossing his features. “You sounded like you were in
pain,” hetells me, and my brows furrow. “Y ou haven't shifted yet?’ he seems just as
confused.

“Apparently, I'm adud in that department, too,” | tell him, and he swallows thickly.
“You're not a dud, Ivy. The king will come to his senses. Just come away from the
window. You're shivering,” he tells me, and | glance down to see my skin laced in

goosebumps. “Thereis still time for you to shift,” hetells me, glancing at his watch.

Gannon leads me back to the fire. When | sit back down in my straw bed, Gannon
stokes thefire. “I will grab you some more wood,” he tells me.

“He promised,” | whisper, thinking of when he said | wouldn’t have to do this alone.
Gannon stops, and | don’'t think he heard me when he turns to face me. He looks like

he wants to say something but then closes his mouth.

“1 didn’t think he’'d break a promise, but he's just like everyone else. | am still 1vy,
therogue girl. You. No one, | liked being someone,” | tell myself more than him.

“You're still my queen,” Gannon tells me, and | look at him sadly and smile.

“No, | am the daughter of the woman who kills queens,” | say, reminding him of how



unworthy | am. He presses hislipsin aline and glances away.

“You’re not your mother.”

“He doesn’'t seem to think so. Maybe this is payback for what she did? I'm her
punishment, but the goddess didn't need to punish Abbie alongside me all these
years,” | tell him.,

“The king will come to his senses. The guard won't allow you to remain down here
forever. It will drive us mad,” Gannon says.

“Why would you betray your king for alowly rogue?’ | chuckle.

“You stopped being rogue the day the king laid eyes on you. From that moment on,
you became our queen. You just didn't know it. As your guard, | promise | will not
let you rot here forever. Give him a few days to calm down; | am happy to remain
with you,” he tells me.

“And if he doesn’'t come to his senses?’

“Then the guard will challenge him for you,” he says without further explanation. He
then leaves to collect more wood.

As | dit here in the flickering light of the fire, my body continues to ache, and my
mind races. | can't help but wonder where Kyson is, and what he's doing. Is he
worried about me?

Suddenly, a sharp pain shoots through my body, and | let out alow growl as| feel my
bones begin to shift and change. It’'s unlike anything I’ ve ever felt before, and for a
moment, | fear that something has gone wrong. But then the pain begins to subside,
only to return with a vengeance, but no matter how many times the agony rolls



through me, | don’t shift.
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Chapter Five

G annon never returned all night. | waited for the mindlink to open and tell me she
has started shifting. Midnight has come and gone, and the sun rises. | get to my feet
and peer out toward the stables in the distance through my window. | see Gannon
standing out front, and what’s more, | notice Abbie rushing down the dirt path toward
the stables.

It angers me that Abbie would defy orders and go to her. | told everyone to steer clear
of the stables. She clearly has no issue disobeying what she has been told.

Opening the mindlink, I feel for Gannon’s tether when my door opens, and Damian
walks in, making me lose concentration. “She never shifted,” he says, anger still on
his face.

“1 figured that much out already,” | tell him, my tone clipped in warning. Damian
glances around the room and growls at the littering of bottles covering every surface.
He shakes his head before grabbing my bin.

“You're drunk and clearly haven't slept,” he snaps disapprovingly .

“1 was waiting for her to shift.” | fold my arms across my chest, feeling a headache
coming on. Must he be so loud?

“And the bottles?’ he asks, picking up an empty one and tossing it at the fireplace. It
shatters, making me growl. Yet, he doesn't seem bothered by my fury as he starts
tossing bottles in the trash. | hate it when he does this... cleans up after melikeI'm a



toddler.

“l don’t need your scolding, Damian,” | answer, stalking over to my bed and lying
down.

“She never shifted,” Damian states again.

“1 am aware.”

“Gannon said all night she was fretting, trying to nest with the damn horses. You are
delaying her,” Damian yells, his face turning red in his frustration.

“1 am doing no such thing; | had her put outside where the damn moon is, so don’t
blame me for her not shifting. She is probably the oddity that gets the traits but does
not shift.” | snarl back angrily.

Damian growls at my words. Though deep down, | know it is because of me. | could
feel her distress, but | just couldn’t bring myself to go to her.

“At least fucking heal her hand and stop being a jerk,” he snarls, storming off to my
closet. He comes out with some of my clothesin hisarms.

“We are moving her to the east wing, your old room. That’s where she will be when
you get over yourself.”

“1 don’'t want her in the castle,” | growl.

“Too bad. | am not having my queen in the fucking stables like some farm animal.
Y ou will regret how you are treating her, Kyson, so I’'m stepping in before you cause
irrevocable damage, if you haven't already,” Damian snaps before storming out and
slamming the door behind him.



| sigh and turn over, glaring at the picture of my sister on top of the bedside table
drawer.

Maybe he is right, and | am being irrational. However, | can’'t get the picture of her
mother out of my head, the state of my sister, the way her stomach was torn into, and
my nephew mutilated in her womb. That day didn’t just destroy me, it destroyed all
of us, yet everyone else seems to have forgotten the pain her mother caused us.

Feeling the mindlink stir, | let it open, briefly | believe it will be Damian or Gannon
wanting to scold me some more, so | am shocked when | learn it is Trey.

‘They found more bodies,” Trey says through the pack link.

‘Where? | ask him, needing a good distraction. Perhaps leaving this place will help
me clear my head and get myself back in order.

‘Two days from here,” he answers.

‘Get acar ready,’ | tell him.

Getting to my feet, | move to my closet and pull on some clothes. | change quickly,
stumbling around the room. Maybe | overdid it last night because now that | am up
and moving, | still feel hazy and tipsy. Striding out, Dustin stares vacantly ahead.
“When did you get here? Shouldn't you be down with...” | stop, not wanting to
mention her name.

“Gannon sent me up late last night,” he answers in a clipped tone. He, too, is mad at
me? |s anyone not mad at me?

“Fine, then tell Gannon and Damian to meet me at the cars. You are to remain with
me. Send Trey to watch over the mate for me,” | tell him. He nods, and | stumble



down the steps, trying to find my feet.

Dustin grips my arm as | lose my footing. “My King, | don’'t think Trey is a good
choice to watch the queen,” he says, and | glare at him. He drops his head, and |
notice him swallow.

“He is part of my guard; he will do the job he is asked,” | tell him, continuing down
the steps.

Losing my footing again, | stumble on the bottom step and nearly hit the ground.
Guards rush toward me when | collide with someone. They prevent my fall, and |
shake my head as | grip the person’s shoulder to remain steady.

“Areyou okay, My King?' Ester asks. | internally groan. Great. It's Ester. | wave the
other men off .

“Fine, just help me to my office.”

“Of course,” she says a little too willingly. | hold back my swear, letting her steer me
toward my office.

“1 will retrieve some water,” she says, and | wave her off.

“My King, | am not leaving my queen in the care of Trey,” Dustin states, more boldly
thistime, and | growl.

“Whatever. | don't care. Just leave me and tell Damian to get me when he is ready to
leave,” | snap at him, dismissing him and alowing Ester to continue steering me
toward my office. Once inside, | fall onto my chair behind my desk while Ester
lingers, and | close my eyes, trying to catch a little sleep before leaving, which no
doubt would be soon when the mindlink opens up.



‘Roads are closed over the bridge. We need to wait,” Damian tells me.

‘“Wake me when it opens,’ | tell him.

‘Yes, My King. What about [vy?

| press my lips together before sighing and pinching the bridge of my nose. * Put her
in my old quarters, ensure she has what she needs.’

‘She needs you, My King,” Damian tells me.

‘And | can’'t be near her right now,” | reply with a growl.

‘Kyson, if you leave, what will happen if she shifts?

“What do you expect meto do? | ask, sightly annoyed.

‘| expect you to stay.’

| growl. * We will talk about it when you wake me,” | tell him, cutting him off before
he can say more.

Forcing myself to my feet, | notice Ester is still there. “Leave, | want to rest.”

“I'll be outside if you need me,” she answers, and | wave her off as | stagger over to
my couch, falling heavily into it and welcoming oblivion when sleep finally takes me.

However, | toss and turn from the bond, calling me to go to her, her distress waking
me constantly. Trying to get comfortable, | block everyone out. Damian will find me
when it is time to leave, and eventualy, | slowly drift off. Though, | don’t remain
asleep for long when | feel someone touch me.



The feeling of someone tugging on my belt makes me stir and move in my sleep, only
to feel my zipper undone. | blink up at the ceiling, confused. Wondering if | dreamt it,
| close my eyes again before feeling a hand reach into my pants. | jump at the feel of
fingers wrapping around my cock, and | lurch upright, only to come face-to-face with
the intruder. A vile scent wafts into my nose.

“1 didn’t mean to startle you, My King,” Ester’s faux seductive voice reaches me like
someone isdrilling into my ears.

| instantly slap her hands away while barely containing my rage at her actions. | want
to slap her for daring to think she can touch me.

“What do you think you're doing?’ | growl at her before rubbing my eyes and
peering down at her. | blink again when | see she is naked, feeling like | must be

dreaming.

She leans forward, placing her hands on my knees, her tits squeezing together as she
smiles seductively.

“And where are your goddamn clothes?’ | ask her, averting my gaze to anything
apart from her. The woman's desperation repul ses me.

“Y ou were having trouble sleeping; | have been watching you. Let me help,” she says
while reaching down and tugging at my pants. | grip her hand and growl at her.

“l don’'t need your help, Ester; | suggest you leave while you still can,” | warn her.
She jerks her hand from my grip, and her eyes well with tears.

“My King?’ shecries.

“1 am not yours, nor will you ever be mine. Now get out before | have you whipped,”



| snarl at her.

“Oh, My King, you must be tired; it's me, Ester,” she says, now trying to climb onto
my lap. | grip her throat, disgusted that she even dared to think she could touch what
does not belong to her.

“|1 said get out; you are not Ivy. Y ou do not touch me,” | tell her before realizing what
| said. She stumbles backward when | let her go. | watch as she snatches up her
clothes before glaring at me. | growl at her, and she runs out the door, opening it just
as Damian is about to walk in.

Great!

“Have you completely lost your damn mind?’ Damian snarls, entering and slamming
the door behind him.

“1 woke up to her touching me,” | tell him, rubbing my eyes again.

“Please tell me you didn’t,” he snarls.

“What, of course not. What do you take me for?’ | demand, outraged that he would
assume | would cheat on my mate, no matter how disgraced sheis.

He sighs, and | re-button my pants before sniffing my clothes. Her stench is all over
me.

| tug my shirt off and tossit in the trash with a growl.

“1 want her away from my side of the castle. | don't want to see Ester’s face here
again.



“1 will have it arranged. What about what Dustin told us about her?’

| had completely forgotten about that.

“Good, banish her then.”

“My King, sheisalycan. Where would she go? We are the only Lycan pack left?’

“Then banish her from the castle,” | tell him. | may not be able to be near Ivy, but not
even | would do that to my mate. Cheating, in my eyes, is unforgivable.
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Chapter Six

| am up early before the sun has even risen fully. I am anxious and want to sneak
down and see lvy, so | can bring her something to eat. | wonder how her first shift
went. Getting dressed quickly in my maid’s uniform, | open the door to find Liam
standing next to my door, playing a game on his phone. His fingers jab hard at the
screen while he curses at it. He must be losing, | think, rolling my eyes.

Shaking my head, | step past him, and he follows with his head down, focused on his
game.

“Stupid game,” he growls as he follows me downstairs to the kitchens.

“What are you playing?’ | ask, not really caring, but if | have to listen to him curse
his phone out, it would be nice to know what he is cursing about. | wait for him to
answer as he starts stabbing his phone viciously with his finger.

“A cake-building game,” he tells me, and | pull a face at that. With the crazy finger
poking and cursing, | assumed he was playing some killing or shooting game ..

“A cake-building game, cake like you eat?’ | ask, wondering if it is code for
something else.

“Yep, making this stupid pink unicorn thing, but the sprinkles are going too fast, and
the placement is wrong. It deducted more damn points,” he snaps before looking at
me, and he grabs my arm, making me stop. He looks me over from head to toe, and |
step back from him, not liking how heis eyeing me.



“Have you got a phone?’ he asks, and | roll my eyes as | continue walking into the
kitchens. “Of course you don’t,” he mutters as | shake my head and step into the
kitchen. “Ah, she has one,” he states as he turnsto Clarice.

“Momsy, oh dear, Momsy?’ he calls in a sugary sweet voice as he moves toward
Clarice's station with a practiced, boyish energy. She lifts her gaze and raises an
eyebrow at him as he skips over to her.

“Yes, Liam?’ Clarice yawnstiredly, looking like she had no sleep at all.

He stops next to her bench, drops an elbow onto it, and places his chin on his hand,
batting his lashes at her.

“Can | borrow your phone?’ he asks, and she sighs, giving him a pointed |ook.

“What' s wrong with yours?’ she asks, pointing to it in his hand.

“Nothing, but | need to download a game on yours so that you can send me your
coins.”

“You want my phone for agame?’ she repeats, pulling it from her apron pocket. She
eyes him suspiciously while he giggles like a schoolgirl. She hands it to him, and he

lightsup asif all his Christmases come at once.

“You better not be using it for porn like last time. Damn near gave me a heart attack
when | opened my browser to see what you’' reinto,” she scolds.

“lI promise.” He offers her his pinky. She smiles and chuckles before grabbing his
face and squeezing his cheeks, making him have fish lips.

“I’m serious, | want my phone back.”



He wiggles his squashed lips at her, and she laughs, letting him go. “I am just
downloading a game so that | can send myself some sprinkles,” Liam tells her,
unlocking her phone as if he had done it a million times before. Clarice raises an
eyebrow at him.

“Sprinkles?” she asks him, and he nods, focused on her phone. Clarice looks at me,
and | shrug. It is so weird seeing how carefree she is with Liam like he is her ray of
sunshine. She messes his hair lovingly, returning to her duties.

Liam sits on a stool by the counter, and | set to work making Ivy and Gannon some
breakfast so that | can take it down to them. It is the perfect excuse to go there. The
king surely doesn’'t intend for her to starve.

When | am done, Clarice finds me a picnic basket, and | leave Liam with Clarice,
rushing out the doors toward the main foyer area to see a commotion.

A loud roar rings out from down the corridor, and | see Ester running stark naked
from the king's office. My stomach sinks as she rushes toward me, clutching her
clothes in her hands, just as Damian steps out from the stairwell further up. He grabs
Ester by the arm and shakes the woman with a sneer on his face.

His eyes run up the length of her, making him growl loudly at her state of undress. He
shoves her away before both his hands hit the door of the king's office. He then slams
the door shut with aloud bang. | gasp as Ester runs out the castle doors. And | turn to
find Dustin glaring toward the doors she ran through, along with half the kitchen staff
who have rushed out to see what the commotionis.

“He wouldn’'t have, would he? Ivy, she's...” | stutter, tears burning my eyes on
behalf of my best friend. Surely, the king didn’t kick his mate out to be with the likes
of her. If he has done so, then boy have | migudged the king. Dustin growls before
storming off, and | turn to find Clarice with a murderous glare on her face.



She presses her lips in a line before her eyes go to mine. They soften a little before
she gasps. “Come on, you go down there like that, and vy will know something is
wrong,” shetellsme. | peer down at the picnic basket in my hands, and nod.

Ivy is hurting enough, and she can read me like a book. It will only hurt her more if |
go down there crying about what | saw. Plus, I'm sure she'll find a way to make me
tell her. So reluctantly, | follow Clarice, knowing sheisright.

Liam is waiting by the kitchen doors when she walks toward them, and Clarice stops
beside him.

“Find out what happened for me; | swear if the king...” she doesn't finish. “He did,
and | will whip him myself,” she growls, striding past him. Liam watches her go
before gripping my shoulder when | go to pass him.

“Chin up, love. | know the king. He is being a dickhead, but he isn’'t unfaithful. It is
nearly impossible for one to cheat on their mate. At least for us Lycans, anyway,” he

tells me before strolling off toward the guards at the end of the hall.

Stepping into the kitchen, | find the staff are all murmuring about the king. | listen,
trying to calm my racing heart.

“She is aways al over him, though | thought he learned after the last time,” a cook
named Sheri tells Amanda, who sighs heavily.

“Enough, ladies, we will find out. You know the king is on edge after the news he
received last night,” Clarice says, cutting the ladies off.

“What news?’ | ask Clarice curioudly, but it is Sheri who answers.

“ Another family was found, and more children by the river,” she explains with agrim



expression on her face.

“How old were they?’ | ask, horrified that more rogues were killed.

“A few around our queen’s age, and some young ones, about five or six years old,
and an elderly woman,” Clarice answers before she sniffles.
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Chapter Seven

“ W hat awaste of life,” Clarice states. Silence falls over the room, and | am shocked
to see so much heartache on the woman'’s face. They are Lycans, yet they mourn for
those killed by the hunters, despite them only being lowly rogues and werewolves.
Growing up, lvy and | were constantly reminded of what scum we were for being
rogue. Werewolves hate rogues. Yet here, everyone considers us as people, not the
dirt beneath their toes. It is odd and hard to get used to, and | am sureif | will ever get
used to it. But Lycans don’t seem to be prejudiced against our kind.

Everyone turns back to their tasks and Liam returns moments later. Clarice peers up
at him. Everyone stops what they are doing, waiting for him to answer the unspoken
guestion from Clarice.

“The king woke up to Ester touching him. He tossed her out and had Damian order
her off the castle grounds,” he says, and Clarice lets out a breath. The tension in the
room dissipates significantly at his answer. Clarice nods while Liam climbs up on the
counter beside me, helping himself to some fruit salad Clarice is making. She slaps
his digging fingers only for him to pout at her, and she clicks her tongue before
relenting and giving him the bowl of fruit.

“l didn’'t think he would, but with how drunk he was, you can never be certain,” she
says, looking relieved as she eyes Liam devouring the freshly cut fruit salad.

He watches eagerly as she retrieves another bowl and starts making more, and | turn
my attention back to Clarice. He stole one of her puddings earlier, yet she didn’t seem
bothered by Liam. They actually seem quite close and Clarice obviously adores the



psycho.

“He'd have copped a beat down if he had by not only me, but | think the entire
guard,” Liam chuckles.

“You'dreally fight the king?’ | ask, shocked. Liam raises an eyebrow at me.

“We'd lay our lives down for our queen. And that is what Ivy is, even if dumbass
doesn’t see that at the moment,” he explains.

“You al really care for vy, don't you?' | blurt, shocked at their disgust of their
king's hypothetical infidelity. | certainly didn’t think they would care since he is a
king and can technically do as he pleases.

“This castle has been the prison of the king's depression for far too long. Since he
found Ivy, we can all suddenly breathe. No one wants to go back to the way things
were,” Clarice tells me.

“Plus, none of us want to hurt him. He is a good king; despite current behavior, he is
a good man just troubled by the demons that lurk in him,” Clarice adds before telling
the servantsto tend to their chores. They all rush off.

“What do you mean none of you want to hurt him?’ | ask. Could they really hurt the
king?

“Some of us have a blood pact for our future queen. If he were to physically hurt her
or try to kill her, we would have no choice,” Liam says behind me, and | peer over
my shoulder at him. He shrugs, yet till, | am confused. It is Clarice who answers,
causing me to turn around and face her.

“The King's Guard was originally made of twelve men. After his sister died, we lost



afew guards, but those who remained and some of the staff were tied by a pact. The
king asked usto swear to protect his future queen no matter the cost, even his over his
life,” Clarice explains.

“That was the worst week of my life,” Liam growls, and whatever happened back
then, | can see haunts him just as much.

“But | would do it again,” Clarice shrugs.

“You're part of the guard’s pact?’ | asked her.

She nods. “I am one of the few servants herewho is.”

“Yeah, aweek full of the king forcing his blood down our throats and us breaking his
command,” Liam explains.

“Huh?’

“For the pact to work, the king can’t be able to command us to harm his queen. It'sa
safety thing. When it comes to the king, she is the only one we can override his
command on. He could tell us to kill her, but we would do the opposite. We would
kill the king for her,” Clarice answers.

“But | have seen him command his guard before,” | answer.

“It only worksif he asks usto threaten her life. We can’t. The king can still command
us, though it is more painful when he does. We can resist it to a degree, but if he
pushes us too hard, we would relent.”

“Unlessit comesto the queen,” Liam says. “That bond can’t be broken.”



“l still don’'t understand,” | admit. Though | didn't know much about Lycans so
maybe that is why.

“The king’ s blood is infused by witch magic,” Liam shrugs.

“Witches still exist?’ | ask, alittle shocked.

“Yes, of course, just not in plain sight,” Liam answers.

“S0 no matter what, you will keep Ivy safe even from the king?’

“Yes, assuming he doesn’t kill usto get to her,” Clarice answers.

“So you and twelve guards?’

“It was twelve; some have lost their lives since the pact,” Clarice states .

“Who's left?”’

“Mysdlf, Liam, Dustin, Damian, and of course, Gannon. A couple of others, but we
are the main ones you will find guarding the queen,” Clarice answers.

Clarice picks up atray and turns to me. “Now lvy must be starving, so we better get
you on your way to her,” she says, repacking and checking the picnic basket. “Also,
Abbie, | need to send you to town a little later, we have guests coming this
afternoon.”

“Who?’ | ask.

“Alpha Kade, one of the packs with allegiance to the king. He is helping with the
rogue childrens’ deaths.”



| nod, wondering If Gannon can come since | still can’'t read. Chewing my lip, | am
about to tell her that is why Gannon came with me.

Seeming to understand my pause, she adds, “| have aready called ahead. You just
need to pick up the order. Though I am a little upset, you didn’t tell me you can’t
read,” Clarice says, and | stare at the floor.

“Had to find out from Damian when he told me the queen couldn’t,” she says with a
shake of her head. “Now come on, let’'s get a wriggle on,” Clarice says moving
toward the door.
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Chapter Eight

M y night in the stables was horrendous, and the following morning | wake in the
makeshift den | had built. It became obvious | wouldn’t be shifting. Gannon tried to
tell me it was because | was fretting for my mate. It made no sense to me. | had just
seen him the day before, even if only briefly, but it was enough for him to rip my
heart out.

| would have preferred that, because last night was one of the worst nights | have
endured. More so than when he was gone because | knew he was here, he was just
out of my reach.

The king didn’t even come down when | should have shifted last night, not that | did,
but he had promised. For some reason, | thought he would keep it, though it wasn’t
the first and probably wouldn’t be the last promise he' d break.

The fact that | can’t shift is just something else for him to hate me for. He has a dud
for amate. It's bad enough | am atraitor in his eyes, yet the Moon Goddess had to do

one better and make me afailure.

“lvy, Abbie will be here soon with breakfast. Do you want to shower?’ Gannon asks
me and | peer up a him from where | sit in the hay.

“Am | alowed?’ | ask him and he purses his lips. | smell terrible, having slept in a
stable with the horses.

“I"ll sneak you into the maid’s quarters,” Gannon tells me. “You can shower in my



room.” He holds his hand out to me, and hesitantly, | take it. He pulls me to my feet,
and | dust off my clothes which are filthy.

Gannon leads me up to the castle, but instead of going through the main doors, he
leads me around the side to where the doors lead into the huge ballroom. Grabbing
my hand, he pulls me aong, leading me through the halls, then stops at a door. He
pushes it open and looks around inside.

Once he is sure no one is in there, he motions for me to enter. Only before | can, |
hear the King's voice and freeze. My heart races when | hear his growl up the long
corridor. Instinctively, | turn to find him storming toward me, and | am about to run
when his aurarolls over me and pins me where | stand.

“You are not welcome in here,” he snarls, and my eyes drop to the floor. My breath
comes in small rasps, while my chest constricts, and sweat beads on my neck. His
footsteps grow nearer when suddenly Gannon steps out of the bathroom directly into
his path.

“What is the issue, My King?" Gannon asks, his body stands like a wall between us,
and Kyson drops the command his aura had over me. | stumble forward into
Gannon’s back, his hand gripping my hip to steady me, only for Kyson's snarl to
echo off the glass windows and throughout the corridor.

Gannon pushes me behind him, and | clutch the back of his shirt to remain upright
while | regather myself. “Did you expect me to let her fall, My King? If you don’t
want me touching what’s yours, maybe you shouldn’t have discarded her so easily,”
Gannon snaps at him, making my brows furrow.

Peering around Gannon, | see that King Kyson has a hold of Gannon forearm, the
same arm Gannon used when he pushed me behind him. “Why is she in here, she is
forbidden from stepping inside the castle walls,” Kyson sneers and his eyes move to



me peeking out from behind Gannon. Then his gaze darts to my hand clutching
Gannon'’s shirt and | notice his claws dlip from his fingertips, making me gasp.

| let his shirt go quickly, not wanting to anger him more, yet why would he be upset
with me touching one of his guards when he doesn’t want me?

“ She wants to shower,” Gannon snaps at him.

“1 don’'t care what she wants, now get her out of my castle!” Kyson yells, making me
flinch.

“Well, didn't you wake up on the wrong side of the bed,” comes Liam’s voice.
Peering under Gannon’s arm, | notice Liam and Damian have come up behind Kyson.

Kyson glances back at them and growls. “ Get her out, she is not welcome here.”

“Exactly where is she supposed to wash then, My King, because last | checked there
are no bathrooms outside.”

“In atrough for al | care,” he snarls. Tears spring in my eyes at his words and silence
fals, yet that silence is amost deafening as they stare at him. “Fine, you won't
remove her, | will,” Kyson threatens.

“One step, My King, and you'll find my blade in your back,” Liam threatens,
emerging from out of the darkness. | gulp, noticing Liam now has a knife which he
twists between his fingers. Kyson grits his teeth and turns toward him, within seconds
Liam is against the wall, the King’s hand wrapped around his throat, but Liam smiles
sadistically. There is seriously something wrong with that man to challenge the king
so openly and enjoy it in the process.

“Y ou dare threaten me?”



“It wasn't athreat, My King, | warned you,” Liam tells him, and | see Kyson’s brows
furrow. Y et when Kyson straightens, | notice the knife in his shoulder blade. My eyes
widen in horror at what Liam has done.

Kyson, noticing it, pullsit out. “Seems |I'm faster,” Liam tells him. Kyson presses the
blade to his throat.

“1 should kill you for that,” Kyson tells him, a shade of red slowly creeping all over
his face.

“But you won't. You don’t want to hurt her, Kyson, you know that, just as you don’t
want to hurt me,” Liam tells him.

“Have you forgotten who she has taken from us all!”

“lvy has taken nothing. And the sooner you see that, the sooner you can move on
from this. You can't keep punishing her for something that wasn't her fault,”
Damian’s voice cutsin, and Kyson spins to face him.

Kyson's eyes flick to Damian and then to me, and | feel a sickening fear in the pit of
my stomach as he takes a step toward me. Gannon steps forward again, shielding me
from Kyson's wrath. “You need to leave, My King. Now is not the time,” Gannon
tellshim firmly.

Kyson's eyes narrow and for a moment, | think he is going to attack us all when |
speak up. “It'sfine, | will go,” | tell Gannon.
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Chapter Nine

“ 1 vy?’ says Gannon, turning to grab me. But | quickly rush off the way we came in.
| don’t want anyone getting hurt over me having a shower. It’s fine, | can wash in the
lake. At least then, | won't have to worry about him storming in and dragging me out
by my hair.

“lvy, wait,” Damian calls out behind me. | ignore him and rush out the doors before
Kyson can witness how much he hurt me. As I’'m trudging back down the path
toward the stables, | hear Abbie call out to me. Peering over my shoulder, | see Abbie
carrying apicnic basket.

“Hey, what’ s happened?’ she asks, taking in my tear -stricken face.

“Nothing, I'm fine. | just ran into Kyson is al,” | tell her, and she stops, staring up
toward the castle where | see Kyson still arguing with Damian and Gannon.

“Come on, | have food. Are you hungry?’ she asks and the moment she mentions
eating, my belly rumbles. She chuckles, looping her arm through mine and leading
me toward the pier that overlooks the lake.

Abbie sits with me on the pier that alows us to walk out across the man-made lake
that isin front of the stables. She has brought me over here to have breakfast, though
| have no appetite and can’t bring myself to eat. Although we do find peace in the
morning sun and enjoy the rays heating my cold skin. | can feel the cold all over,
deep into my bones.



It is like | have never known warmth and won’t again. The ache is horrible. Abbie
tries to cheer me up. She tells me of everything that had happened in the castle last
night. Though it mainly falls on deaf ears, my thoughts fixating on how Kyson glared
at mein the corridor.

Apparently, she heard word from one guard that more children were found in
riverbeds in neighboring towns. She also said all night, the castle was on edge and
that the king had been insufferable. He even attacked two of the night guards. | stare
longingly at the castle, knowing he is there. Despite him just casting me back out
moments ago, | still long to be close to him. He is close, yet so far away, too. Pulling
my gaze from the castle and silencing my thoughts, Abbie moves closer to the edge
of the pier, and | grip her arm.

“Abbie!” | hiss as she tosses her legs over the side and into the water,

“Gannon is right there,” she points him out, and | notice he has returned from arguing
with Kyson, and | let her go with a sigh. | know he won't let her drown, but fear still
bubbles in me. Abbie continues dangling her feet over the edge. But | am not daring
enough.

| can’t even see the bottom of the still lake. It must be quite deep. Her being so close
to the edge makes my nauseous stomach worse. If shefalsin, | would be of no use to
her and would drown myself trying to save her. However, Abbieisright, and | know
| am being foolish. Gannon won't let her drown if she fallsin. He would come to her
ad.

“1 have to head back soon. | have to go into town for Clarice to grab some supplies,”
Abbie says. My eyes blur with more tears at hearing she will have to leave me,

knowing | will be on my own all day, but | nod sadly, knowing it can’t be helped.

Honestly, with the way Kyson acted earlier, | am surprised he let her come see me.



Now | will have to go back to my prison, stuck in the stables where he placed me.

Abbie pulls her lip between her teeth and clutches my fingers gently. “Maybe | can
ask if you can come?’ she says, hopefully. | know it will never be allowed. However,
| never have a chance to answer when | hear screaming coming from the castle's
direction.

My head whips toward the direction of the feminine screams, and | see Ester
thrashing and screaming her head off while two guards drag her across the manicured
lawns. Abbie stands, and Gannon turns to peer up the hill in the castle’ s direction.

“Ha, serves her right,” Abbie chuffs, and | stare at her from where | sit, wondering
what happened to Ester that she is being escorted out.

“What did she do?’ | ask curiously. Abbie turns and glances down at me and gasps
before her head turns to Ester, still thrashing as they lead her toward the front of the
castle, toward the enormous iron gates.

“1 worry that it may upset you, but nothing happened. The king woke up before she
could do anything,” Abbie tells me as she stares down at her hands, picking at her
nails.

“Before she did what?’ | ask, suddenly feeling sick. Especially knowing she had been
with Kyson in the past and clearly has a thing for him still. Despite what everyone
said about him looking for a replacement maid before | arrived, the thought still
makes my stomach turn. | must admit it has crossed my mind who he would replace
me with in his quarters. The thought sickens me.

“The king woke early this morning in his office to Ester fondling him,” Abbie says,
and | fedl like | will be sick at her words. Bile burns my throat as my heart aches. A
whimper leaves my lips before | can stop it as | think of her touching him. Panic



bubbles within me, and | feel like | am choking. My ability to breathe is suddenly cut
off as my bond screams out for him.

“Hey, hey. Nothing happened, | promise. | heard the guard talking this morning.
When he woke, he was livid and tossed her out. He then banished her from the castle,
so | guess they finaly found her. He did nothing with her, lvy. | promise you, he
never touched her,” she says, clutching my face in her hands.

“That’s it. Breathe, Ivy. He didn’'t betray you,” Abbie whispers as | try to stop my
panic attack. She wipes my tears. | feel so stupid, so weak. How can a bond have
such an effect especialy after he threw me out? | hoped it would lessen, yet it's only
growing stronger.

“S0, he didn’'t sleep with her?” | ask, letting out a breath finally.

“No, apparently, she ran naked from his office crying like her bum was on fire,”
Abbie snickers.

| can’t find the humor in her words. The thought of her being near him so intimately
sends a sharp pain through my chest. However, it is odd because | also feel bad for
her, knowing exactly what it’s like to be tossed away like trash by him. | guess Ester
and | have that in common.

Then again, | never find pleasure in another’s pain, even if it isjustified. | guessit's
because I’ ve known so much pain myself, | wouldn’t wish it on anybody else. Abbie
Is about to say something when a whistle catches our attention. Abbie and | glance up
toward the hill, and we see Clarice wave to us. Abbie gets up, and | know it is time
for her to go, but that doesn’t stop the tears knowing | am now alone, just me and the
horses.

“1 gotta go, but | will try to visit you later,” Abbie says, briefly hugging me before



rushing off back down the wharf. | follow, watching as she runs past Gannon and up
the hill to Clarice. Damian is coming down the small path leading toward the stables.
As | reach the stable doors, | wait for him.

“Sorry about this morning, Beta,” | tell him, baring my neck to him .

“You don't do that for me, Ivy. You're my superior, not the other way around,”

Damian tells me.

| shake my head. “A superior who is in the stables because her king can’t bear the
sight of her,” I tell him, and Gannon wanders over. Damian looks away and clicks his
tongue before he clenches his jaw.

“Hewill get over it, Ivy; he just needstime,” Damian says with a swift nod.

| doubt it.
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Chapter Ten

A fter my heartbreaking visit with Ivy, | leave to grab the few groceries Clarice has
ordered from the grocer. It's a beautiful day as | go over the mental list of chores |
still need to complete before the guest Alpha arrives. As | walk toward the main
gates, | notice the king talking to a man whose back isto me. But as the breeze shifts,
every muscle in my body tenses, and | find myself unable to move. My body goes
into some sort of shock.

“Abbie, are you okay?’ Liam’s voice reaches my ears, yet | still can’t bring myself to
move. My heart leaps in my chest when his hands gripping my arms jolt me out of the
odd state | am in. Liam turnsme so | face him.

But my eyes automatically go to the stranger standing with the king. His suit isalight
gray, his jacket open, and he has his hands in his pants pockets. My eyes roam over
his body. The white shirt he wears fits his body in away that | can see the outline of
his abs pressing tight beneath it.

When his eyes meet mine, he appears curious. “Abbie?’ Liam’'s voice says, and |
notice the man’s eyes go to Liam'’s hands gripping my arms. His lips move in a way
that tells me he doesn’t like Liam touching me. | shake my head, coming out of my
daze and stare at Liam, who stares back worriedly at me. He glances over his
shoulder at the man the king is with.

“Sorry, | forgot what | was doing,” | tell Liam before quickly rushing out the gates
while every part of me screams | should be running toward that mysterious man...
toward... | gulp... my mate ... not away from him. He makes no move to stop me,



and once | am trudging down the road, | shake my head, thinking | must have
imagined the feeling | had heard about for so long. | make my way into town, but that
nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach never dwindles. If anything, it only gets
worse. | had always heard when you laid eyes on your mate, you just knew. And in
that crazy moment, it felt like | just knew. As the time passes, it feels harder and
harder to conjure up theinitial feeling. All I know is something is off.

The entire walk is adaze. Even after | retrieve the goods I’ m sent for, | step out of the
shop, having no memory of even entering. I’'m on autopilot, my mind consumed with
the man back at the castle. So consumed, | don’t even notice he has followed me to
the small town until | walk right into him.

“You didn't stick around to introduce yourself, a little rude, don’t you think, little
mate?’ before the deep voice comes as his hands dlide up my bare arms, leaving
tingles from his touch.

| take a startled step back, and he puts up his hands in what | assume is supposed to
be an apologetic gesture. “Your nameis Abbie, isn't it?’ he asks.

| say nothing. Despite him clearly being my mate, he's still a stranger, though every
fiber of my being calls for me to go to him, submit to him.

He glances around, and | follow suit. No one is around, which only makes me more
nervous in his presence. “Liam told me your name. No need to be scared. | won't hurt
you, love,” he tells me. But my brain doesn’t seem to be able to function, and he
sighsloudly. “I’'m Alpha Kade, but you can call me Kade.”

“Nice to meet you,” | tell him, trying to step around him, knowing no Alpha would
want arogue for a mate. His auraisn't as strong as Gannon’s or anyone else I’ ve met
here, so | know he is a werewolf, yet there’ s power behind it that tellsme I’m right in
thinking that. He sidesteps, blocking my path again.



“Trying to escape me, are you? | don't mind a good chase, though | would rather not
cause a scene here,” he tells me, making me stare up at him. He catches my chin
between his fingers, forcing me to meet his gaze. His eyes flicker, and | watch his
tongue dart out between hislips as he looks at me.

“You realize who | am to you?’ he asks; histone is curious, as if probing to see how
much | know.

“You're my mate,” | whisper, bracing for his rgjection so | can go about my day. He
chuckles softly, leaning down, so close his lips are almost brushing mine.

“Hm, if you know, then why are you trying to run from me?’ he asks.

| blink at him, and my brows furrow at his words. “I’'m not; | am...” | stop myself,
realizing that’s exactly what | am trying to do. He raises an eyebrow at me, his thumb
brushing over my bottom lip.

“Good, | am a busy man and don’'t have time for silly games of hide and seek. So,
shall we?’ he asks, letting me go and motioning toward his car. | glance down at my
bags in my hands, knowing Clarice needs them for dinner tonight.

“I’ll return you to the castle after lunch. The king has already okayed it,” hetells me.

“You told the king who | am to you?’ | ask. He nods, reaching for the bags | grip, so
tightly my knuckles are straining against my skin.

“Of course. Now come on, there's a café down the road,” he tells me, and a giddy
feeling rises in my stomach. My mate wants me? He wants to keep me? He's not
regjecting me! | thought for sure when he said nothing, that meant he was going to
reject me.



Chewing my lip nervously, | glance at his car. It's sleek and modern. He opens the
door and motions for me to climb in. My mother would have scolded me for getting
in a car with a stranger, but mom always said mates were our biggest blessing. They
would love us unconditionally and never leave us. When | was younger, | craved to
have a relationship like my mother and father had. Though, over the years, | never
thought it would be a possibility for me. No one would want a broken rogue for a
mate.

Mom’s words flit through my head, a vague memory | hold. “If you find your mate,
and | hope you do one day, it will be the most magical experience of your life. You'll
know instantly they are yours, and you are theirs. It's alove that compares to nothing
else,” she told me, and as | stare at him, | wonder if 1 will have that with this man.
Mrs. Daley aways told us we would never have a mate, that we were unlovable and
vile. Hearing that enough over the years, | started to believe her. Yet as Kade waits
patiently for me to climb into his car, | wonder if Mrs. Daley had it al wrong.

“1 mean you no harm. Don’t you feel the pull?’ he asks, and | nod.

“You're not thinking of rejecting me, are you, Abbie? Y ou wouldn’t shun the Moon
Goddess in such away, would you?’ Kade asks.

“No, of course not. | just didn’t expect you to want me back,” | answer honestly.

“Of course | want you. You're my mate. Now, who doesn't want their mate?’ he
asks, and my cheeks heat at his words.

“So, shall we?’ he asks again, motioning toward his car. A giddy feeling bubbles up
within me, and | nod, climbing into the car. He leans over me, plugging in my
seatbelt before pausing as he steps away. His hand cups my cheek, his thumb
brushing below my eye gently.



“You are a pretty one,” he murmurs, and tingles rush across my face, his scent
inviting. | can’'t help myself as | inhale deeply, his scent strong, like peppermint and
white chocolate. Kade chuckles softly.

“Good to see the feeling reciprocated,” he whispers, his eyes sparkling as they go to
my lips. He then clears his throat, letting me go and shaking his head as he shuts my
door.
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Chapter Eleven

A s we drive, Kade turns on some music, and his relaxed demeanor starts to soothe
my nerves. | can’'t help but steal glances at him, taking in his strong features and the
way his muscles subtly shift under his shirt as he drives. We arrive at the café, and
Kade guides me inside, his arm casually draped over my shoulders, leading me to a
table.

We sit across from each other, and Kade orders us both coffee and sandwiches. He
maintains eye contact with me, creating an intense atmosphere that makes the air
between us heavy. It feelslike he's studying me.

“Tell me about yourself,” Kade says, breaking the silence.

“I'mjust arogue,” | reply softly, feeling a bit out of my depth.

“Come on now, Abbie. There must be more to you than that,” he presses, his gaze
piercing. | shift uncomfortably in my chair, not used to talking about myself. Sensing
my reluctance, Kade decides to talk about himself instead, which relieves me.

“You know, my pack is lovely,” Kade begins, a hint of pride in his voice. “They are
going to be so excited when | bring you home. You'll love the pack house, it's
beautiful.”

“Y ou want me to leave with you?’ | ask, surprised.

“Of course, you're my mate. We are supposed to be together. Y ou wouldn’t turn your



back on what the Moon Goddess wants, would you?’
| shake my head, but my thoughts instantly turn to Ivy. | have never been without her.
Although he is my mate, he'll look after me, and | won’t have to be a maid, but what

will become of Ivy?

“Once | have you home, and we complete the mating ceremony, and | mark you, then
I’ [l introduce you to the pack,” Kade adds.

“Mating ceremony?’ | ask nervously.

“Of course, why isthat anissue?’ heinquires, his eyes narrowing slightly.

| say nothing, the idea giving me a mix of emotions—none of them are good.

“S0 once you' re back, you should pack what things you need because once | am done
hel ping the king, we'll be leaving.”

“1 don’'t know if | can go, that isup to the king,” | tell him.

“Nonsense, don’t worry, | will handle the king. Besides, it's the law; he can't stop
you. Mate bonds are protected,” Kade assures me, his tone confident, dismissive of
my concerns.

But the thought of leaving Ivy behind weighs heavily on me. I’ ve never been without
her, and the idea of leaving her feels like abandoning a part of myself.

It's just about dark by the time | return to the castle. Kade drops me at the front gate
and | can’'t wipe the smile off my face. My mate wants me, and he seems nice. He
tells me all about his pack and the packhouse, about duties | am expected to perform
as hisLuna. It's nice, though | am still alittle wary. | wait for the other shoe to drop,



keeping an eye out for the rejection, but it never comes.

Easing through the gates, | nearly jump out of my skin when Liam moves off the wall
beside the iron gates.

“Gannon has been looking for you,” he states, and | swallow nervously. While with
Kade, | completely forgot about Gannon for those few hours. Guilt swamps me and

my heart beats faster.

“You need to tell him, Abbie,” Liam tells me. | say nothing because | don’'t know
what to say. | never thought | would be put in a position where | have to choose.

“Are you going to reject Kade or turn Gannon away?’ he asks, stepping closer, and
for the first time since meeting Liam, | take a step back from him. He doesn’t look
happy with me, and his entire demeanor is off. He looks like the callous killer | have
heard rumors of.

“He'smy mate, Liam,” | answer softly.

“Yes, but you're a werewolf, you can reject your mates,” he says. My brows furrow
in confusion at his words.

“You want me to regject my mate?’ | ask him, knowing doing that would be shunning
the Moon Goddess for the gift she gave me.

“Kade is not a good man, Abbie.” He doesn’t elaborate further. Instead, he turns on
his heel and walks off before calling over his shoulder.

“You need to tell Gannon, if you don't, | will,” Liam states, not bothering to stop.

“Wait,” | call out to him while chasing after him. He slows but doesn’'t stop as he



walks through the double doors.

“You can't tell him. | barely know the man. Y ou're acting like I am about to run off
with him,” | snap, annoyed at the accusation in his tone. Liam turns on me instantly,
and | back up at the murderous look he gives me. My back hits the stone wall, and |
gasp at his closeness.

“That is exactly what you will do. You will run off with your piece of shit mate and
forget him. Just like she did. Then | will be left to pick up the pieces,” Liam snarls.

“He's my mate,” | whisper, suddenly feeling tiny next to this man with the way he
has me trapped and cornered. Everything he's saying goes against everything I've
ever learned about mates. We are supposed to be with our mates, not reject them. He
reaches a hand up and | flinch, but he only twirls alock of my hair around his finger.

“Gannon loves you. Kade doesn’t. That man isn’t capable of love. | guess you'll find
that out the hard way,” he whispers before letting go and stepping back.

“What's that supposed to mean, Liam!” | growl. He glares at my tone. | didn’t mean
for it to come out the way it did, but it’ stoo late to take it back.

| like Liam... but | don’'t exactly trust his character analysis of other people given his
own rather sociopathic tendencies. Maybe he's just saying all of thisto mess with me.

“Do the right thing, Abbie. You need to tell him. If you don’'t and | have to, | will
skin your mate alive and make you watch. If you want to be with your mate, fine. But
don’t lead Gannon aong. You hurt him like she did? Not even Gannon will be able to
save you from me,” he says, his tone of voice turning darker along with his eyes.
Tears prick the corners of my eyes at hiswords.

What is he talking about? Who is ‘she’? | don't want to hurt Gannon. I'm



overwhelmed by my own thoughts.

“I don’t want to hurt Gannon,” | tell him.

“Then you'll tell him or reject your mate. If you want to be with that twat, Gannon
will understand. But if he finds out because he caught you or | had to tell him, it will
destroy him. But know this, Abbie. Just like you and Ivy are forever bound together,
so are Gannon and me. Nothing will come between us,” he says while stepping
toward me again.

His canines dlip out, and his claws extend from his fingertips as he grabs my face. His
thumb brushes over my cheek, and | swallow, feeling more like prey than | ever have
inmy life.

“You hurt him, and he may forgive you,” he tells me while his hand moves to my
throat, his fingers wrap around my throat, his claws grazing the back of my neck and
making my skin prickle with goosebumps as he leans in so close his stubble brushes
my cheek .

“But | won't. And | am not the sort of man you want to make an enemy of,” he
whispers next to my ear.

A tear rolls down my cheek, and | nod before feeling his tongue move across my
cheek, licking up the tear that brimmed and spilled over.

“S0 just keep that in mind. Like you and Ivy come together, so do Gannon and me.
He is a good man, but I'll let you in on a little secret. I'm not ,” he growls before
pecking my cheek and walking off, leaving me feeling sick with fear.

| stand there petrified, watching him leave when the door across from where | stand
opens up. The king walks out of his office and stops, stunned to see me standing there



crying.

“Abbie?’ the king asks, and | look at him. His eyes go to the end of the hall where
Liam is before he turns toward the stairs and disappears. The king sighs and pushes
his door open wider, nodding toward it.

“Areyou okay?' he asks, and | nod.

“1 need to get back to my room,” | tell him, walking off.

“Abbie, is this over Kade being your mate?’ The king calls out, and | stop suddenly
angered that he would dare mention mates when he has locked his own mate away
and rejected her over who her mother was.

“Evenif it is, you would be the last person | would ask advice from, especially when
your mate isrotting in a stable like adamn farm animal,” | snarl before walking off. |
hear his growl behind me, and | half expect him to order me out of the castle too, but
as | reach the stairs and look back at him, he stands by the window staring out at the
stables. Good, | hope the bastard feels guilty.
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Chapter Twelve
LATER THAT NIGHT

| "m awoken by Gannon'’s voice outside. Sitting up, | shiver while rubbing my arms
trying to warm them. “Kyson, | won’'t let you—" Gannon’s words cut off abruptly,
and | hear a grunt and a splash. My heart rate quickens at the sound, before it nearly
leaps out of my chest when | hear the creak of the door.

Hastily moving, | sneak into the closest stall, trying to hide, his footsteps echo loudly,
and the horses become unsettled. His aura ripples out violently, and | bite my lip to
refrain from screaming out to Gannon.

Hiding amongst the hay, | wonder if Gannon is aright when | hear the crunch of
footsteps coming nearer. | hold my breath, burrowing deeper into the hay. Peering
out, | can't help the whimper that escapes me when | notice Kyson, only it isn't his
normal form but that of his Lycan side. The moment the noise leaves my lips, | clamp
ahand over my mouth at my mistake.

He turns swiftly in my direction, and | hold my breath. A few tense seconds pass by,
and | hear him sniff the air while my heart beats rapidly, drawing his attention
further. His growl is thunderous, as he starts ripping through the hay, claws slashing
violently as he searches for me. Within seconds, he finds me hiding, and | peer up at
him, seeing his chest rising and falling heavily while his eyes blaze with fury. |
clench my eyes shut when | see his hand coming toward me, only to hear him grunt.
The thud of him hitting something makes my eyes jolt open to see Gannon has
tackled him. He is dripping wet, which confirms he is the one who was tossed into the



|ake.

“lvy, go, but don’t run!” Gannon urges, but it is too late by the time | hear the last
because | wasted no time getting to my feet and running for the doors when | hear
more fighting. Then, a loud crash. Peering over my shoulder, | see Gannon’s body
crumpled on the ground against the stall opposite to the one | was hiding in.

Distracted by Gannon momentarily, | turn to keep running, only for my body to
careen forward when somebody collides with me. My scream is deafening, and the
horses go wild in their stalls.

| brace myself for impact, wishing | hadn’t when | hit the dirt in a stiff heap. The air
rushes from my lungs and | groan as | get to my hands and knees, to find blood
dripping on the floor. | wipe my chin. Having fallen face first, I’d split it open. My
busted fingers throb even more as they take my weight when | tense, hearing
Gannon'’ s voice behind me.

“lvy, don’t move.”

My heart legps frantically in my chest when | feel the heat of him press against my
back as he shoves me back to the ground. His nose presses to the side of my neck,
and he lets out a menacing growl while | freeze beneath him.

“Kyson, you don’t want to hurt her,” Gannon speaks softly but it earns him a fera
snarl before | am suddenly grabbed and ripped away. | shriek as | roll onto my back,
his huge form towering over me possessively as he glares at Gannon before returning
his attention to me.

His claws rake my skin, tearing my clothes, and | can smell the copious amounts of
liquor he has been drinking. “Kyson,” Gannon speaks, though | hear the underlying
fear lacing it, which only scares me more.



Suddenly, the stable doors open and his head whips in the direction of the noise. So
does mine to see Damian enter and freeze. Kyson growls, baring his teeth, which are
only inches from my face. Damian raises his hands, kneeling, his eyes trained on his
king and me trapped beneath him.

“lvy, are you okay?’ Damian asks when Kyson's paw presses into my shoulder, his
claws slicing my flesh.

“No!” | whimper. “He s going to kill me,” | sob.

“Heis not in control, but | don't think that is his intention,” Damian speaks calmly,
while | feel anything but calm. Kyson, though unfazed by Damian’s presence, returns
his attention to back me trembling beneath him. He lifts his hand, and | feel my blood
pooling in the crook of my neck and chest. He sniffs my blood, instinctively | grip his
fur, petrified he'll bite me or eat me. He growls, shaking his head, yet my hands don’t
let go.

“Kyson please, you're scaring me,” | whimper.

“He's scenting you, Ivy. Kyson may not have control, but he'll recognize his mate,”
Damian tries to reassure me. Kyson sniffs me, then licks the scratches he gave me,
healing them. | cringe, as he continues licking me, while also tearing apart my clothes
with his claws. He becomes almost frantic each time, he slices me quickly healing me

with his tongue.

“Kyson!” Damian cals. His head twists in Damian’s direction, but he drags me
closer, pulling me further under him.

“1’m not taking her but stop. You're scaring her.”

Kyson huffs but peers down at me, nearly coming nose to nose with me. | freeze with



him so close to my face when | feel his tongue roll across my chin, healing the gash
before frantically licking and nipping my neck. | grab his face, my hand tugging on
his ear, and he growls at me.

“Stop it,” | cry out only for him to snarl, which sends a shiver down my spine when
he suddenly grabs me with one arm like | weigh nothing. Gannon jumps to his feet.

“Easy, Gannon,” Damian warns him, and | turn my head to find Damian also
standing.

Kyson, not worried by them, drags me off to one of the stalls. | am about to start
thrashing to get out of his grip, when he suddenly lays down, pulling me on top of
him. | hear Damian exhae loudly. While | am frozen in my fear. | carefully try to
climb off him, only for him to snap his teeth at me and pull me back.

Damian enters the stall and at first. | think he is going to help me escape, but instead
he keeps his distance and sits on the floor across from us when Kyson growls in
warning not to come closer. Kyson rolls, his huge furry body pressing me into the
stall wall, obscuring my view. “I’'m not going anywhere, Ivy, sleep. His beast is just
restless, and he obliterated himself drinking.”

| try to move, only every time | do, | am dragged back, and he presses closer. | fist
the fur on his chest, my body stiff. “He’ll slegp, just leave him be, he won’t hurt you.”

“What happens when he wakes up,” Damian chuckles softly.

“Oh, he'll be furious, but | won't let him hurt you, we'd die stopping him if we
needed to,” Damian says, making me remember Gannon mentioning the pact.

“l promise, I’'m not going anywhere, sleep. He tries anything. I'll stop him,” Damian
says, then | hear him yawn. | remain still, his furry face pressed into the hollow of my



neck, eventually fighting sleep becomes impossible, and | drift off to sleep cocooned
In his scent and warmth.

The next morning, | wake to the feeling of Kyson moving. I’'m unsure when he
shifted back, but now his knee is pressed between my legs, his arm wrapped around
my torso, his face next to my shoulder. | try to sit up, and carefully move his arm off
me, only for him to lurch upright. His eyes are wide as he scans his surroundings
while | shuffle backward to get away from him. My movement, however, doesn’'t go
unnoticed by him, and he pins me with aglare.

He takes in his surroundings, and peers down at the filth he had uslying in, earning a
growl from him. The noise instantly wakes up Damian, who snaps to attention. Kyson
glares at me as he gets up, his rgjection of me loud and clear. My bond screams out
for him, and | flinch when he takes a step toward me, only for Damian to speak
behind him.

“Touch her, Kyson, we'll have problems,” Damian warns him. Kyson peers at him
over his shoulder and | watch him, petrified about what he'll do next. His jaw
clenches and his hands fist at his side when he abruptly turns and stalks out of the
stall toward the stable door. | let out the breath | was holding, and Damian scrubs a
hand down his face.

“Are you okay?’ Damian asks, and | hastily nod, only to notice Gannon, Dustin, and
Liam all out in the main area of the stables. My lips part in shock when | feel fabric
touch me and | jump, peering up at Damian, but his gaze is averted, and he is
shirtless.

“My Queen, you have no top,” hetells me, and | notice all the guards looking toward
the stable door. | take it, covering myself while my face flames with heat.

“As| said, wewon't let him hurt you.”



“You didn’t stop him last night,” | mumble, feeling angry and scared all over again.

“But did he hurt you?' Damian asks as | pull his shirt on. | swallow staring down, but
besides my busted fingers, | am unscathed. “He scented you, nothing abnormal for
Lycans. We are rougher, but his intention wasn't to hurt you. Unfortunately, Gannon
panicked, which escalated things. But | don’t believe hisintention was to hurt you.”

“Then what was his intention?’ | ask, baffled, remembering him healing the deep
gashes heleft in my skin.

“His bond craves yours; Lycan aren't meant to be apart once they’ve found their
mate. | know you don’'t understand since you aren’t one, but the bond pulls a lot
harder for us. He wanted you close, the moment he got close, and everyone calmed
down, he went to sleep,” Damian tells me.

| peer out at Dustin, Damian and Gannon. “Then why are they here?’ | ask him.
“Just in case, we weren’t sure what he would wake up like. In his Lycan form, he is
more beast than man, running on instinct. But as a man, he runs on emotion, which

can be far more lethal than his animalistic traits when it comesto you,” he warns me.

“So what am | supposed to do when his animalistic side comes for me again?’ | blurt,
worried that his beast would be creeping around every night.

“Usually, Kyson has control except when drunk, but if he does come,” Damian
crouches in front of me, “don’t run, My Queen. Y ou never run from a Lycan, you do,
and he will chase. And that is one race he will always win,” Damian warns.

| swallow, glancing at Gannon, but | nod. Damian smiles sadly.

“Hopefully, the king will come to his senses soon, for now, | need to shower, and you



need your breakfast,” he tells me. Oh, how | wish to shower myself but after my last
attempt, 1’ve given up on the idea. Though, maybe | could try to bathe in the lake.
But what if | drown? I’m no good at swimming. Y et, Kyson’'s scent covers every inch
of me, one part of me hates it because it makes me long for him, another part of me
wants to savor it, not knowing when | will see him next.
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Chapter Thirteen

W hen dawn breaks, | go without a visit from Abbie, leaving a void that’s hard to
ignore. Had Kyson forbid her from coming to visit me? | try to shake off the feeling
of abandonment, telling myself she must be busy, but the ache in my chest doesn’t
ease even as the day comes to an end. Today |’ ve barely seen anyone. Damian told
me Kyson went on a rampage after waking next to me and has kept everyone busy
ordering them around. In an attempt to distract myself, | decide to help Peter with his
outside chores, and now we are picking oranges.

Damian had mentioned it was alright, aslong as | did not venture into the castle. And
after last night, | don’t want to risk any run-ins with the king, so that isn’t something
he has to worry about.

As | move from orange to orange, my hands mechanically go about their task, but my
mind is somewhere else. | think of the castle, the king and his people, of our
complicated lives interwoven in a sticky web of mistrust and secrets. The simple task
is a small comfort, a momentary escape from the chaos until | suddenly see him out
of the corner of my eye.

Kyson emerges from the tree line, clad in just shorts, a clear sign he has just returned
from his run. His presence sends a jolt of anxiety through me. He's aways an
imposing man, but today, with his casual attire and intense demeanor, he's
particularly daunting. He stops when he notices me, eyes taking me in as mine do the
same to him. For a few seconds, he simply stands there studying me as if trying to
make up his mind about something. There' s something in his eyes that speaks of pain
and longing, and | can’'t help but wonder if the bond torments him the same way it



does me. All | want to do is throw myself in his arms and beg for forgiveness, but |
remain where | am, too scared to move as| return his stare.

His hair is messy, cheeks flushed and chest heaving under the sunlight while beads of
sweat run down the valleys of his abs. He is tall, with broad shoulders and strong
arms. His legs are taut, his stomach toned and sculpted. He's in peak physical form,
no signs of weakness or weariness. While standing near him, | feel even more
inferior, weak. The only sound out here is his ragged breath as he stands watching
me, trying to decide what to do with me, to say to me.

“Orange, My King?' Peter, ever so kind, offers Kyson an orange, cutting through the
awkward tension but the king’s reaction is anything but gracious. His voice is sharp,
laced with command.

“Why is she here?’ he demands. Peter looks back at me in confusion when | hear the
door behind us open that leads to the kitchens and laundry. Kyson turns his attention
and | see Damian step out the door.

“1 thought | told you she wasn’t to come to the castle,” he snaps at Damian, his tone
icy.

“Sheisn’t in the castle. She is picking oranges, Kyson,” Damian tries to explain, his
voice tinged with a plea for understanding.

Not wanting to cause more trouble, | quietly retreat to the stables, the king's voice
still ringing in my ears as he and Damian argue. Peter follows, worry written all over
his face.

“Areyou okay, Ivy?’ he asks, hisvoice filled with concern.

“l don’'t want to get you in trouble, Peter. Please, just go,” | whisper, urging him



away. He hesitates, torn between concern and also not wanting to earn the king's
wrath, but eventually leaves me alone, and | continue walking back to my new home,
the stables.

In the stables, | try to make a bed out of old sheets and Kyson's clothes, which
Gannon had sneakily provided. But emotions get the better of me, and | start tearing
the clothes apart as frustration and sadness grips me. Each rip feels like a release, but
it brings no peace, only a sense of deepening despair. | want to scream, want to cry,
want anything other than this empty grief that fills me. | feel like | am rotting from
the inside out, that my life is decaying before my eyes. At least back at the
orphanage, | knew how each day would be with Mrs. Daley. Now | can’t prepare for
the next five minutes. His mood swings are unpredictable.

| could prepare for back breaking chores and frequent lashes. | endured it and lived
and breathed and choked on that life. Coming here gave us hope, we could finally
breathe, we were finally free. But why does this hurt more? Why does the bond sting
feel so much more intensely brutal? Here, it's more than just my body suffering. It's
my heart... my soul. The glimpses of a different kind of life, a safe life... only to
have it ripped away as quickly asit came.

When | finally calm, | peer down at my makeshift den by the furnace only for another
wave of devastation to hit me. I’ve ruined Kyson's clothes. Desperately, | snatch
them up, sniffing for his scent, but it's gone. My tantrum has robbed me of that small
comfort, and it breaks my heart painfully as | ignore the shooting pain of my hand
while searching for his scent, yet al | get is anose full of earth and dirt. The lack of
even that minor comfort makes the hollow feeling inside my chest worsen as my
bond cries out for him.

Curling up in a ball, with the shredded remnants, | lay there, feeling more alone than
ever. The echoes of the king's anger and the loss of his scent haunt me, replaying in
my head. Now my own mind taunts me, telling me how stupid | was to let my anger



get the better of me, now | am not only without my mate but without anything to keep
me warm. | close my eyes, seeking escape, even if it's just for a moment. But escape
doesn't come, and I'm left with the stark redlity of my situation, a reality that’s
becoming increasingly difficult to bear.
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Chapter Fourteen
A s | storm away from the confrontation with Damian over Ivy, my anger is a storm

brewing inside me. Damian is right on my heedls, frustration evident in his voice as he
adds his opinion to the mix, fueling my anger more.

“Everything aright?’ Clarice’'s voice cuts through the tension as she steps out of the
back doors of the laundry.

“He had her near the castle,” | snap, my words laced with venom.
Clarice sighs heavily, her disappointment pal pable.

Why the heck is everyone taking her side? She isn’'t even the queen! | haven’'t marked
her. Have they forgotten Claire already?

“ Sheis picking oranges, Kyson,” Clarice tries to reason, but my glare turns to fix on
lvy. However, when | turn to confront her, | find she's already gone. Damian curses
under his breath and moves to chase after her, but my grow! halts him in his tracks.

“No, Gannon can watch her. We need to go over the rogue murders and the
information Kade gave us,” | command, my voice leaving no room for argument.

Damian freezes, his frustration with me reaching a boiling point. “ Was it necessary
to be such a prick? She' s having a hard enough time as it is, and you just keep hurting
her. Y ou're digging yourself agrave, Kyson. You're risking everything!” he yells.



“No, her mother ruined everything,” | counter coldly.

“Exactly, her mother, not her. But still, you punish her for it, punish yourself,”
Damian retorts.

“I am not punishing myself,” | snarl, but the words ring hollow even to my ears
because I’ ve felt nothing but agony without her. Y et she does not deserve my love.

“Really? Then how do you explain getting so fucking drunk that you lost control last
night?’ Damian challenges.

| growl, ignoring him and storming inside the castle, trying to escape Damian’'s
accusations. The kitchen staff scatter as | enter, sensing my foul mood, and | keep
moving toward the foyer.

“Are you seriously going to continue ignoring the bond? This is your only chance at
having a mate, but you can’'t see past your hate,” Damian continues.

“Damian, enough. | have a headache,” | snap, heading toward my office.

Out of the corner of my eye, | catch a glimpse of vy walking across the lawns.
Through the windows, Peter chases after her before stopping her. | watch her for a
second as she talks to Peter. She looks longingly at the castle, making a pang of guilt
wash over me. Peter wanders off, leaving her alone, her figure deflated in defeat,
while Peter looks at her with worry. She has everyone convinced she is not a monster,
but I know otherwise.

“Can you at least fucking try to talk to her? She frets without you,” Damian’s voice
rings in my ears and he grabs my arm. | snarl, but he doesn’'t back off when Gannon
opens the foyer doors and steps inside.



“You can gtill fix things, it's not too late, Kyson,” Damian pleads but | shake my
head.

Ignoring him, | brush past Gannon, who steps into my path with a glare. “What's
happened now? What did you do?’ he instantly accuses me.

I’'m at the end of my tether. Do they have any idea how it feels knowing you're
housing a monster’s daughter? They all witnessed what Marissa did, yet they expect
me to accept her daughter with open arms.

“Everyone, patrol now!” | scream, my patience worn out. My command erupts
violently and Gannon gasps clutching the wall as he fights to remain where heis.

Damian resists, straining against my command. “ Remove the command,” he grits out.
| hate commanding them, they know it, and guilt hits me for it, but | won't back
down. They need to let me get my head straight and come to terms with this; sheis
not the only one grieving the bond.

“No, I'm sick and tired of hearing about her, sick of you telling me how to handle my
mate when YOU DON'T UNDERSTAND,” | snarl back, watching as Gannon,
unable to resist any longer, rushes out the door.

“You'dleave her defenseless,” Damian accuses.

“She has Dustin,” | snap before storming off.

“Dustin, you ordered him to go into town for you with Liam earlier. It's nearly dark,
Kyson!” Damian shouts at me, but | ignore him, and keep walking, only to hear his

body smash against the door, unable to resist my command any longer.

In my office, | reach for my bottle of liquor, immediately chugging half of it in an



attempt to drown out the bond that’s gnawing at me. Time slips away as | Sit there,
consumed by thoughts of Ivy, of Claire, and the state | found her in. It all rushes
back, the guilt of leaving that day, her last words replay in my mind on a loop that
morning, | didn’t want to go. Why did she make me leave? She would probably still
be hereif I'd stayed.

Some time later, Clarice enters, her disappointment evident. “If you're here to scold
me, don’t,” | warn her.

“Just collecting your tray,” she responds, her tone tired. But | can tell she is holding
her tongue. She wants to speak but also knows her place. Little does she know, it's
not her words | fear. It's breaking her heart. Clarice knows me better than anyone
here, she helped raise me, raise Claire, more than my parents ever did.

| glance at the clock, realizing hours have passed. Clarice sighs and picks up the tray.
“You, too. Why do | bother cooking for you if you don’'t bother eating it,” she
mutters with a shake of her head.

“Did you remember to send food down for—" | stop mid-sentence, the guilt
unbearable.

“For your queen?’ Clarice finishes for me, her eyes holding a mixture of pity and
reproach. “I left it for her, but she never touched it. Abbie tried to get her to eat, but
she refused, said she wasn't hungry,” she informs me.

“She refused?’ | growl, anger flaring again. “ She should be grateful | let her live, yet
she refuses what we provide.” | snarl, seeing that her refusal has upset Clarice, too. |
get up from my chair.

But Clarice blocks the door, her eyes hard. “I used to think you were a good man, but
now | am not so sure anymore. You hurt her...” her words trail off unfinished, but |



hear the threat loud and clear.

“You'll what, Ma? Quit?’ | ask her, and her bottom lip quivers, and she glances
away. | instantly feel bad for the words and wish | could take them back.

“Do you not remember? Have you forgotten already?’ | ask her, and her gaze hardens
asit turnsto me.

“No one has forgotten, though | wish | could... I wish | could, Kyson, I’'ve lived
through hell and back, but nothing broke me more than losing her. | won't live
through losing you, too. This kingdom won't survive losing their queen. We've lost
too many,” she snaps.

“Sheisnot queen!” | yell.

“But your kingdom won't accept anyone other than her. She is your true mate, our
true queen. You need to realize that because if you lose her, you lose all of us!” she
says before walking away.

| stare a her. They barely know her! | punch the wall in frustration, feeling more
furious than ever. Snatching my bottle, | drink every drop, yet it still doesn’'t help,
doesn’t numb the bond.

Stumbling down to the stables, afresh liquor bottle in hand, | find Ivy curled in aball,
surrounded by shredded clothes, and the scent of her tears fills the air. It’s freezing
inside, and my guilt intensifies as the draft rushes over me. Leaving her, | step outside
to gather wood, hearing a noise in the forest, but | dismiss it as one of the guards
when they don’t come closer.

Returning with the wood, | find Ivy awake, struggling to light a fire with one hand.
“Finaly, Damian, can you please light?>—"



She stops mid-sentence when she notices me. “Sorry, sir,” she murmurs, fear evident
in her voice as she quickly stands.

| notice the tremble in her words; she is scared of me. No, that is not an accurate
word. She is petrified of me. | take a step toward her, and she takes one back and the
way her heart rate picks up doesn't go unnoticed by me; it bothers me for some
reason. Perhaps because | spent so long trying to get her out of her shell, only to see
her reverting back to the way she was when she first came here, maybe that bothers
me.

| study her, seeing her straighten her spine, and stare past me. Despite the pain it
causes her, she clutches her hands behind her back, just like Mrs. Daley taught her. |
know because | fed it. Pain shoots up my hand, and | drop the wood.

vy gasps and moves to pick it up. “It's fine, My King; | can wait for Gannon,” she
tells me, then freezes.

“lI mean,” she pauses. “Do you need me to send someone up with wood?’ she asks
yet won't meet my gaze. Now she is questioning whether | got the wood for her or for
myself.

“Leaveit,” | tell her, not trusting myself with more than those words. She rises, and |
snatch the piece of wood out of her hand. She bows her head, moving back to her
makeshift den of torn blankets, when | notice a few of my shirts. | shake my head,
and she tries to cover them, realizing what | am staring at.

Ivy’s face turns pink with her embarrassment while | load the wood in the furnace. |
can feel her eyes watching me, smell her fear. | start the fire, and once | am satisfied,
it will remain going, | close the little hatch and get to my feet, leaving out but not
before glancing back to see her rush toward the warmth.



As | walk back to the castle, the weight of my actions, my guilt, and my loneliness
press down on me, heavier with each step. My own bitterness and anger are turning
everyone against me, and | can’t seem to stop the spiral. The night air does nothing to
ease the turmoil inside me. When | hear a noise, | pause for a second, staring out at
the tree line across the small lake. When | notice nothing, | keep walking.
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Chapter Fifteen

| watch Kyson leave, and once | am sure he has left, | rush toward the fire, trying to
warm myself, my bones ache from the cold, and my teeth chatter uncontrollably
when an unexpected noise outside startles me. My first thought is it might be Kyson,
and | immediately worry he's angry with me. The fire crackles in front of me,
providing little comfort against the chill that has nothing to do with the cold night air.
As | glance around, the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. There is a strange
scent in the air, familiar, but | can’'t place it. The stables are deathly quiet, too quiet,
and the horses all stand with their eyes trained on the stable doors. | strain my ears to
catch any sound that might tell me more. Rising to my feet, | go to see if someone is
outside... perhaps one of the guards.

| see alarge, dark shape come into view in the stables. At first, | wonder if it's Kyson
in his Lycan form. Only, just then, the horses start to go wild. My heart stops for a
moment before racing uncontrollably. It's abear. And alarge one by the looks of it. |
can tell by its hunched shape and slow prowl.

| stay rooted, frozen in place, watching the bear sniff the ground, raise its head, and
turn its attention to me. I've never seen a bear before, but | do recall you weren't
supposed to run from them. It's massive, with dark fur and eyes that reflect a wild
hunger. My feet feel rooted to the ground, and | stagger as | take a step back. It
growls and | slowly take another step back.

As the bear stalks toward me, a deep, paralyzing fear grips me. I'm dead, | think to
myself, not seeing a way out of this. As | scramble backward, a bit faster this time,
my hand shoots out, pulling a burning stick from the fire without thinking, burning



my hands painfully. The bear lunges when | hiss and drop it. My scream is blood-
curdling as | quickly move out of its way, adrenaline pumping, | don't feel the
burning stick as | grab it. | wave it frantically, hoping to scare the bear away, but it
only seems to anger it more. | scream for help, my voice shrill and desperate in the
quiet night.

The bear lunges at me, and at that moment, | prepare for death. But then, out of
nowhere, another huge, black shape tackles the bear. At first, | think it's another bear
before realizing it's a Lycan. It's Kyson, his form massive and intimidating as he
collides with the savage bear, it turns on him quickly, and he’s thrown back, crashing
into a stall with a loud thud. My heart is in my throat, helpless, as | watch the bear
turn to finish him off. Acting on instinct, | rip a piece of wood from the stall and hit
the bear with all my strength.

Pain explodes across my face as the bear turns and slices me with its claws down my
face. Blood blinds me, hot and sticky, trickling down my skin as | stagger back
clutching my face. I’'m sure this is the end, as | swipe my face franticaly, trying to
clear my vision, but then | hear the sounds of a fierce struggle. Kyson, in his Lycan
form, is attacking the bear, driving it back with powerful blows. He punches the bear,
makes it sniff and paw at its nose before Kyson plunges his own claws into its side.
With afinal injury to the face from Kyson, the bear retreats, fleeing into the night.

Shouts echo outside from the castle. The noise has alerted the guards, who rush into
the stables. They burst inside but instantly back up when they’re faced with the king
in thisform. | don’t recognize a single one of them and Kyson, still feral in his Lycan
form, moves to attack them. Heart hammering in my chest, | move, grabbing his fur
knowing he won't forgive himself if he attacks his men. He freezes when | grab his
fur. He whirls around, snarling at me, and | drop to my knees in submission, my
hands shaking as | clutch at the fur on his thick thighs. His eyes blaze with a wild
light, and | brace myself, certain he’s going to attack.



But then, to my surprise, Kyson's Lycan demeanor changes, recognizing me. He
lowers his head, his rough tongue licking my arm, healing the gash the bear left. His
attention moves to my burnt fingers, and he gently licks them, soothing the pain when
his licking becomes frantic on my face.

The guards hesitate, watching us warily. Kyson's Lycan side seems to sense their
presence and growls, his protective instincts kicking in. He drags me around like a
prized possession, pulling me into one of the stalls. The guards back away, unsure of
how to approach the situation. It's clear his Lycan is not hurting me, but rather
protecting me in hisown way, even if it isfrom his own guard.

“I'm fine, he won't hurt me,” | murmur to them, hoping it’s true, even though his
Lycan is unpredictable. | peer up at him, and he growls, tucking me closer. | shriek
when his long claws nick me. The guards hesitate, staring at me worriedly.

“Get Damian,” | stutter. They rush off immediately.

I’m still trembling, the shock of the encounter with the bear and Kyson’s unexpected
defense of me overwhelming. Kyson curls around me, his massive body a protective
barrier between me and the rest of the world as his weight crushes me into the hay. |
move trying to get out from under him, but he snarls snapping sharp teeth at me. |
freeze momentarily, my eyes meeting his when | show him he's crushing me. He
sniffs me but my huge beast of a mate seems to understand because he moves off me.
When | try to climb out entirely though, he growls again making my heart race. |
nudge his huge shoulder, trying to get him to understand. He doesn’t budge, so | tap
his chest. Still nothing.

Leaning forward, | press my ear to his chest, listening to the hard steady thump of his
heart. That seems to work because he rolls on his back, dragging me onto his chest
before turning slightly so | can't see past him. It's like he's using himself like a wall
separating me from everyone else or maybe trying to stop me from escaping. | press



my hands against his chest, trying to warm them, and feel him sniffing my hair.

The warmth of his fur and the steady rhythm of his breathing slowly calms me.

As | lay there, tucked safely under Kyson's protective Lycan form, | realize the
complexity of our relationship. He may be harsh and distant at times, but his instincts
are still to protect me. Or his Lycan instincts are. He can deny the bond, but the bond
will remind him, just as it did tonight when he came back for me.

The guards maintain their distance, but | know it's one of the royal guards—not
Damian or any scent | immediately recognize, but they’re respecting Kyson's clear
message to stay away and keep their distance. I'm grateful for their understanding,
knowing that any attempt to intervene might provoke him further.

| lean against Kyson, my mind slowly processing everything. The fear, the pain, the
relief — it all mingles together in a confusing bundle of emotions. But through it all,
there’ s a newfound respect and understanding for Kyson.

The night wears on, the fire in the stall flickering softly, casting a warm glow around
us. | close my eyes, allowing myself to relax in his embrace. The events of the night
have drained me, and despite the chaos, | feel safe here with him. Even if | can only
feel safe with him while he'sin thisform.
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Chapter Sixteen

T he morning light filters through the cracks of the stable, casting a golden hue over
the hay and dust particles dancing in the air. | wake up alone, the space beside me
cold, telling me Kyson is gone and must have left a while ago. However, someone
has draped one of his blankets from his room over me, making me wonder if he sent
someone to get it because it’s covered in his scent. My heart sinks a little deeper, the
loneliness once again settling in like an unwelcome guest. | sit up, rubbing the sleep
from my eyes, the events of last night replaying in my mind like a nightmare | can’'t

escape.
The bear, the fear, Kyson' s unexpected rescue—it all feels surredl, like atwisted fairy
tale where the prince is aso the monster. | shiver, pulling my blanket closer around
me. The stables, now once again, feel like a prison.

As | gather my thoughts, the sound of footsteps approach.

The stable door creaks open, and Damian’s silhouette appears against the morning
light. He looks concerned, his brows furrowed as he surveys my disheveled state. The
sight of him, afamiliar face in this whirlwind of chaos, brings a small sense of relief.

Damian’ s voice breaks the silence, carrying a hint of hope | cling to desperately.

“Morning, My Queen,” he says excitedly. Confused by his cheery tone, | get up, my
body hurting from the rough ground and the emotional turmoil that won't let up.

“Morning, Damian,” | manage to say, my voice hoarse from the tears and screams of



the night.

He steps closer, his expression softening. “You've had a rough night,” he observes,
extending his hand to help me up.

| nod, accepting his help. As | stand, the stiffness in my muscles reminds me of the
ordeal | went through.

“We need to get you cleaned up and into a more comfortable place,” he suggests, and
| glance at him, wearing asilly smile | hadn’t seen before.

“I'm alowed to shower?’ | ask as he guides me out of the stable. The fresh air hits
me, a welcome change from the stale, heavy atmosphere inside.

Aswewalk, | can’'t help but glance back at the stables, the scene of so much fear and
confusion. It’s hard to leave it behind, even harder to face the uncertainty that awaits
me in the castle.

Damian leads me along the path, his grip firm but gentle. I’ m grateful for his support,
for his understanding. He doesn’'t press me for details, doesn’t bombard me with
guestions like one would expect, but | know Kyson and the guard would have filled
him in.

“Yes, | have some good news,” Damian says. “Come on!”

Confused, | furrow my brow as he waves his hand in front of me to grab my arm. |
look at it before placing my good hand in his. He places it on his arm and tucks his
arm to his side. | raise an eyebrow at him as he starts up the path leading back to the

castle. For a second, hope flaresto life, only to die down when he speaks again.

“The king said you can stay in his old quarters; you will be more comfortable up



there,” he says, and | stop. Beta Damian also stops and peers down at me.

“He said | could come back?’ | ask hopefully. Beta Damian glances at Gannon for a
second before turning his gaze back to me.

“Hedidn’'t, did he?’ | ask, sorrow hitting me once again.

“1 convinced him, but he is aware you will stay in his old room,” Damian tells me.
“Hisold room?’ | whisper, holding back tears.

“Y es, the room he currently uses used to be his sister’s,” Damian explains.

“Before my mother killed her,” | sigh, still unable to believe she killed someone. It all
feels surreal. Nevertheless, Damian escorts me back to the castle, and as we approach
the castle doors that |ead into the foyer, open and Kyson steps out.

He stops in his tracks before eyeing my hand on Damian’s arm. His eyes flicker and
he growls. | yank my hand away before his eyes go to mine for a second before going
to Damian.

“Find me when you're done,” the king says, not bothering to acknowledge my
existence before he turns and stalks off toward where the cars are waiting out front of

the castle.

| stare after him while pain ripples through my chest at his dismissal of me. Gannon
growls before following him, and Damian glances down at me.

“Comeon, | will show you where he put you,” Damian says, tugging me inside.

“Y ou mean where you decided to put me? He doesn’'t look so happy | will be here,” |



tell him.

As | enter, | notice the room is bigger than Kyson's, though | could tell it has
remained untouched by the thick layers of dust on the furniture and appliances. One
of the servants is in here trying to clean it up, uncovering al the furniture that was
covered by sheets. It feels weird watching her try to clean the place, and | move to
help her when Damian stops me, pointing to the bathroom.

“Bathroom is through there. | will help her. Go take a shower and get cleaned up. |
placed some of Kyson's clothes in the closet for you. It might help with the
discomfort. Gannon said you struggled last night, My Queen.”

The female servant watches me curiously at hiswords. | frown that she is expected to
clean this room, all because | would be staying in it. It's too big of a task for one
person.

“1 will help. Go get cleaned up,” Damian says, nudging me toward the bathroom.
With asigh, | give up.

| smell terrible after spending all night in the stables. The girl had already restocked
the bathroom, everything shiny and clean. A fresh towel hung on the side of the huge
spa bath that sits in the center. Across the far wall stands an open shower, no screen,
just two shower heads protruding from the wall and a drain that runs along the entire
back of the bathroom.

All the counter space is made of black marble and the floors date. All the finishings
are gold and it has double basins. It makes me wonder if Kyson stayed in the other
room just to feel close to his sister because this room is much more luxurious and as
big as his entire quarters. | shower quickly, washing all remnants of the stables off.
Finally feeling clean, | emerge out in my towel, wondering where the closet is that
Damian spoke of.



| go to ask when | notice the room is empty, yet all the furniture is uncovered, and the
curtains are drawn. No dust in sight makes me realize just how much quicker Lycans
are than common werewolves.

Wandering through the room, | open a door, finding an untouched office with the
furniture still covered. | quickly close the door before opening another and finding a
library. However, the shelves are bare, and the room is dark. Not that | could read
anyway, so there’'s no point in a stocked library. Y et it makes me think of Kyson and
his love for reading.

Moving across the room, | roll my eyes, having missed the door next to the bathroom,
which would be the most obvious place for a closet. | walk over to it and grip the
handle, pulling it open.

His scent hits me like a punch in the chest. A few of his clothes are hung, but |
recognize a few pieces | knew were from his room. Stepping in, his scent becomes
even more overwhelming, and my heart achesas| clutch it. It brings me to my knees.

Not caring for my injured hand, | start ripping the clothes off the hangers. | need his
scent, need him as | curl up in aball among his clothes. Some primal, instinctual part
takes over dl rational thought and sends me wild with uncontrollable grief.

My entire body is anxious as | claw at the ground. | feel unhinged, uncontrollable,
and | curse him as much as | long for him. Surely no one can survive this sort of
heartache.

My instincts are all over the place. Time stands still, and | have no idea how long I’ ve
been in here when the door opens.

A violent growl escapes my throat, and my claws sink into the soft gray plush carpet,
dlicing through it like a hot knife through butter. A woman, whoever was at the door,



jumps back, startled, pulling away from me just in time to see her face. Recognition
returns to me, and | scramble after her to apologize, but sheis already gone.

The door shuts behind her with a soft click. My skin feelslike it is crawling as | claw
at it, suddenly feeling cold, and the urge to go back to my den. The smell of food hits
my nostrils, and | peer over at the table between the armchairs and fireplace to notice
the bow! of hot soup. | wrinkle my nose because the strong odor is tainting the scent
of my mate. Turning, | walk back to the closet and shut the door before burrowing
back inside my den.

As | nestle deeper into Kyson's clothes, their familiar scent wraps around me like a
cocoon. It's a bittersweet comfort, a reminder of what | long for and what seems so
out of reach. My mind returns to Kyson, to the complexity of our bond, and to the
pain that seems to be its constant companion.

The loneliness is overwhelming, suffocating. | close my eyes, trying to escape into
memories, into a time when things were simpler, when my heart wasn't torn in two.
But the memories are elusive, slipping through my fingers like sand.
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Chapter Seventeen
TWO DAYSLATER

T he carpet is wearing down from my constant pacing. My fingers throb and ache,
causing me to growl. My entire being vibrates with the urge to track her down,
knowing she is just on the other side of the castle. It has been two days since | last
laid eyes on her, and the bond hammers into every aspect of my senses. | shouldn’t
have agreed to let her back in the castle, but since the bear attack, | can’t leave her out
there, either.

This bond is driving me crazy. My Lycan side, which | can barely contain, seeks her
out whenever my guard is down. Now, I'm scared to sleep, scared to stay awake, too.
| can’t win. | want it gone. | busy myself with work, but it’s nearly impossible when
my fucking hand won'’t stop throbbing.

How is my hand throbbing? My Lycan healed her. Maybe the bear hurt her hand?
Annoyed, | reach for the bottle, my vice, when | fedl like I’'m losing control. We

should be investigating the recent deaths, but the bridge remains closed.

So, relief floods me when Gannon enters the room. | need to get out of this place and
away from Damian. He has been incessantly annoying me to go see her.

“The bridge has reopened, My King,” Gannon tells me.

| nod, pouring some whiskey into my glass before downing it. “Get the cars ready;
we are leaving,” | tell him without looking over at him as | pour another drink.



“Yes, My King, but Ivy,” he starts.

“Do not speak her name,” | bellow, tossing my glass across the room. It explodes,
smashing against the brickwork around the fireplace. The glass shatters everywhere.
Gannon, who is used to my anger, doesn’'t flinch. However, | feel as though | am on
the verge of exploding. He would run then; they all would.

“As | was saying, she has not left the closet in two days. No one can get into her
room or near her, not even Abbie. She hasn’t eaten, and her fretting is getting worse,”

Gannon says, ignoring me.

“Not my problem. | let her back into the castle. Tell Damian to deal with her,” | snap,
annoyed at their worry for her. Sheisatraitor’s daughter.

“My King... your queen...”

“She is not my queen or your queen; she never will be,” | snarl. Anger is the only
thing keeping me alive.

Gannon growls before turning and stalking out. My shoulders sag as he leaves, and |
clench my hand, my fingers aching before opening the mindlink.

‘Dustin, have the car ready. Y ou drive with metoday,’ | tell him.

‘My king, Beta Damian usually...’

‘| said you drive with me, send amaid in to clean up the glassin my room,’ | tell him,
cutting him off,

‘“Yes, my King,” he says, and | cut off the link. After retrieving my wallet and phone,
| grab my jacket before leaving the room and heading downstairs. | toss my jacket to



Dustin, who catches it, placing it over his aam. When | walk downstairs, | hear
Clarice and Abbie excitedly talking about something, and Abbie is glowing vibrantly
and nearly bouncing on the spot .

The groceries in her arms nearly topple out of the basket she carries. Clarice tries to
get her to contain her excitement over whatever it is that has her bouncing with joy.

They cut off abruptly, noticing me, and Abbie bows respectably, bearing her neck to
me. Gannon stands off near the doors, glaring angrily at the wall.

| step past them, heading out. The sun is setting, and I’ m eager to get to town before
nightfall. Despite al the pain, I'm still driven to put a stop to those killing rogue
children and their families. Gannon follows me silently; his brewing anger behind me
only makes the throbbing in my hand worse, bringing the pulse in my hand back to
the forefront of my mind and fueling my anger more.

Clarice catches up to me with a duffle bag, obviously having escaped the gushing
Abbie.

“For fuck’s sake, can someone send a doctor to look at her fucking hand?’ | snap
before twisting and punching the stone wall.

Pain flares up my arm, and Clarice drops the bag in her hands. My anger diffuses, and
my burning hatred dissolves as my Lycan side settles. It's becoming too much.
Gannon’s mood also changes, and Clarice stands quivering beside me. Eventually, |
sigh, dropping my aura, unsure of what came over me.

“No one can get close to her. We've tried, My King,” Clarice murmurs. Her voice
trembles, and | glance at the woman. Her face is pale from the fright I’ ve just given
her.



My knuckles bleed, and | ball my hand into a fist as though I'm ready to fight. The
dull throbbing is driving me insane. The fact she's not allowing anyone in is pissing
me off. Does she not know | can fucking feel it? |s she doing this to annoy me?

Days I’ ve been complaining and asking them to tend to her. With a snarl, | turn and
stalk off toward my old chambers when Gannon’s hand falls on my shoulder, and |
stop, turn my head, and glare at him.

“Mind your place, Gannon,” | warn.

“Your intentions first, My King,” he says, clenching hisjaw. The man is tempting my
rage to come forth again. They’re all pushing me to my limits.

They know they’re no match but would die trying, and for her, their rogue fucking
gueen | haven’'t even marked. Complete idiocy on my part, making them swear to that
pact it would override me every damn time, but they would never be a match for the
beast that livesin me.

No one is a match for the Lycan King. They know it, too, and | know they would die
for her, no matter who brought them their demise.

| keep walking, Gannon’s hand falling from my shoulder as | stalk toward the castle
entrance.

“My King,” Gannon calls.

“Kyson,” he bellows, but | ignore him, stalking up the steps before turning in the
opposite direction of my quartersto go to my old room.

Gannon jogs to keep up with my long strides as | hunt her down before approaching
the double doors leading into the room. | shove them open, and Gannon tries to grab



me. | turn and growl!, my aura slamming into him and stunning him.

“Out!” | order. The command grips him instantly. They may have the pact to uphold,
but they can’'t fight a direct command. | slam the doors as he stands stunned, unable
to cross the threshold.

Turning around to face the room, | notice it's completely dark. The curtains are
closed, and | reach over and flick on the light. I'm completely shocked at the state of
the room. The mattress is torn to shreds; the linens are shredded. Plates sit by the
door, still full, like they merely dlid the trays through the gap. The stench is
horrendous from the rotting food, and | gag before picking up the trays and opening
the door. | thrust them toward Gannon, who takes them looking disgusted.

“Get rid of it,” | snap, shutting the door.

Wandering through the room, | check the bathroom, but there’s no sign of her. Her
scent is everywhere, stuffing from the mattress scattered all over the floor when |
hear the remnants of alow muffled growl.

Turning, | face the closet. The door is closed, yet her scent smells most potent in this
corner. Crouching down, | grip the door handle, opening the door to find two blue
sapphire eyes illuminated in the darkness. Her canines protrude as she lifts her head
from amongst the stuffing and shredded clothes. My clothes and the linens from the
room cover the floor where she built her little den.

| feel strange, like a trespasser in her den, a threat to her area. | don’t think she
recognizes me. Her fera instincts and guilt try to strangle me for what I've let
become of her. She moves from beneath the linens, her hand falling on the carpet in
front of me. Clawed nails dlice through the carpet as she calculates her attack.

vy may not have shifted or been able to, but she-wolves are just as dangerous when



they feel threatened.

Wild gleaming eyes peer back at me before aferal snarl is cut off as she sniffsthe air.
She honestly 1ooks more animal than the Ivy I'm used to. | did this to her, made her
thisway. The guilt flooding through me eats at me.

| have destroyed her. Yet | push it aside, trying to remember why | came up here. |
crawl a little into her space, and she growls, my body’s own reaction to settle her
reacting without my say as| purr, calling her out of her den.

Briefly, | wonder if it will work because it’s clear to me she's been left to fret about
the bond I’'ve denied her. But still, her whimper tells me the bond isn’t completely
lost.

Eyes narrowing, vy launches forward before halting at my command before she can
touch me. She falls forward onto the carpet, belly down, submissive. | look away; it's
essentially what the calling is for, making them submissive, yet it pains me seeing her
thisway, using it against her thisway, so | let it drop.

Immediately, she lunges at me, awild energy fueling her attack. | stumble backward,
caught off guard, as she starts to tear at my clothes, seeking my scent, my skin. | let
her maul me, a storm of emotions raging within me, knowing I’m responsible for this
savage she has become.

Sherips at my shirt, her tongue lapping at my chest, her actions raw and primal. Y et,
amid her frenzy, | notice she's favoring one hand, keeping it close to her chest. Sheis
rabid in her need for my scent. While she mauls me, | pry her hand away from her
chest. There are no obvious wounds, but | realize her fingers aren’t aligned correctly
— my Lycan had healed her, but improperly.

Guilt washes over me, knowing | need to re-break her fingers to heal them correctly.



So | flood her with my calling, trying to sedate her enough to examine her hand
better. Despite the calling acting as a sedative, she squirms as | grasp her fingers.
Even under the influence of my calling, she still feels pain, evident when she starts
fighting against it, attempting to pull her hand away.

“I have to rebreak them, Ivy. | know it will hurt, but | can’t heal them when they’re
misaligned,” | tell her, dropping the calling so she understands what I'm saying. |
instantly regret dropping it. She responds with a savage bite, turning wild as she tries
to force meto let her hand go.

| let the thrum of my calling resonate through my chest, trying to pacify her. “I have
to do this. You won't like it, but | have no choice.” | contemplate calling Gannon to
pin her down. But as my thrumming spills out, she presses her ear to my chest,
purring in response. My hand findsits way into her hair, massaging her scalp gently.

| hold her head tight to my chest, flooding her as best | can to lessen the pain. It's one
thing sedating her for minor injuries she wouldn’'t notice but breaking her fingers...
she'll definitely notice that. | break the first finger. She squirms, but | maintain afirm
grip on her head, forcing her to remain submissive under my calling. | feel the painin
my own hand, resonating with hers, and quickly reposition the second and third
fingers before sucking on them, my teeth slicing her skin, forcing my saliva into her
wounds.

When | finish, | release her, sliding out from under her, only for her clawsto sink into
my leg. Her breath hitches, and her other hand reaches for me again, desperate for
contact and seeking the bond.

She growls, the sound ticking in her throat as she hooks her claws deeper. | growl,
blood seeping down my leg. Yanking her hand away | order her, smashing her with
the calling and my command. “ Stop,” she whimpers.



My heart jolts, witnessing her total submission to the bond, enslaved to its will in any
form she can have it. | kneel in front of her as her breath catches, and her other hand
snakes out, desperate to grip my knee. | try to ignore the sensation of her hand on my
leg, her nails carving through fabric and skin. | avert my gaze; she's completely
naked, her skin marred by claw marks she inflicted upon herself.

“1 need to leave,” | utter emotionlessly, though inside, I’'m torn, yearning to envelop
her in my arms and soothe her. | pull off my shirt and drape it over her, trying to offer
some comfort.

“You need to eat; you can't stay hidden here. | think you require some time outside.
I’ll return in two days,” | inform her matter-of-factly before leaving.
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Chapter Eighteen

A s the days dip by, his scent lingers a little less. Each day passes, my senses
sharpen, my mind clears, and | slowly rediscover remnants of who | am. After so
much solitude, | have gradually returned and found my identity, no longer ruled by
unfamiliar instincts.

Agony is the only word to describe it. One thing becomes clear: | cannot shift. It
saddens me, and | wonder if it’s because of the bond like Gannon mentioned all those
days ago, or if I'mjust afailurein yet another aspect of life.

| have vague memories of the king coming into the room. | remember him healing my
hand, but that was the last time | saw him. The king said he’' d be gone for two days;
however, it's been much longer. | don't know how long it's been since | left this
room, left my den, but | feel a considerable amount of time has passed.

As the days drag on, they become more manageable, a little less painful. Once
Kyson's scent is gone, and only my scent remains in the room, | realize my den no
longer fulfillsits original purpose, and the bond is now only a distant memory, or so |
hope .

Eventualy, | can see my surroundings again. Clarity returns, and the fog lifts. It'slike
someone flips a switch, and everything either goes numb or dies off. I'm not sure
which one, but | don’t care. | can finally breathe, finally feel more like myself than |
have in days.

As one of the servants slides a tray across the floor just inside the door, I'm drawn to



the sound of the door creaking open. | get up and move toward her, and she shrieks,
the noise startling me and making me jump back and away from her. She quickly
slams the door shut behind her. The smell of eggs wafts to my nose, and my stomach
rumbles hungrily. How long hasit been since I’ ve eaten?

Peering down, | realize | have no clothes on, making my eyes widen in shock. How
long have | been naked? Shaking my head, | rush to the cupboard to find some
clothes. Everything is shredded.

| look at the torn sheets and curl my lip in disgust as | scoop them up and sniff them.
My scent is potent on them, and | definitely need to find something clean to wear.

Claw marks have shredded through every scrap of cloth in this room, which makes
me look at my fingertips. How did | do that? When | can’t even shift? It puzzles me -
like I had been in some sort of trance and someone else had taken over.

Shaking my head, | grab some of the longer pieces and make a sarong out of them. |
look like a peasant. | chuckle at the thought as | stand in front of the mirror in the
bathroom.

Mrs. Daley would have whipped me good for my seamstress skills, or lack thereof.
Oh well, it did the trick. Wandering out of the bathroom, | retrieve the tray from the
floor by the door.

| move toward the fireplace and sit on the floor by the coffee table. My hands tremble
as| pick up the fork. | practically inhale my food, barely tasting any of it.

| am ravenous. When | finish, | wander around the room, wondering if I’m allowed to
leave it. An hour passes and no one enters, so | walk to the bedroom doors leading in
with my empty tray in hand.



No one is standing outside my door, no guards or anything, so | figure | must be
allowed to leave the room. | stare down at my lovely bedsheet attire and shake my
head.

Yep, I’'m doing this; I’'m going to walk down to the kitchen and pray no one sees me
In my sheet sarong or notices the fact | have no clothes on underneath it or peek at my
ass, which | know isn't fully covered because | can fedl the draft from the open
bedroom window caress against me. This is mortifying, but serioudly, it can’'t be any
worse than the king rejecting our bond, so | shrug and step out. If | can survive that
agony, then | can survive alittle embarrassment.

As | move through the corridors trying to remember the way, one thing becomes
obvious: no one is on this side of the castle. The place is ghostly and quiet until |
come to the stairs.

Straight across are the king's quarters, yet here, too, is aso silent, and no guards
stand or line the corridors. It is eerily quiet, maybe because it is so early in the
morning. The sunisonly just rising. However, | think it’s a little strange. Descending
down the stairs, it is the same.

Where is everybody? | can’'t figure it out. | find the kitchen is also empty as | make
my way to the laundry room and retrieve a servant’s uniform. I’m not daring enough

to enter the king' s quarters in search of clothes.

I’'m afraid my nose will pick up his mouth-watering scent and I'll be plunged back
into the darkness the bond held mein for days.

The sound of a horn in the distance makes me move to the laundry window as |
button up my uniform to see everyone down by the river running back to the castle.

The entire palace must be down there, | think to myself. Grabbing some flats from the



shelf, | slip them on and step out the back door to where the long clotheslines are.

This side of the castle is surrounded by fruit trees and gardens. Sheets flap along with
the breeze as | make my way down the back to the hill, where | can see everyone
standing still as statues, staring out at the horizon. | keep close to the trees, wanting to
know what’ s going on, but also to go unseen .

All uniformed guards stand in rows, and people from the town outside the castle gates
take up most of the hill. Unable to see, | walk out of my hiding place and stop beside
one of the guards. | peek my head around, trying to see what’s going on.

The guard looks down at me, and | peer back at him in confusion when | see his eyes
glaze over. Moments later, Gannon is beside me. He leads me down the hill, bringing
me to where Abbie stands at the front with Clarice and the castle servants.

Only then do | realize why everyone is gathered here. It's a cemetery. Hundreds and
hundreds of black marble headstones line the flat before the river.
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Chapter Nineteen

M y stomach drops, and | look at Abbie, who seems shocked to see me, but she stays
quiet. She reaches over and grips my fingers with hers. The king stands at the front,
where | see thirteen fresh graves dug. He stares off vacantly toward the path leading
to the surrounding forest.

| can only see his side, but he must sense my stare because he turns his head and
looks at me. His eyes meet mine, and my heart sputtersin my chest. He then turns his
gaze away, asif | am merely another servant or member of the public.

Time seems to stop, and | suck in a breath when | see the open graves. | peer around
before seeing a succession of coffins being carried to the grave sites where the king
stands.

| have no idea what happened, but one thing is clear to me: most of the coffins belong
to children or small adults. Four of them, | can tell, are adult-sized coffins, but the
other nine are child-sized coffins.

The guards carrying them stop by a grave and set them down before music starts
playing from a violinist who | hadn’t noticed was at the side by the water. It's
complete silence while we wait for the coffins to be lowered into each grave.

Nobody speaks or even whispers. We merely watch. Something happened; that much
Is apparent. | wonder briefly if this is where the king had gone. If so, when did he
return to organize al this?



When it finishes and the coffins are laid to rest, a horn blares again. After a few
minutes, everyone starts climbing the hill and leaving. The place is packed.

However, | notice the king remains. Abbie grabs my arm and tugs me up the hill,
back toward the castle. | feel she's aimost vibrating beside me, squeezing my hand
like she can’'t believe I’'m holding it.

We go back in through the laundry, following Clarice. The moment | step inside, | am
crushed between the two of them as they smother me in their warmth.

“You're back?’ Abbie gushes while squeezing me tight. Clarice cups my face in her
hands, her eyes teary, and she lets out a breath. I’m about to ask what happened when
the king suddenly enters the room. His scent hits me like a brick to the face, and I'm
stunned in my tracks.

“Get back to work,” the king snaps at us before stalking past us without so much as a
backward glance. | swallow and stare after him as he passes through the kitchens.

Gannon and Damian follow him as he leaves without acknowledging my existence. |
bite the inside of my lip. The pain helps the pang of hurt that courses through my
chest as the metallic taste of my blood washes over my tongue.

“He will come around,” Clarice tells me, gripping my shoulder, but I'm sick of
hearing it. Sick of losing days to a bond he broke. I’'m not going to wait around and
hide in my room for him.

Nope, | decide to keep busy, and everything can go back to how it was. Just me and
Abbie against the world, the way it used to be. So, with that, | grab some cleaning
supplies, ignoring Clarice's protests that I’'m not a servant, and follow Abbie to help
her do her chores, which she’s excited about .



Finally, I'm doing something other than wallowing and hiding away from everyone.
Abbie tells me the king returned yesterday morning and spent the day hand digging
the graves himself, refusing help when the guards tried to step in and take over. He
apparently spent the night destroying his room before Damian dragged him off to
train with the guards.

The day passes by quickly as we busy ourselves, and it feels good to move around,
using muscles | barely used in days. However, Abbie becomes antsy and jittery
toward the end of the day.

“Areyou okay?' | ask her, as she's practically bouncing on her feet.

Suddenly, | hear Gannon growling behind us. He' s been following us around for most
of the day; | don’t know if he chose to or if Gannon was ordered to follow us by the
king. I’'m not sure, and | never ask. If the king is going to pretend | don't exist, that’s
fine, but I'm not waiting around for him to change his mind any longer.

Clarice sighs and looks over at her, where we stand on the other side of the kitchen
counter. She then rolls her eyes before speaking. “Go on then,” she says with a
dismissive wave. Abbie squeals before grabbing me, pecking my cheek, and rushing
off out of the kitchen.

“Wait, where are you going?’ | call after her, but she’'s already gone and out of
earshot. | turn to Clarice, who clicks her tongue and shakes her head.

“You should head up to your room, Ivy. I'll send someone up with your dinner,”
Clarice tells me, and | furrow my brows. What’s going on? | turn to look at Gannon,
who's glaring at the wall above our heads. Clarice clears her throat, which seems to
snap him out of the homicidal stare-off he’s having.

“Right, I'll escort her up,” Gannon says, but | wave him off. Only he insists on



following. When | reach the top of the staircase, | notice Damian coming out of the
king’s room with atray.

He starts stalking toward us, but | quickly rush off to find my room before locking
myself in with a sigh. Abbie and | fixed the room up and cleaned it earlier today, but
I’m met with silence as | sit on the sofa in front of the fireplace. This room istoo big
tojust sit in by yourself.

The silence surrounding me is deafening, and after a few hours of absolute silence, |
go in search of Abbie’s small room, which | know isin Beta Damian’s quarters.

However, when | reach the lower level and find her room, her bed is empty. Abbie's
small room is much like the one | was originally in when | was still the king's
servant. Her scent perfumes the room and brings me comfort, so curling up on her
bed, | wait for her to return.
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Chapter Twenty

| "m waiting with Clarice for the buria to start. We're holding a luncheon in the
ballroom for the staff, but | won't be attending. I've agreed to meet Kade this
afternoon, but still, | help set it up after my altercation with Gannon. | notice Gannon
coming down with the king. It saddens me when he looks my way, only to look away.
Guilt courses through me, and | turn my attention straight ahead, holding back the
emotion that threatens to choke me. In an ideal world, Gannon would have been my
mate, but | have a mate and can’t throw him away, either. I’ve never had anything,
and Kade ismine, and | will fight for that, even if | don’t know what I’ m fighting for
exactly.

The ceremony is just beginning as everyone waits on the hill. It's only moments later
when | notice movement at my side and glance in that direction to find Ivy.

My shock must be apparent because she smiles sadly before looking ahead, and |
don’t miss how her eyes instantly seek out the king. | grip her fingers, giving them a
squeeze. She’'s missed so much, and | have so much to tell her, but for now, it’ll have
to wait.

The king is standing at the front where | see thirteen fresh graves dug. He's staring
off vacantly toward the path leading to the surrounding forest. | feel Ivy’s arm brush
up against mine, and | can tell she'strying to figure out what’s going on.

Time seems to stop, and the only noise is the soft breeze and the birds in the trees. |
swallow when | see the open graves that have been freshly dug. Glancing around, we
see movement in the far corner before a succession of coffins is carried to the grave



sites where the king is standing.

Most of the coffins belong to children, making me think of Tyson. What if he’'s one
of the children? What if Mrs. Daley killed him? It makes my heart clench in my
chest. Most of them aren’t large enough to be adults. Four of them, | can tell, are
adult-sized coffins, but the other nine belong to children.

The guards carrying them stop by a grave, and they set them down before music starts
playing from the violinist who stands by the river. It's complete silence while we all
wait for the coffins to be lowered into each grave. Nobody speaks or even whispers.
We merely watch.

When it finishes and the coffins are laid to rest, a horn blares again. After a few
minutes, everyone starts climbing the hill and leaving to go back to work. The place
is packed with people, but | only pay attention to the most important person to me
here, Ivy. | grab Ivy’s arm and tug her up the hill, back toward the castle. Excitement
bubbles within me as | try to contain my enthusiasm about having her back in a semi-
normal state.

This place was lonely when | was the only werewolf in the castle besides her. Not
that she's shifted yet, but now she’s returned to me; | feel like | can finally breathe
again. Finaly, | can let go of the pressure building on my shoulders because with her
it's a little bit lighter, and I'll endure it for her, knowing she's by my side. We go
back in through the laundry, following behind Clarice. The moment Ivy stepsinside, |
wrap my arms around her and so does Clarice.

“You're back?’ | murmur while squeezing her tighter. Clarice cups her face in her
hands, her eyes teary, and she lets out a breath that could not be mistaken for
anything other than relief. vy grips her hands and opens her mouth to say something
when the king suddenly enters the room. She stops, staring over her shoulder at him,
and | notice Gannon step in behind him.



“Get back to work!” the king snaps at us before stalking past without so much as a
backward glance. | press my lipsin aline when | see the heartbreak on her face. Isthe
mate bond not the same for Lycans? How could he treat her so badly?

| swallow and look away as Gannon and Damian follow after him. Gannon doesn’t
even look in my direction, just clenches his jaw as if he can’'t bear to be near me. |
bite the inside of my lip before returning my attention to lvy.

“He will come around,” Clarice tells her, gripping her shoulders. vy shakes her head
and looks at me. | smile a her sadly, and | hate how she put on her old maid’s
uniform. She’s supposed to be happy! Happy because the king is her mate, but here
sheis, forced back into a position | wished | had never needed to see her in again. She
ignores Clarice's protests that she isn't a servant and shouldn’t help me when Ivy
INSists.

“1 want to help Abbie. | am not his mate anymore. He has made that perfectly clear,”
Ivy tells her.

“You'll always be my queen,” Clarice whispers, and | see Ivy swallow. Seeing her
sadness just makes the decision to leave with Kade all the more torturous. | can't
leave her with the king while | run off with my mate. Ivy follows me to help me do
my chores, which | am excited about. It's the most time we've really spent together
since being here.

| tell her about how the king returned yesterday morning and spent the day hand
digging the graves himself and half the night, refusing any help when the guards tried
to step in and take over. | aso tell her about the castle gossip. However, I’'m too
scared to tell her | found my mate and may be leaving her. Y et as the day goes on and
the time to meet Kade draws closer, I’'m becoming more excited. That giddy, excited
feeling bubbles in me at knowing I'm seeing my mate soon. Only for it to dampen
when the guilt returns. It's like waves of pure happiness, then guilt over Ivy and



Gannon, then fear of the unknown and excitement that I’ ve found my mate, blissfully
painful, atorturous combination.

But when the time comes, | can't help the spring | have in my step as we come into
the kitchen. Clarice sighs and looks over at me, where we stand on the other side of
the kitchen counter. She then rolls her eyes before speaking. “Go on then,” she says
with a dismissive wave. A little excited squeal escapes me before | grab Ivy, quickly
pecking her cheek, before rushing off out of the kitchen.

“Wait, where are you going?’ Ivy calls after me. However, | don’t stop. All day I've
been trying to figure out a solution to my problems, one being that | can’'t leave lvy,
the other Tyson. | haveto ask if there’ s any chance Kade would help me get him from
Mrs. Daley. The other thing | have to ask is if he would allow Ivy to come with me,
because if she can't come, I’m not leaving her behind by herself.

Kade is waiting for me out front by the gates. He smiles when | dlip out the doors,
and | return the smile as | meet him. He holds my door open, and | don’'t hesitate to
climb in, loving his scent that | know saturates his car. Kade takes me to a different
place today. Instead of a cafe or restaurant, he takes me for a picnic by the bridge.

“Are you excited about leaving in afew days?’ he asks as we set out the blanket and
sit onit. I frown and look at the river running under the bridge.

“l have to leave, Abbie. | can’t stay here. | have a pack to run back home,” he tells
me when | say nothing. He passes me a sandwich and pulls some grapes out of a

container. He pops one in his mouth, watching me.

“What's wrong?’ he asks, watching me. “Is it that Gannon you always talk about?’
he demands, and I’ m shocked to hear the anger in histone.

| say nothing, scared to anger him further .



“Sorry. | hate how close you are. And | hate the way he stares at you,” Kade says.
“I"ve hardly seen him,” | tell him.

“He was watching you when you ran out to the car,” he tells me while taking a bite of
his sandwich. | swallow, tearing apart my sandwich and popping a piece into my
mouth.

“Do you know Ivy? My friend?’ | ask him, and he glances at me.

“Theking's mate?’ he asks.

| nod.

“Yeah, I've heard of her. Why?’

“The king hasn’t been nice to her recently. | wanted to know if she could come with
us,” | ask, and Kade scoffs.

“And how would that be possible?’ he laughs, and my face falls. | sigh, leaning up
against the tree.

“l can't steal the king’'s mate, he would kill me, Abbie.”

“And | won’'t go without her,” | tell him, and his eyebrows raise.

“Y ou would choose your friend over me?’ he asks.

“She’s more than just my friend. We grew up together,” | tell him, but he shakes his
head.



“You're asking the impossible of me.”

“We could sneak her out. The king doesn’t even need to know. He will think she ran
away,” | try to reason.

“l can't believe you are serious about this. | knew you were ssimple, but damn it,
Abbie, the king isa Lycan. Do you have any idea what they are capable of 7’ he says,
asharp edge in histone.

He' s right. I'm being foolish. It's a stupid idea. | look away, embarrassed, and blink
back tears.

“l didn’t mean to call you simple. Sometimes | forget it’s not your fault,” Kade says,
reaching over and gripping my hand.

“l can’t read, but that doesn’t mean | am simple,” | respond to Kade, feeling the sting
of hiswords more than he probably realizes. He s the last person | expect to use such
names against me.

“l don’t mean it the way it came out. I'll think about your friend. Maybe we can
figure something out. Now, what’s this other thing you mention in the car you want
to ask me?’ Kade squeezes my fingers, trying to smooth over his earlier comment.

| explain to him about Tyson, watching as he listens intently, nodding. “1 know Alpha
Brock. | can request the boy for you, if you want. See what he says,” he offers.

“Really?’ | ask, excitement bubbling up. He' swilling to help me get Tyson back?
“Only if you behave. And show me that you can look after him when we get back

home,” he conditions. The way he says ‘behave’ strikes me as odd, as though | am a
child, too. I’m not quite sure what he means by it.



But he’ s willing to help me with Tyson. | could keep him and raise him, give him the
safe refuge | have found. Now, all 1 need to do is convince Kade to let me sneak Ivy
out. | can’t wait to tell her that we might have away to be free from this place.
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Chapter Twenty-One

T he door opening has me looking over my shoulder from where | sit in my seat by
the fire. Damian walks in and glares at the glass in my hand. He knows better than to
say anything. “lvy finally came out of the room,” he tells me as if | don’t already
know. Saying nothing more, he sits across from me.

“1 noticed,” | say simply before bringing my glass to my lips and draining the last
remnants. Damian sighs and stands back up when | hold the glass out to him. He

moves toward the bar area and pours another glass before handing it back to me.

“Do you plan on just drowning out the bond?’ he asks. | hum mindlessly, and he
snarls at me. Hisaura dlips out in his anger, athough it has no effect on me.

“You have already destroyed her bond toward you. She had little to no reaction when
she saw you,” Damian spitsasif I’m not aware of that.

“If only | were so lucky to haveit break,” | tell him, earning another growl.
“You're a fucking idiot. There are no second chance mates like the werewolves;
Lycans don’t get those, nor can you reject her, either. The bond won't sever for you,

Kyson; it will always be there, so why do you choose to ignore it?’

“Because | can,” | tell him, sipping my drink and enjoying the taste as it coats my
tongue.

“If that were true, why isit that every time | see you, you have adrink in your hand?’



he asks, glaring at my glass of whiskey. He shakes his head and clutches his hair in
frustration while pacing in front of the fireplace.

“My relationship with Ivy is none of your business, so leaveit,” | tell him, not caring
for hisinput.

“She is my queen,” he bellows, his face turning red in anger and his claws slipping
out. He fists his hands and takes a deep breath, closing his eyes before dropping back
into the seat across from me.

“Sheis your mate and queen. She should be ruling alongside you, not rotting away in
aroom by herself.”

“And what good is her being queen when she can’'t even shift? | can’t even change
her now, so there is no point in getting attached to her when she will be dead in fifty
years, anyway. Then what, Damian, you seem to think you know everything?’ | ask
him.

“ She can fucking shift; you just severed the bond, forcing her wolf-side dormant. Y ou
know aswell as | do, if you spent time with her, you could lure it back out,” he fumes

while | scoff.

“We don't know that. Ivy was a rogue for so long; that is probably why she can't
shift.”

“Then mark her!” he bellows at me. | shake my head at his words.

“Y ou are making a mistake, Kyson. She may not accept you back if you leave this too
long. Y ou could ruin any future you thought you would have with her,” Damian says.

“She isn't going anywhere; | am not stupid. Do you think | would let her leave the



castle or me and have her weaken me?’

“You're selfish. You can’t expect Ivy to just wait around for the day you will change
your mind, Kyson. Don’'t be fucking cruel; you can't live without her, you will grow
weak, and this whole kingdom will grow weak. Remember, her not being able to shift
puts her at risk of not only her werewolf-side remaining dormant but the bond
completely severing for her; she will feel nothing toward you, then what? A few
years down the track, and you pull your head out of your ass, you think she will just
take you back?’ he asks.

“If that happened, which it won’t, she wouldn’t have a choice. | will force her or use
the damn calling on her.”

“You disgust me,” he spits at me, and | shrug, uncaring for his words.

“I am king. | can do as | please with my mate.”

“Then do the right thing. Y ou' re better than this,” Damian snarls.

“Andif I’'m not?’ | ask him as he goesto walk out. | ook over the back of the lounge
to see him stop by the door.

“Then you're not my king,” he says before yanking the door open and leaving my
room. | glare at the burning fire, angered that it had to be thisway.

She didn’t even react when | saw her earlier. | expected some emotion, anything from
her, but all 1 got was a blank stare. | can hardly feel her anymore, although the bond
and pull to her have only grown stronger, crushing my chest and heart more with each
passing day. With that, | get up and pour another drink, trying to drown the ache the
bond causes.



When the acohol can no longer satiate the urge, | do what | do every night and go to
sit by her door. It’s the only thing that drives the pain away. | walk toward her room
before peering inside.

Only when | do, | see the lights are still on. | check the closet, but sheisn't in there or
any of the rooms next to the main one. | furrow my brows when | notice her guard is
also not around. | told him to remain unnoticed while up here, but that didn’t mean
hiding from me.

‘Dustin, where are you? | ask through the mindlink.

‘In Beta Damian’s quarters, My King. vy has gone into Abbie's room. She hasn’t
come out for awhile,” he answers, and | sigh. At least sheiswith Abbie.

‘| take it Abbie has returned from visiting her mate in town? | ask him.

‘No, My King. | peered into the room before she had fallen asleep in Abbie's bed;
Gannon aso left to go find Abbie.’

| chew my lip. Gannon had taken the news pretty badly. He really had fallen hard for
the girl, which is surprising.

Gannon isn't one for feelings and hardly leaves his station, but | have noticed he
follows Abbie everywhere when not busy. | always catch him wherever she is,
though sheis oblivious to him shadowing her.

Abbie seems over the moon to have found her mate, though | worry about what will
happen when the Alpha leaves to go back to his pack. We don't really associate with
other packs, but he always offers a lending hand and has been the biggest help when
coming to the hunters and rogue issues.



No doubt he wants to remain in my good graces, but an aly is an ally, and we don’t
have many amongst the werewolf packs. Sure, they obey orders, but only a couple go
out of their way and seek me out, offering to help in any way they can.

Gannon has expressed concern for her already. He, too, is worried about her leaving
with Kade, but if she asks, | can’'t deny her. Mate bonds aren’t to be denied if they
both want the same thing, so | would tell her yes if she asked.

Alpha Kade is a well-known man whore. | know he is aready married, though he
never marked the woman. They have three kids together, and he has countless women
on the side. | know Gannon tried to tell Abbie that, but she refusesto believe him.

The mate bond has a good grip on her, and Abbie refuses to see him any other way
than the bond will allow. God knows what he has told her. She will see for herself if
she decides to leave with him. Yet | also wonder how Ivy will take that news. He is
scheduled to go in a couple of days, if not sooner.

Not realizing | left the mindlink open, | jump when | hear Dustin’s voice flit through
my head. ‘Isthat all, My King?’ he asks.

‘Y es, and you can leave your station. Damian will probably be down there soon, and |
am on my way, anyway,’ | tell him.

‘| don’t mind staying,” he says. Of course, he doesn’t. He would lay his life down for
her over the pact my main five guards made.

“You can go; | am only afew minutes away,’ | tell him, cutting the link.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

A bbie hasn’t returned, and | wake up cold and shivering. | know the room isn’t cold,
but I am bundled beneath the blankets. So, | wonder why | am awake at such a
ghastly hour and this freezing. Tossing the blankets back, | get up.

It is still dark outside, and | can’t think of any reason why Abbie isn’t back. Deciding
to seeif shefell aslegp in the servant’ s rooms downstairs, | stretch and yawn; rubbing
my arms, trying to warm them, and grip the door handle. Only when | twist it, | feel
the weight against it, and it flies toward me.

| jump back to see the king suddenly sprawled on the floor. His eyes fly open, and he
growls, lurching forward before freezing as he turns, spotting me.

| take a step back, wondering why he was leaning against the door or why he is down
herein the first place. Was he here looking for Abbie, and if he was, what for?

My stomach sinks with the possibilities, and before | can stop it, a whimper dlips past
my lips. The king stands abruptly and scrubs his hand down his face before looking
out into the hall and back at me.

A wave of fear crashes over me, and a desperate whimper escapes my lips, betraying
my terror. The king's face hardens as he stands abruptly, the muscles in his jaw
twitching with barely contained anger.

“Where is Damian?’ he growls, his eyes darting around the hall before settling back
on me. Trembling, | point to a door across from Abbie’s room. Without another word,



he storms toward it.

“Were you sleeping?’ | blurt out, trying to break the tense silence. He pauses for a
moment, his hand hovering over the doorknob before answering.

“That is none of your concern. Stay on your side of the castle,” he barks before
wrenching open Damian’s door. My heart pounds as| realize |’ ve angered him again.

“1-1 was just looking for Abbie,” | stammer, backing away and retreating back to my
room.

13 IVy.”

| freeze, too scared to turn and face him. He strides over to me and drapes his jacket
over my shoulders, tugging it closed with rough hands. His piercing gaze bores into
mine and | can’t look away.

“Go back to your room,” he orders gruffly before stepping back. Confused and
shaken by his sudden change in behavior, | quickly leave the room and retreat to my
own. Unable to shake off the feeling of unease from our encounter, | search for
Abbie, but sheis nowhereto be found in the servants' quarters.

There is no sign of her in the bathrooms, either. | even ask some guards, but they
shake their heads, so | go back to my enormous, empty room. Pushing the door open,
| shiver at how cold it is. The fire has gone out, so | flick alight on before wandering
around and looking for matches and some kindling.

My hands shake as | try to light the match before using it to light the scrunched-up
pieces of paper, which burn out before the wood can catch. With asigh, | go to see if
| can find a guard and ask them to light it for me because | am having no luck getting
it to catch.



Stepping out of the room, | navigate my way back through the halls and walk toward
the stairs. Only when | turn onto them, | see the king walking toward me.

“Why aren’t you in your room? Were you trying to leave?’ he snarls, and his eyes
flicker black. | gasp at the sight and take a step back from him while shaking my
head, wondering why he is mad all of a sudden. I did nothing, yet once again earned
his anger.

“Then why are you out of your room, Ivy?’ he asks, stalking up the last of the steps
toward me.

“The fire went out. It's cold. | was hoping to find Dustin or a guard,” | admit. He
sighs before looking toward his quarters.

“I'll send someone. Go back to your room,” he says, stalking off down the hal
toward his room. | watch him leave, only he stops at his bedroom door and looks
back at me. He growls and | scurry off back toward my room before slipping inside.
Nobody comes. | climb into bed, dragging the extra linens over me. | do not know
how long | have been asleep when | hear a noise and sit up. Light flickers in the
room, and | look toward the fire that has been ignited, only to see someone crouched
in front of it loading logs into it.

Getting up, | drag my duvet with me, only to stop by the couch when | notice it isthe
king in front of the fireplace. His back tenses. He looks over his shoulder at me and
then turns to glare at the fireplace and its flickering flames. | wait for him to leave,
but he doesn’t, so | crawl onto the couch.

This side of the room is significantly warmer. | observe the king from where | sit. He
says nothing, just loads the wood in, and then gets up and walks over to the armchair
and sitsin it, resting his head back and closing his eyes. Only now can | see the deep
bruising under his eyes, like he hasn't slept in days. He looks dead on his feet. He



growls again, and his eyes open, looking at me.

“Go to sleep,” he says, closing hiseyes again .

“You aren’t going back to your room?’ | ask.

“l can’'t deep,” he says simply.

| want to ask him why, yet his eyes open again to peer over at me.

“The bond keeps me awake,” he says, clearly unhappy about it. | bite the inside of my
lip and nod before laying back down, snuggling under my blanket, enjoying the
warmth and his soothing scent.

It isn’t until he starts snoring lightly that my eyes open to look over at him. Getting
up, | sniff my blanket, which is drenched in my scent.

The bond tugs at me to comfort him, but | also don’t want to wake him and have him
get cranky at me. So instead, | drape my blanket over him before laying in front of
the fire only for his snoring to change to purring, and | glance up to find him hugging
the blanket, burying hisfacein it.

The following day | wake in my bed, my duvet chucked over me, and | peer around
the room. There is no sign of the king, and if it wasn't for his scent tainting the
blanket, | would have thought | imagined it.

All day, | search for Abbie before finally giving up. Gannon is also missing, and | am
beginning to worry, but when | am sitting in my room bored out of my mind, the door
bursts open. Abbie rushes into the room excitedly and runs over to me, where | sitin
front of the fireplace.



Relief floods me. “Where have you been? | have been looking for you,” | ask before
grabbing her. She is beaming with happiness and hugs me back before holding me at
arm’slength.

“l didn’t want to upset you, but | have some news. | found my mate,” she gushes,
almost bouncing on the spot. Her face is flushed, her hair frazzled with excited
energy.

“Oh, that’s wonderful, Abbie. What's he like?’ | ask her.

She blushes and then starts gushing excitedly, telling me all about her new mate. | am
happy for her until she turns a little nervous, which in turn makes me nervous, and

she looks down at her hands .

“He's great, but he asked me to leave with him. | just need to get permission from the
king.”

“You'releaving?’ | feel my heart sink through my chest. This can’t be happening.

She nods sadly. “Yes, in a few days, but | have a plan. Come with me?’ she asks,
clutching my hands. | only look at the floor, knowing what the answer will be.

“1 will convince him. He will help me get you out. We can come up with a meeting
spot,” Abbie says.

“Abbie, he won't go against the king,” | tell her.

She shakes her head. “I will convince him. You'll see. He will let me bring you.” |
chew my lip nervously, hoping sheisright. | don’t want to be here without Abbie.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
“ | f he saysyes, will you come?’ | ask her.

“But he won't. No one would dare go against the Lycan King. Kyson would kill him
if hetook me, you have to seethat,” she says.

“He won’t know you're with us. I'll figure it out, you'll see. | will get you out,” | tell
her, and she sighs.

“1 don’t want to get you in trouble,” she says, but | shake my head.

“I’ll convince him, you'll see,” | tell her quickly, getting up and pecking her cheek.
After dinner, | head to my room, and when | step inside, | find Gannon sitting on the
end of my bed. | stop at the door and peer over at him, wondering if he is here to
argue more over Kade.

“Please Gannon, | don’t want to argue with you,” | whisper.

“I’m not here to argue, just come here,” he says, patting the spot beside him on the
bed. | glance at the spot before being nudged into the room from behind, and | jump,
looking over my shoulder to seeitisLiam.

“She can use my old phone,” he says, tossing it to Gannon .

“| factory reset it,” Liam says, and | look at Gannon, wondering what they are talking



about and why both of them are suddenly in my room.
| move closer to Gannon, slightly nervous next to Liam. When | am close enough to
him, he reaches out and grabs my hand before moving further back on the bed and

pulling me to sit between hislegs.

Liam shuts the door, and Gannon wraps his arm around my waist, resting his chin on
my shoulder. | try to get up, but his hold is too strong.

“Watch,” he says, holding the phone out in front of me.

“Gannon?’ | murmur, knowing Kade wouldn’t like me sitting on the man’s lap,
though it is hard not to lean into his warm embrace, his scent soothing and familiar.

“Abbie, stop. | am not stopping you from going, but this? Y ou need to learn, or | will
risk the king's wrath and order you to reject him,” Gannon says.

“What?’
“In case you need me, please. Just this once, listen to what | am saying. | understand
you made up your mind. But | need to show you how to use this,” | sigh, but decide

to go aong with it.

He shows me some features on the phone, opening and closing messages and the
phone book.

“Gannon | can’t send texts, | can’'t read,” | tell him.
“This button here, you just speak into it, and it will convert your speech to text, then

hit send. Liam also set it up so it will read messages back to you,” he tells me while
showing me how to work the device.



“You want me to text you?’ | ask him, and he nods against my shoulder.

“Mine and Liam’s number are in here, so is the king's. If you want to come home,
call me or Liam. We will answer, no matter how late it is. Anything Abbie, you call
us and we will come get you,” Gannon tells me.

“Gannon, Kadeisn't ...”

“1 know you don’t want to believe anything bad about him, but just take the phone,
Abbie,” he says, placing it in my hands. | take it and he switches the screen off.

“Now unlock it,” he says, and | do.

“Show me how to use it, like | just showed you. | am not leaving until 1 know you
can work this phone,” he says, and | focus back on the screen.

It takes a few tries and Gannon corrects me, but | eventually get the hang of it. When
he is satisfied that | have it figured out, he sighs before leaning down and passing me
a bag he has by his feet. “I got you a few things and Clarice went into town and
bought you afew different sets of clothes.”

“Gannon, you shouldn't ...”

“1 can’t come with you, so stop. Let me do this and just accept it,” he says, tapping
my leg for me to get up. | let him up, and he stares at me for a few seconds before
wrapping his arms around me and pressing his lipsto my forehead.

“Keep practicing with the phone, Liam put credit on it for you, already,” he tells me,
and | nod. He then leaves me, wandering out of the room, and | sit back down on the
bed.



The next morning, | am woken early by someone knocking on my door. Before | can
even get up, it opens and Liam strollsin. | sit up, worried. He holds his hand out in a
placating gesture.

“Gannon is on patrol. | am just checking if you can use the phone properly, Gannon
asked me to double check again. He said Kade is picking you up this afternoon.” |
nod and he unplugs the phone from the charger sitting next to me and handsit to me.

“Now show me how to use it. You take this phone with you no matter where you go.
Make sure you answer it if he cals, because if you don't, | know he will go to hunt
you down. The king can be brutal when punishing us and you don’t want Gannon

punished, Abbie,” hetellsme.

| nod and show him. “I will take you to see Kade this morning,” Liam tells me, and |
gulp, staring up at him with worry.

“1 won’'t hurt him, but I will be waiting with you while he picks you up.”

| sigh, knowing not to argue with him. Liam would do as he pleases.

He waits outside my door as | get changed before escorting me downstairs. We wait
out the front, and when the car pulls up, Kade gets out, and | can tell he is a little

frightened of Liam as he ushers me into the car.

“Liam,” Kade acknowledges. Liam tilts his head to the side, watching Kade but
remains silent. Kade quickly getsin the car and pulls away.

“That man is strange. | don't like you hanging around him,” Kade says as we drive
into town.

“Where arewe going?’ | ask him, ignoring his statement.



“To the café, we leave today,” he tells me.

“And lvy?’ | ask him.

“1 am gtill thinking about it. | have yet to decide,” he says as we pull up out the front.
We head inside and sit at the back tables, and Kade hands me a menu, but | set it
down on the table.

“Right, | forgot you can’'t read,” he exhales before clicking his tongue. “ That is going
to be an issue. | hope you're a fast learner. Y ou will have to earn your keep. | can't
have a useless Luna,” he says, staring at the menu. | shrink in my seat a little, not
wanting him to know how much him saying that affects me.

The waitress comes over, and Kade orders for us. | remain quiet, picking at my food.

“Why are you quiet? You aren’'t second-guessing about coming, | hope. | can’t
remain here, | have a pack back hometo run,” hetells me, and | shake my head.

“1 am just worried about Ivy.”

He presses hislipsin aline, seemingly annoyed.

“She is the king's mate, she will be fine. Time to cut ties with her,” he says, and |
look over at him in shock and disbelief. Setting my fork down, | get up .

“Abbie?’ he saysas| grab my phone off the counter, about to text Liam or Gannon to
come get me.

“Abbie, where are you going?’ he asks, but if that is how he feels about Ivy, then my
mind is made up. | am not going.



| walk outside and unlock the phone when it is plucked from my fingers. | glance
over at Kade, who has come up behind me.

“You don't just walk out during a conversation,” Kade scolds me, looking livid.

“I am not going. If vy can’t come, | am staying here,” | tell him.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

| haven't seen Abbie since she told me her mate wants her to leave with him. She
spends all her time with him, which doesn’t bother me. Besides, | am happy for her.
If it couldn’t be both of us, I’'m glad one of us found aloving mate. But | know sheis
anxious about the king not letting her leave.

However, the king is acting strangely, too. Every night, | wake to find the king in my
room asleep, only for him to be gone when | wake up in the morning.

At first, | thought | was going crazy. The king is here at random hours during the
night; | always wake to his scent. Then, by morning, it’'s like he was never here at all.
His coming and going is making it harder. If he doesn’t want me, he needs to just
leave me be. It’s selfish of him to keep putting me through this agony.

His coming and going is driving me insane.

He never says anything; just stares if | catch him and accidentally wake him, or he
ignores me completely. My heart tugs painfully for those two nights. | don’t know
what he wants, but it's clear he doesn’t want me. But as his scent settles in the room
each night, it feels like being rejected al over again. | start praying Abbie can
convince her mate to let me join because | can't live like this.

The breeze is cool as the day slows down, and all the servants prepare for dinner and
end-of-day tasks. Tugging the white sheets from the clothesline with Abbie, we fold
them, bringing the corners together and placing them in the basket. Our interactions
have been flat out most of the day, and she has been quiet for most of it. | know sheis



itching to tell me something because she has tried a few times, but then she falls quiet
because someone is always around.

A guard, another servant, so amongst the blowing winds and the flapping sheets, she
moves closer to me before reaching over and dropping something into the front
pocket of my apron.

| glance down before putting my hand in the pocket and feeling around for what it is.
My fingertips brush something cool and metal, and | twist my wrist in the oversized
pocket and look at what it is. It's awatch.

“When the big hand is on the twelve and the little one on the seven, | am leaving,”
she whispers, and | stare at her, scared. She chews her lip before glancing around
nervously. Then she reaches into her shirt and produces a small key from her bra. She
dropsit in my pocket.

“1 stole the key from Gannon; it’s for the laundry door,” she whispers, nodding to the
one we just came out of. Behind the kitchens, it runs alongside the far gardens where
the fruit trees meet the forest.

“Run aong the river and head west. Keep going, and you will find a bridge. Meet us
at the bridge. He said he will help me get you out. Be there at 7 PM sharp,” she
whispers, and | nod, pulling another sheet down from the clothesline. My lips quirk in
the corners.

“You convinced him,” | smile, my heart leaping inside my chest.

“Yes, but he said if you're late, we can't wait. He said he doesn’t want to be caught
waiting outside the town limits,” she tells me, and | nod. Gazing at the sky, the clouds
are moving in dark and heavy, and it’s going to be one hell of a storm when it hits. |
just hope | won’t get caught in it.



“And you're sure he won't tell on me?’

“He promised me,” she whispers before reaching over and gripping my arm. “We
will be free, just not the freedom we used to long for, but actual freedom, freedom to
live,” she whispers, with tearsin her eyes. “ Always and forever.”

“Morethan my life,” | say in return.

“More than my life, always more,” she repeats. We finish dragging the clothes in off
the line and walk back through the laundry doors when Abbie shrieks. | turn to look
back at her as she rubs a spot on her back and growls. Laughter reaches my ears, and
Abbie turns to see arotten apple splattered against her back.

“Peter, you little shit,” Abbie hisses, dropping her basket and chasing after him,
picking up rotten apples that had fallen beneath the trees. Peter, the stable boy,
always finds a way to cause mischief and get away with it. | watch his mop of curly
hair bounce up and down as he runs off, dodging Abbie’ s advances.

Abbie shrieks when he pelts another her way. She lobs one back, and | laugh at her
trying to hit him with the apples while her shrill cries and his laughter fill the silence.

Abbie retrieves another apple and tosses it where he goes to dart behind the castle
wall just as Dustin walks around. The mushy apple smacks him in the face, and he
freezes on the spot, stunned for a second before wiping the mush off.

Abbie snickers, trying to muffle her laughter at hitting the guard. Peter hides behind
him before popping his head out and sticking his tongue out at Abbie. Dustin wipes
the mushy apple off his clothes, growling. | laugh at the sight of bits of apples
sticking to his crisp, clean uniform, and a chunk stuck in his stubble.

Dustin’s eyes go to Abbie, and she points a me; my eyes widen, and | shake my



head, but he looks ridiculous with apple mush stuck to his face, and | chuckle. He
raises an eyebrow at me.

“You think thisis funny, My Queen?’ he asks, a hint of a smile on hislips. | snicker
before stopping when he walks over to the apple tree, making Abbie squeal and rush
toward me before using me as a shield. Dustin picks up a gross-looking apple that’s
nearly crumbling in his hand.

Dustin tosses the apple in the air a couple of times, letting it mush up more before he
laughs and throws it. | shriek and duck, falling on top of Abbie, only to hear him
gasp, and Peter burst out laughing, holding his tummy and pointing behind us. Abbie
and | look behind usto see Clarice covered in the rotted mush.

We both tense, waiting for the scolding as she steps closer, examining her soiled
apron.

She looks back up, and her eyes go to us on the ground. Abbie and | both point to
Dustin standing by the apple tree with Peter. We glance in their direction to find
Dustin pointing the blame at Peter.

Clarice glares, and we all freeze in place as the old woman stalks toward us before
ripping her apron off. “Apple war it is, then,” she huffs, alook of wild excitement on
her face. Then she runs over and scoops up some apples. Abbie and | giggle before
jumping up and joining the fray.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

D amian stands by my office window, his gaze lost in whatever he's watching
outside. His chuckle catches my ear, and | glance up, curious but trying not to show it
because | know that will give them an excuse to try to pull me away from work.

| keep my focus on the maps spread across my desk, tracing the patterns of the recent
attacks along the river. The river isn't deep enough for boats, just canoes, maybe.
Each body found is a taunt, marked with a hunter’s or rebel’s patch, a gruesome
display designed to provoke. No scents, no clues, nothing - it’s like chasing ghosts.

Y et they were always laid out and on display like they wanted them found and were
merely taunting us.

The location they were always found was never near enough to any packs to pinpoint
one, and they were nowhere near any human settlements, so it was a mystery, as
always. One that had been doing my head in for years.

The main perpetrator of the werewolf rebellion that was helping the hunters was
proven dead. Marissa, Ivy’'s mother, has been dead for years, so who is leading them
now?

It makes no sense to me. It was also the reason after my sister’ s death, no werewolves
could set foot in my castle grounds except Alpha Kade, and of course, Abbie and Ivy,
who were the first werewolf servants we had in over a decade. Werewolves couldn’t
be trusted, and everyone was scrutinized before ever entering through my castle
gates.



But the laughter from Gannon and Damian is a distraction | can’'t ignore for long.
“They wanna run now. That old woman has a good arm on her.” Gannon's
amusement pulls me from the frustrating puzzle I’ ve been trying to solve for decades.

| glance up from examining the dots on the map. I’m looking for some sort of pattern
to see Gannon and Damian watching out the window. Both of them hold silly grins of
amusement.

“Oh, that had to have hurt,” Damian snickers.

“What are you both staring at?’ | ask, and Gannon turns slightly to look over his
shoulder at me.

“Applewar,” he laughs.

My eyebrows raise, and he turns back to the window before snorting at whatever heis
watching. Intrigued, | finally give in, leaving my desk and walking around it,
standing and joining them at the window. Below, in the gardens, a chaotic scene
unfolds. Clarice, Abbie, Ivy, Dustin, and Peter, are engaged in an impromptu apple
war. The sight is absurd yet somehow endearing. Peter, the mischievous kid who
once pelted Damian with horseshit, now ducks and weaves, dodging the girls lobbing
apples at him.

| remember the day the little shit threw horseshit at Damian, and man, did he go off.
Damian had thrown him into the small lake by the stables that day. The kid was
always up to no good, but he was a breath of fresh air around the typical somber
mood.

| watch, unable to suppress a smile, as vy attempts a throw, her apple flying wide off
the mark. Dustin, quick to retaliate, hits her squarely on the head with his own
projectile. The look of mock horror on his face when she rubs the spot is priceless.



She charges at him in a moment of daring foolishness, only to slip and tumble, both
of them landing in a heap.

Their antics, so carefree and light-hearted, are a stark contrast to the weight of the
world outside these castle walls. | can’t shake a twinge of envy as she lands on top of
him after Dustin slips on an apple in his haste to escape her a second time.,

The nervous glances | receive from Gannon and Damian as they continue to wrestle
each other are not missed like they expected me to blow up over them messing
around, but | know Dustin is no threat to me or her.

Peter rushes to help Dustin as Ivy manages to get him to the ground, only for Peter to
be smashed with an apple by Clarice, who triumphantly fist pumps afterward.

| see lvy laugh, climbing off Dustin before leaning down and smearing her hand over
his face before she ducks off. Suddenly, thunder cracks across the sky, echoing my
inner turmoil. The sky darkens and | watch Ivy, jealousy coursing through me. The
laughter and shouts below fade as the group gazes skyward, sensing the impending
downpour.

Then, Abbie slumps her shoulders, and Peter follows suit. 1vy wipes her clothes off as
she makes her way back to the laundry door, stopping beside Dustin and offering him
ahand up.

He takes it, and she pulls him to his feet before he bows to her. Ivy shakes her head
and waves goodbye to Peter. Abbie skips back over to her, wrapping an arm around
her waist and pressing her head against Ivy’s shoulder as they walk inside together,
arminarm.

“They seem to be having a good time,” | murmur with a nod before trudging back to
my bar and grabbing a glass. | pour some whiskey in it and scull it then pour another



glass. After the third glass, | realize no matter how much I drink, it won’t subdue the
jealousy coursing through me at seeing her play around with the guard.

“1 wonder if Abbie has told Ivy she is leaving this afternoon,” Gannon says, and |
look over at him from where he is sitting in the armchair at my desk.

“Well, she will know tomorrow when she wakes up, and Abbie isn’'t here anymore,” |
tell him with a shrug.

“Y ou should have said no,” Gannon growls.

“Heis her mate, and she asked to go with him. | won't deny her wishesif that is what
she wants,” | tell him. We warned Abbie and she wouldn't listen, believing whatever
lies Alpha Kade fed her. Sometimes you just have to let people make mistakes. Plus, |
can't risk tension with Alpha Kade now. | need him and his pack’s support to get to
the bottom of this rogue business.

“He doesn’'t deserve her,” Gannon growls, glaring at my desk, and | sigh.

“She will see reason,” Damian tells him, gripping his shoulder.

“By then, it will probably betoo late,” Gannon snarls.

“If not, and she wants to come back, you gave her your number. She also has the
king's and mine so she can get a hold of Ivy if she wants to come back.”

“We will go get her,” | finish for him, and Gannon sighs but nods.

“What if he hurts her?” Gannon asks, looking tortured at the thought.

“She’s his mate; he can't hurt her without hurting himself,” Damian assures him, but



that wasn't true; she-wolves are always at a disadvantage when it comes to men,

especialy Alpha men, though we didn’t admit that in front of Gannon but he is fully
aware.

“There are other ways to destroy someone; you don’t have to physically hurt them to
break them,” Gannon says, and | furrow my brows at his words.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

H is words make me think of Ivy when | found her in her closet, and the den she had
made. | swallow, suddenly feeling guilty, before shaking the feeling off.

Around 6:30 PM, after everyone has dinner, | make my way downstairs. Alpha Kade
IS coming to retrieve Abbie, and | need to thank him for his recent help. | wait out
front on the stone driveway when hisBMW pullsin.

Abbie waits, sitting on the step. She has a small bag with her that Clarice had made
up for her, so she has afew thingsto take.

She smacks into his chest the moment he gets out of the car, and he wraps his arms
around her, burying his face in her hair before pecking her lips softly. | turn my gaze
away, giving them some privacy. Also, it disturbs me to see how doting he is with
her, especially with knowing his home situation. It is al a facade, we just couldn’t
convince her.

It isthe only thing | don’t like about the man. He is aright other than that, as far as |
know. Though nobody truly knows what goes on behind closed doors .

“Get in the car, my love; we need to head home,” he whispers, cupping her facein his
hands. Abbie comes over and bow to me, and Damian gives her a brief hug before
she peers around.

“Where did Gannon go?’ she asks, looking a little disappointed. Alpha Kade grips
her shoulder.



“You said goodbye to your friend?’ he asks her, and she looks up at him, nodding.
He inclines his head toward the car, and she slowly walks back to it before climbing
into the passenger seat and clipping her belt.

“Let me know if you need anything, My King. Now to go home to my wife and
introduce this new one to her. I’'m sure she will kick up a fuss but not to worry,” he
clicks his tongue and shakes his head with a laugh. “Lucky, | am Alpha, right?’ he
sighs. | say nothing on the matter; it sickens me how he treats women as mere objects
to please him. | only hope he's discussed this with Abbie.

“Thank you for your help; | will be in touch,” I tell him, glancing at Abbie, who is
peering out the closed window up at the castle. Alpha Kade glances over his shoulder
at her before staring back at me.

“Now, please don’t be upset, My King, but in order to get her to come with me, | may
have made a deal with her,” he says, and | tilt my head to the side, observing him.

He has a slim face and beady eyes, a smirk on hislips like he thinksit’s funny he had
to cut a deal with his own mate to get her to agree to go with him. Only Abbie and
lvy are very similar. The only time | had seen her ask for anything was when she
asked to go with her mate. Other than that, she never asked for anything unless it was
for lvy. lvy!

“ | told her | would, but | have no intention of stopping. | thought | should let you
know your mate, Ivy?’ he says. | nod, wanting to know what it is he agreed to for
Abbie.

“She is supposed to meet us at the bridge leading out of town; | was supposed to
smuggle her out. | agreed, of course, but | have no intentions of taking your queen. |
thought | should let you know, we can’t have a runaway queen now,” Alpha Kade
murmurs while looking back at the car like heisworried Abbie may overhear.



| growl and glare at him before clenching my jaw. | hate the way Alpha Kade smirks,
asif | can't control my own mate. Damian’s hand falls on my shoulder, warning me
not to lose it with Abbie present. Not to alert Abbie that we know of Ivy’s plans.

“1 suggest you leave, Alpha Kade. You never should have made that deal; you have
potentially put my future queen at risk,” Damian snarls while | fight the urge to shift
and kill the bastard, fucking foolish werewolf.

“Whereis she?’ | ask the Alpha. He flinches away and quickly answers.

“She is probably along the river somewhere, My King. She was meeting us there at 7
PM,” he answers, and | nod. Alpha Kade quickly rushes back to the car. Abbie
glances at us nervously and waves and we play along, waving back to her, trying to
keep my fury in check.

| watch them leave and go out the gates. The moment they do, | turn on my heel to go
find her and drag her back. Damian grips my arm, making me come to a stop, and my
entire body trembles with the need to track her down.

“Cam down,” he says, but | shrug him off.

‘Fucking find her,” | bellow through the link. The forest air is thick with tension as |
barrel through the underbrush, my paws thudding against the damp earth. Each stride
Is fueled by a tumultuous mix of anger and concern. How could she think of running
away? The very thought tightens my chest, a mixture of hurt and bewilderment
coursing through me. As | run for the river and shift mid run, Damian explains what
had happened, and howls filled the night sky.

‘Kyson!” Damian bellows through the link.

‘How fucking dare she try to run fromme, ’ | say, seething.



“Y ou need to calm down,” he says before | see him shift, racing to catch up to me.

‘I will calm down once she's back locked in her room. Who was supposed to be
watching her? | snarl and | hear Dustin whimper through the mindlink. | growl at
him before shutting the link.

“We will find her, but please be rational about this, My King. Y ou don’t want to scare

her.

‘She will be lucky if | don’'t chain her to my fucking bed. Enough with your chatter,
Damian. Fucking find my mate,” | snap, and he nods beside me.

Damian keeps pace, a silent, solid presence to my left. His occasional glances speak
volumes - concern, caution, but he knows better than to voice them now. My mind is
a storm of emotions, thoughts swirling chaotically. The betrayal stings sharply, but
beneath that, there’ s an undercurrent of fear - fear for her safety, fear of losing her.

We're nearing the river, the sound of its rushing waters growing louder with each
step. | pause for a moment, lifting my nose to the wind. Her scent is stronger here,
intermingled with the damp earth and the crisp river air. It's unmistakably Ivy - amix
of her shampoo and something uniquely her, something soothing that usually calms
me. But now, it only fuels my determination.

As we approach the riverbank, my eyes scan the area, every sense heightened. The
SKy is a canvas of darkening blues and grays, the impending storm mirroring the
turmoil inside me. Lightning flashes in the distance, followed by the low rumble of
thunder. The atmosphere is electric, every nerve in my body on edge as | search for
her.

She will regret running from me.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
A COUPLE HOURS EARLIER

A bbie and | hurry to change into fresh clothes and we both take quick showersin the
staff bathrooms before she has to leave to speak with the king about the arrangements
for her departure. As she prepares to leave, she squeezes me tightly, her touch
conveying a mixture of affection and unease at what we are about to attempt. “Don’t
be late,” she whispers, her warm breath brushing against my cheek as she plants a
tender kiss.

Since her departure, | have been restless, pacing back and forth in my room. Even
when the servant brings up my dinner, | find myself too consumed by nerves to take a
single bite. With trembling hands, | rummage through the cupboard, exchanging my
light attire for warmer clothing. | also grab a pair of flat shoes, anticipating the
possibility of having to run.

Moving toward the door, | cautiously crack it open, ensuring no one is watching,
before retrieving the small key from my pocket. | am astonished that Abbie managed
to obtain it from Gannon, shaking my head at the risks she has taken. The unease in
my stomach grows, causing me to abandon my dinner and make my way down to the
kitchen.

As | enter the bustling kitchen, the evening staff pays me no mind, their attention
focused on their end-of-day tasks, thankfully this hour is one of the busiest. | swiftly
pour myself a glass of water, desperately seeking relief in its coolness. However, to
my dismay, the liquid only seems to intensify my nervousness, sending waves of



anxiety coursing through me. Realizing | need to relieve mysalf, | hurriedly make my
way to the servant bathroom, wasting precious time before returning to the kitchen.

Thankfully, the kitchen staff have left to enjoy their own meals, leaving me free to
dlip out through the back door into the laundry room.

Ignoring the towering shelves and giant washers and dryers that surround me, | make
a beeline for the back door. With the key in hand, | insert it into the lock and turn it
with a mixture of fear and hope.

A sigh of relief escapes me as the door swings open, revealing a world beyond the
confines of the castle. Soon | will be free, | just need to get to that bridge.

Stepping outside, | feel the wind pick up dlightly, rustling the leaves on the trees
surrounding the place, and the sky darkening from the approaching storm, so far the
sky remains free from heavy clouds. But | can smell the rain in the air, making
everything feel heavier. | dip out, careful to close the door quietly behind me, and
seek shelter under the protective canopy of the fruit trees as | try to make my way to
the river at the back of the kingdom grounds.

Using them as cover, | race along the row of trees, pausing occasionally to ensure no
guards are watching before continuing my mad dash. | maneuver over the hill and
through the graveyard, my heart pounding, until | reach the river that slivers along the
back of the castle grounds. Peering back at the castle, | don’t see guards moving from
their posts or sense any issues, and | let out a breath of relief .

Heading west, | start jogging, keeping my body low to avoid detection. With each
step, | feel a sense of liberation building within me. | can’t believe | am breaking free
from the suffocating confines of the castle and from the oppressive bond that has
tormented me for far too long now.



The thought of a future filled with endless possibilities brings a smile to my face,
even as my tired legs protest. Finaly, | am going to be free, free of the castle, my
mate, and free of the bond.

No more of the king silently sitting in my room and making the bond wreak havoc,
no more of his scent tormenting me. Excitement bubblesin me as| think of my future
possibilities. It will be just me and Abbie again, and, of course, her mate. But | can
survive anything aslong as | have her by my side.

By the time | reach the halfway point, darkness has enveloped the sky completely.
Glancing down at the watch Abbie had given me tightly clasped in my hand, | check
the time once more. She instructed me to run straight and follow the river, yet thereis
no sign of abridge or any roads up ahead.

The storm overheard is moving in, and it seems like I'm attempting the impossible. Is
Abbie sure of the directions? Or isit ssmply further than | thought?

Coming to a halt, | bend over, resting my hands on my knees as | struggle to catch my
breath. Nearly half an hour of relentless running has taken its toll on my weary body.
The chill of the night air sends shivers down my spine, and as the moon'’ s feeble light
Is swallowed by the encroaching clouds, a sense of anxiety settles over me. | don’t
like the dark, and the shadows creeping nearer from the trees have my anxiety levels
rising.

My teeth throb from breathing against the cool wind and the strain of exertion, and
my legs scream in protest, but | push myself to continue, knowing this is my only
chance at escaping. Determined to find the spot Abbie has described, | strain my
eyes, searching for any sign of it in the darkness. Fear gnaws at me as | stand alonein
the inky blackness, unable to shift and relying solely on my human senses. The scent
of rain hangs heavy in the air, adding to my growing unease as it starts drowning out
other scents.



Every noise, every snap of atwig, sends my head spinning in all directions. Slowing
my pace dightly, | squint into the distance, straining to make out any sign of the
bridge Abbie's mate had mentioned.

It is at that very moment that distant howls reach my ears, carried on the wind from
the direction of the castle which sends my heart into afrenzied flutter. He knows.

My heart skips abeat at the sound of the howls, as the guards communicate with each
other. They sound from every direction and | know I’'m running out of time. The hairs
on the back of my neck standing on end. The howls resonate with a haunting
familiarity. A chill runs through my veins as | realize those howls belong to the
wolves who guard the castle grounds.

Fear grips me with an iron fist, my mind racing to find a way out of this predicament
but the only one | can seeisfinding that bridge.



Page 28

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 2:26 am

Chapter Twenty-Eight

F orcing my legs to move, | start running. My heart thumps erratically, and | take off
before hearing one how! so loud and angry it can only be the king. Panic seizes me,
and | glance ahead, knowing that being by the water, | am far too exposed. With that
knowledge, | take off for the tree line, deciding to stay as near to the edge of the
forest as possible, so | don't get lost. | also won't be spotted out in the open of the
clear space running alongside the river.

Adrenaline courses through me as | take off, praying | make it to the bridge. Tears
burn my eyes as the wind whips my face, making it sting. The sounds of running
through the forest send fear coursing through me. What took me half an hour to run
through, they cover in a matter of minutes. | can hear them in the woods gaining on
me. | glance behind me only to look ahead and | skid across the ground, coming to a
halt. My feet skid across the loose rocks and leaves making me fall on my side when
a huge black Lycan with impenetrable eyes flashes between the trees in front of me.

“No,” | gasp, knowing he' s found me. Knowing | can’'t escape hisLycan .

He prowls through the trees toward me. His growl sounds menacing, furious, as |
scramble backward, trying to get to my feet. However, the leaves and damp earth
make the ground slippery as | hear the crunch of twigs beneath him.

“You were warned,” he growls angrily, and | shake my head.

Kyron's fur is so dark, it has a blue hue to it under the moonlight filtering through the
trees. He stalks closer to me, growling, his teeth sharp and gleaming, chilling my



bones as he stalks closer. His chest rises and falls heavily with his burning anger, and
his aura is suffocating. His claws slash down a nearby tree when he stops, tilting his
head.

“Don’'t,” he warns, anticipating what | am about to do. But my mind doesn’t listen.

My scream hurts my own ears when he suddenly runs at me, as my feet finally get
leverage on the ground. | sprint off, only to get about five steps when his weight hits
my back, shoving me forward into the dirt. The air in my lungs completely leaves me
in a huff as | hit the ground. His weight never lands on top of me, yet | feel the
rumble of his growl against my back, his clawed hands on either side of my face.

Fear momentarily paralyzes me, and | can feel the fur on his legs brush against mine
as he traps me beneath him, caging mein.

The crunch of twigs makes me look up to see Damian step out of the treesin just a
pair of shorts. Worry etches into his facial features as he stares at me pinned beneath
the king. | want to yell out to him for help, but my voice is suddenly mute with the
fear wrapping around me.

“Leave us,” the king commands him.

“No, please,” | beg my voice a whisper in the breeze that goes unheard. My eyes
meet Damian’s fleetingly before he disappears within the trees, leaving me with
Kyson. His chest rumbles with his growl against my back, and he buries his nose in
my neck, making me whimper.

Tears stream down my cheeks as | try to claw my way out from under him, only for
him to press his chest firmly against my back, forcing me to the ground. His teeth nip
my shoulder, making me cry out when | try to move.



“You would dare attempt to leave me, to leave your king,” he snarls next to my ear,
his gravelly voice sending a shiver up my spine. My entire body shakes beneath him,
his aura slamming down on me, dominating me and forcing another whimper to leave
my lips.

“You're mine, mine lvy, and you will remain with me. | will chain you to my damn
bed if needed,” he growls. “Y ou won't be escaping me again, you were warned never
to run from me, and now you'’ |l learn the consequences of your actions.”

My fingertips burn and throb, anger mingling with my fear and claws slip from my
fingertips, enraged by his words, athough petrified at the same time. They dig into
the earth, and he snarls again, nipping my shoulder and making me flinch as he
breaks my skin and blood trails down my shoulder blades.

| was s0 close, so close to freedom.

“Submit,” he growlsin warning, and | feel my eyesflicker before my own growl dlips
out of me uncontrollably. My vision changes, illuminating the darkness and making
my surroundings brighter. His hand falls on my shoulder, claws sinking in as his
weight lifts. Before | know it, he flips me on my back with a swift yank before
dropping his weight against my abdomen and legs. Trapping me once again. His aura
smashes against me, and he roarsin my face.

“1 said submit,” he growls, but instead of a whimper, rage emerges out in the form of
my thunderous growl.

“No!” | scream back at him, thrashing beneath him trying to escape.

His fists come down on either side of my face on the dirt. “I am your fucking king.
Y ou will submit to me,” he snarls, then pressing his chest against mine.



“The same king who doesn’t want me for amate,” | snarl back, my vision making his
features clearer as my eyes adapt to the darkness, turning a luminescent blue, which
makes his glare harden as his eyes examine my face. He uses his nose, turning my
face, hisfur brushing against me before he snarls.

“You're mine,” he seethes, shaking with rage above me and the bond flares, making
me angry.

“I'm not anymore,” | growl at him, and he roars in my face before punching the
ground beside my face. | squeeze my eyes shut and inhale deeply but refuse to submit
like his aura tries to make me. The feeling of it caressing over me makes nausea
build. Yet | shove it back, shocking myself at my own ability to not give in when |
feel histongue swipe across his bite marks on my shoulder and arm.

“You will submit, one way or another,” he purrs, and | hear his bones snap and
rearrange before his warm skin presses against me. | feel the calling, making my skin
tingle as he forces the bond to the surface, and | gasp that he would use it on me to
get me to submit to him.

| scream as he awakens the stupid calling. Willing to do anything to get away, |
thrash beneath him, wanting him to stop, not wanting to submit to him when | feel the
weight of it start to relax me. With a last-ditch effort to stop him, | start hitting him
and thrashing for him to get off me.

The king snarls, shoving the calling on me again as | scramble, kicking my feet and
pushing away and out from under him. He snarls, flashing his canines at me, and my
hand moves with speed | never thought possible and connects with his face. Only
after they do that, | realize my fingers... no... my claws are out, razor-sharp as they
slash down hisface.

Blood spills and sprays across my face, and | gasp a what I’ ve done while his head



whips to the side. The deep threatening grow! that leaves him makes my blood run
cold as he slowly turns his face back to look at me. Deep claw marks streak down his
cheek, across his lips, and over one of his eyelids. How did | do that? My bravado
wears off immediately as he snarls before pouncing on me and crushing me beneath
him. His blood drips on me, covering me like a leaky faucet.

My claws retract instantly, and | whimper, waiting for him to tear into me when he
purrs, the calling washing over me, and | sob as | feel my body go lax beneath him,
giving in to his demands. He buries his face in my neck and my hands feebly try to
push his face away.

“Shh, my queen,” he whispers, nipping my fingertips and burying his face in my
neck.

“You're mine now,” he purrs before | feel his teeth pierce my skin. He sinks them
deeply into my neck, through the layers of skin and tissue and | gasp as sparks rush
from head to toe, every inch of me tingling. My body feels foreign to me. Even my
toes curl as immense pleasure washes through every part of my body. | feel him take
something from me, like he stole a piece of my soul as it embeds and transfers to him.
My eyelids flutter, heavy as the fight drains out of me and | feel his teeth slide out of
my neck, histongue rolling over my mark.

His calling grows louder, taking everything, forcing me to relax while exhaustion,
like never before, dlivers through me.

“Sleep my queen, your king has got you,” he purrs. My head falls back as he scoops
me up in his arms, his chest vibrating against me as he continues to purr, clutching
me close while | become entirely limp in his arms. He starts walking, nuzzling my
neck as | try to fight the exhaustion. Unable, | blink once more and everything goes
black.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
AN HOUR EARLIER

T he time finally comes for me to leave, and | am waiting out front of the castle,
sitting on the steps. A small bag sits between my feet that Clarice has made up for
me, so | have afew things to take with me until Kade organizes for more clothes. As
the car pullsin, | jump to my feet and rush over to him. The bond tugs me to my
mate, and | am ecstatic that vy can come with us. That | will eventually get Tyson
back. Today is a good day, everything's coming together, though | will miss this
place. Miss Gannon and Clarice, but Kade promises | can visit whenever | want.

| smack into his chest the moment he gets out of the car, and he wraps his arms
around me, burying his face in my hair before pecking my lips softly.

“Get in the car, my love. We need to head home,” Kade whispers, cupping my facein
his hands. Peering around, | try to find Gannon but can’t see him. So instead | turn to
the king and give a quick bow to him. Surprisingly, Damian gives me a brief hug
before | glance again. He was just here seconds ago. Where did he go?

“Where did Gannon go?’ | ask, a little disappointed. Alpha Kade grips my shoulder,
turning me toward the car.

“You said goodbye to your friend?’ he asks me, and | look up at him, nodding. He
inclines his head toward the car, and | lowly walk back to it before climbing into the
passenger seat and clipping in my belt. Kade shuts my door, and | watch as he talks to
the king, my hands sweat and | wipe them on my pants.



After a few minutes, he climbs into the car, starting it. | wave to the king and those
waiting. The king stiffly waves back, and | peer up at Kade. “The king looks angry,” |
tell him.

“Probably busy,” is all Kade offers. We drive to the bridge where we are supposed to
meet lvy, yet as time sips on, and the closer it nears to 7 PM, the more nervous | get.
| pace along the walkway, looking to the path below. Once 7 PM comes and goes, |

hear howlsfill the sky, and Kade gasps.

Nervously | look at Kade. “I don't think she is coming, love, she must have changed
her mind.”

| shake my head, knowing she wouldn’t have.

“No. She'll be here,” | tell him, pacing again.

“Abbie!”

“No, she will be here,” | tell him, and he growls behind me. | peer over my shoulder
at Kade, and he presses hislipsin aline.

“The king knows of her plans. The gardener told him when he heard you speaking,”
Kade tells me. But the gardener wasn’t there to listen.

“Abbie, don't make me do this, | don’t want to hurt you, but we need to leave. Kyson
will come for me when hefindsout | wasinonit.”

“How do you know about the gardener?’ | question.

“One of the guards sent me a message just now,” he says, coming over playing with
his phone. He shows me the screen.



“You know | can’'t read, do the voice to text thingy,” | tell him.

“My phone doesn’'t have that feature,” he tells me.

“No, we need to wait. She will come. | know shewill,” | tell him..

“Abbie, get in the car,” he repeats, and | shake my head.

“Just go,” | tell him, waving him off and turning toward the steep incline to go look
for her when | feel hisaura dlip out and wash over me.

“Stop this nonsense and get in the fucking car! You are testing my patience. Now!”
he bellows the order, and | whimper as | try to fight his command, but my feet carry
me to the car with frighteningly quick steps.

Kade growls, slamming my door before | barely get my legsin. | sit there, shaking at
his command. He climbs into the car and starts it before he sighs heavily.

“The king is mad at me. You don’'t want me hurt, do you? What would the Moon
Goddess think if you got your mate killed, all because you foolishly wanted to wait?’
he asks.

“What if shetripped or something? What if she's hurt?’ | ask, worriedly.

He puts the car in drive, and it starts moving. | reach for the door handle, but Kade's
hand drops on my thigh, his nails digging in.

“Do you not love me? Did you not hear what | said about the king looking for me?’
he growls before once again his aura dips out. “Sit there and be quiet! Think about
the consequences if the king finds me. Imagine all the ways he could hurt me,” he
orders, and | blink.



My mind is overpowered and does everything he asks. For hours, | imagine possible
torture scenarios, my bond aching and cringing when finally he squeezes my fingers.

“1 dropped my command. I’m sorry, love. | shouldn’t have commanded you,” he tells
me, and | peer out the window, feeling sick. If only he knew how tortured my mind
already was and then he does that. Forces me to envision his death while my bond
tugs painfully in my chest. The guilt forms an endless pit in my stomach.

“I’'m sorry,” | whisper.

“That’s okay. You are forgiven. | bet you're hungry. Thereis a truck stop ahead.” At
the mention of food, my belly rumbles. He pulls in and there is a small diner.
Stepping inside, we take our seats and Kade orders for us. But when the food comes
out, | stare at the meadly plate.

“Y ou need to watch your figure. Can’'t have afat Luna,” he saysas| stare down at the
bowl of lettuce. “Lucky, | am here to look out for you. I'll make a Luna of you,” he
says. | look at his eggs and bacon, but not wanting to sound ungrateful, | tuck in. My
belly rumbles after we finish eating and climb in the car. | am still very hungry, and |
pinch my shirt that is far too loose, wondering if | am overweight. Surely, someone
would have told me? Maybe not, but | don’t think | am. I’ ve never had enough to eat,
and I’ ve always thought | looked sickeningly skinny, with the way my hip bones jut
out and my ribs show.

The drive takes hours, and | reach into the backseat to retrieve my bag, pulling my
phone out. | have multiple text messages from Gannon. Y et something tells me not to
listen to them in the car. Kade makes it very clear about his dislike for Gannon and
Liam, and | don’t feel like arguing with him over any message he sent.

So | tuck the phone back in the bag when my fingers touch a wrapper. Excitement
bubbles in me and | pull the bag of candy clouds out. | open it and pop three in my



mouth while reaching for the dial on the radio. Only Kade slaps my hand.

He had never done that before. He always let me choose the station when in his car.
“I'm listening to that! What has gotten into you? You're acting out of sorts!” he
snaps, glancing at me.

Am | acting out of sorts? Is it me? Why do | suddenly feel so uncomfortable in his
presence? It's like al the warmth and safety have melted away. Guilt smashes me for
even thinking | was uncomfortable. The Moon Goddess would strike me down for my
terrible thoughts about my mate. A gift she bestowed me.

“What have you got?’ Kade asks when | pop another candy in my mouth. | show him
the bag, offering him some.

“ Strawberry clouds, do you want one? They are...”

He rips the bag out of my hand.

“1 knew you were acting up! For fuck’s sake, you shouldn’t eat candy. The sugar
goes to your head.” He winds the window down, tossing the bag before | can try to
grab it. “You're so talkative and loud whenever you eat that shit he gives you!” he

snaps and | shrink in my chair.

“Serioudly, Abbie, think of your health. And my sanity. It drives me up the wall when
you' re blubbering and bouncing on your feet!” he scolds.

He never complained before, and Gannon never said | talk too much. That sinking
feeling returns, and | turn my gaze out the window.

Wiping a stray tear with my fingers. “You're not seriously crying over candy?’ he
huffs, and | feel myself dlip into a mask | had learned at a young age. A mask Mrs.



Daley earned from us. One of emptiness. Tears won't help you, no, they would get us
beat back at the orphanage. Kade mutters something under his breath.

| turn my thoughts inward, blocking out the world and everyone in it. Going to a
place no one can touch me. Going to a place | only visit in my dreams. Grandma's
house. Where my childhood was good before it al got taken away from me when we
had to go on the run.
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Chapter Thirty

D amian panics the moment he sees me step into the foyer with her in my arms. Her
blood runs down my arms, although it has slowed considerably. Ivy infuriated me; |
wasn't supposed to mark her, but when she refused to submit, | lost control.

She hasn’t shifted yet, but she did partialy shift when she slashed me, so she must be
close to shifting, and now | could have put everything at risk.

Damian’s eyes fly wide open when he notices the blood trailing down my arms, and
he tries to rip her away from me. | pull her closer, and his arms drop as his eyes take
her in searching for any injury.

“I marked her; she is fing,” | spit through gritted teeth, annoyed at how he goes
straight for her asif | have fatally hurt her. He exhales, and his shoulders sag with his
obviousrelief.

“Not ideal, but we can work with that. Just means changing her will be harder and
require a few attempts,” Damian sighs. vy looks like a ragdoll in my arms. Looking
at her, it amost looks like she is dead with how floppy her body. Moving her around,
| pull her closer, so her head rests on my shoulder instead of craning back awkwardly.

“Help me get her upstairs,” | command, and he walks ahead, opening the doors for
me before finally opening the bedroom door. | stop, peering around my room before

walking back out.

“What isit?” Damian asks, and | look down the hall toward the other wing.



“l can't stay in there with her; | don’t trust myself,” I tell him.

“Kyson, you can't just mark her and lock her away in her room and leave her there,
Damian says, and | gaze down at her in my arms.

“Just have them move my stuff tomorrow to hers, just not... It's Claire’s old room; |
can't,” | tell him before walking off toward her room.

“But you will stay with her. Y ou will move back to your old quarters?’ Damian asks.
“l said | would. | know | can’t leave her now; | fucking marked her.”

“And you do not seem the least bit happy about that,” Damian states.

“Damian, stop. Just leave it be.”

He chuckles and shakes his head.

“Whatever you say, My King,” he adds as | step through the threshold, tugging Ivy
closer. Damian moves toward the fire, throwing another log in it before going into the

bathroom. | hear the bath running. | glance at him as he emerges, and he shrugs.

“What, do you plan on putting her to bed filthy and covered in blood and dirt?’ he
asks.

“I know what you’'re doing,” | growl at him.

“And what is that, My King?’ Damian smirks, and | narrow my eyes at him, his lips
tugging into a smirk. He knows exactly what he is doing, trying to force me to break
down the walls of the bond. He knows the more time spent with her would awaken
the bond, awaken her shift .



“Don’t play dumb,” | snap at him before staring down at her. She's filthy, mud
matted in her hair, and her porcelain skin is now stained red. Blood also drenches my
chest, neck, and face from her claw marks, and | sigh.

“1 will have some clothes sent over for you,” Damian says before turning and leaving.

Biting the inside of my lip, | sigh. | move toward the bathroom before sitting on the
edge of the giant bathtub with Ivy on my lap. Quickly stripping her bare, | look away
from her naked body. My urges tempt me to taste her flesh and smother her in my
scent.

The bond may be weak for her, but it has never been stronger for me, especidly as |
feel her essence weave through mine. Reaching over, | shut the taps off before
stepping into the bath and settling her on my lap, keeping her head above water. Her
back rests against my chest. Reaching for acloth, | begin to wash her.

Not once does she gtir as | clean her, her mark still weeping with blood as it tries to
heal. It isn't until Damian clears his throat from the bathroom doorway, his back
turned dlightly, that | realize | am licking her. | shake my head, not remembering
when | gave myself over to instinct. Her neck and face are completely clean, and |
glare at the ceiling. A growl dlips from me at Damian’ s following words.

“Does shetaste good, My King?’ he taunts.

“Areyou trying to irritate me on purpose? | didn’'t fucking realize | was doing it until
you made anoise,” | snap back.

“Instinct shouldn’t be ignored,” Damian says simply. That's easy for him to say. He
hasn’t found his mate, and his mate probably isn’t a traitor. “ Clothes are on the bed,
towels by the sink,” he says, sauntering out.



| glance at the sink basin and shake my head before reluctantly climbing out and
bringing Ivy with me. What a mission it is trying to dry her and me when she has no
movement.

Giving up on trying to dress her after pulling one of my shirts over her head, | lay her
on the bed, tugging the blankets up over her before pulling on the shorts Damian
brought in for me. Moving back to the bathroom, | examine my face. Her claw marks
are deep, especialy across my cheek and temple. | prod it, and it starts bleeding, so |
grab a hand towel, pressing it against it as | walk back out of the bathroom. Grabbing
her hand, | examine her fingers.

| wonder how she managed to claw me up so badly. Werewolf claws could do some
damage, but it’s like | was dlashed with a knife. The only damage that causes this sort
of destruction to aLycan isusually caused by another Lycan’s claws,

Placing her hand down, | move toward my old bar, searching for liquor. Finding
none, | call for Dustin to retrieve it for me, along with a set of handcuffs, before
settling on the couch by thefire. | turn my chair so | can see her while | wait for him.

A few hours later, whiskey in hand, | watch her. The dimly lit room casts shadows on
her face as she sleeps across the room from me, her eyes closed. Her hair cascades
over her shoulders in waves, the moonlight catching hints of blue. Ivy’s hair is that
black; it gives off strange hues under the lighting.

The air is filled with the rich aroma of whiskey, its spicy notes mingling with the
smoky scent of the fire. Underneath it al, her sweet honey nectar scent invades every
inch of the room, sending my senses wild. Her scent is intoxicating to me.

As | take a sip of the whiskey, the smooth liquid burns down my throat, leaving a
warm trail in its wake. Its flavors dance on my tongue, hints of caramel and oak, but
it does nothing to stop the ache in me to go to her, to bundle her up in my arms and



devour her essence. | feel out of control and it’s all because of her. She will send me
insane with love or hate. They seem to blur into one these days. | can’t stand to be
near her, yet it pains me to be away.

For some reason, | can’'t shake the image of her eyes glowing with an unearthly light,
or the surprising strength she displayed as she struggled against me. It was clear she
was angry, and it took nearly all my strength to subdue her.

What really bothers me is how she resisted my command in her anger. The calling
overwhelmed her, but my command, she fought. It puzzles me. In those moments, Ivy
had a strength that seemed beyond what a werewolf should possess. She fought my
command but couldn’t withstand the calling. | keep telling myself it’s because she's
my mate, yet something nags at me as| ponder. There must be more to it.

The sun isjust beginning to peek over the horizon when | finally climb into bed next
to her. She stirs and rolls into me. | growl at her touch, her small hands pressing into
my side, seeking me out, but then | notice she's still unconscious, just reacting to the
bond. Reaching over to the bedside table, | grab the handcuffs | placed there earlier
and clamp one around her wrist, securing it to the headboard.

| can't risk her waking before me and trying to run again. Now that my mark is
etched into her skin, there' s no place she can hide from me. She'll learn that her place
is with me, and whatever | choose to do with her rests solely with me. She has no
choice in the matter. So until she learns that, I'll make the choices for both of us.
Settling back beside her, | rest my head on the pillow and close my eyes.

Sleep takes me almost instantly with her by my side. | haven't slept completely since
| forced her out of the castle, but now, with her snuggled into me and her scent
enveloping me, | plunge into oblivion.
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Chapter Thirty-One

M y sense of time dlips away, and it is only when Kade shakes my shoulder that |
snap back to redlity, startled by his touch. “We have arrived, my love,” he murmurs,
and | blink, disoriented.

Already? | cast my gaze about, taking in the late hour and the unfamiliar
surroundings. This is not the grand packhouse Kade described to me; there are no
sprawling gardens, no elegant fountains, no tall hedges. Instead, my eyes land on a
dilapidated cabin, nestled in isolation, surrounded by an imposing forest. | thought he
was supposed to be Alpha of some great pack.

Confusion fills me as | inquire, “Where are we?’ The desolation of this place is
palpable.

“It's a safe house,” Kade explains, his voice tinged with concern. “We have been
experiencing troubles with neighboring packs. We cannot risk alerting them to your
presence. It would put you in grave danger.” | furrow my brows, about to voice my
worries when he steps out of the car without another word. The wind bites at his
figure as he circles around to open my door. | step out, rubbing my arms for warmth
before retrieving my bag .

“How long will we be staying here?’ | inquire, my eyes tracing the tiny porch with its
uneven slope and the door that bears the signs of weathered neglect—a gaping crack

and a missing chunk from the bottom corner.

“You will remain here until we can resolve the conflict with the other pack,” he



replies, fumbling with his keys.

“But...you won't be staying with me?’ | question, glancing apprehensively into the
shadows cast by the looming trees.

“No,” he responds gently, his eyes filled with regret. “I must return home to maintain
appearances. If | do not, they may grow suspicious and come searching for me. It
would not be safe for you.” The weight of his words settles upon me as a deep pit
grows in my stomach.

“But is this place truly safe?’ | ask, seeking reassurances. It sure doesn’t look safe.
He nods, his expression solemn.

“For the time being, it is,” he assures me. “1 will stay for a while longer to ensure
your comfort. My men have stocked everything you may need. Come, let me show
you inside.” Urging me to follow him, he unlocks the stubborn door with a few firm
kicks, its swollen frame revealing the damage inflicted by water. As| step inside, the
disarray of the cabin assaults my senses, litter strewn about like remnants of forgotten
lives, reminiscent of abandoned buildings | encountered near the orphanage.

Within the confines of this forsaken dwelling, a double bed—or perhaps a worn
futon—occupies the space, its mattress heavily stained. Kade flicks on the lights,
their feeble glow flickering as he moves toward the minuscule kitchen, so cramped |
could easily stretch my leg from the bed to touch the counter. He returns with a box
of matches, placing them in my hands.

“l must depart now, but | shall return tomorrow,” he informs me. “Firewood can be
found at the back; you may need to chop some for yourself. Fresh bed linens are over

there, and there isfood in the pantry and fridge.”

“Wait,” | plead desperately. “Can you help me start the fire? I’ve always been



dreadful at it. Either Gannon, Liam, Dustin, or sometimes Damian would always take
care of it back in my little room at home.”

“Don’'t be silly,” Kade dismisses kindly. “It is dreadfully late, and | must hurry home
to shower for work. You will manage just fine for one night. | will return around
lunchtime tomorrow.”

“Please, let me come with you. You can sneak me into the pack house. No one will
see me; it’s late night, no one will be up at this hour,” | tell him, not wanting to stay
here by myself.

“Abbie, love. | need to go. | haven't got time for theatrics. Behave, and I’ [l be back
tomorrow.”

With those words, he kisses my forehead before turning to leave me here. | survey
my surroundings, settling onto the creaking mattress that digs into my backside. The
chill inthe air seepsinto my bones, causing them to ache.

| glance around, sitting on the creaky old mattress, the springs digging into my
backside. It's freezing here, so cold my breath makes cloudsin the air.

| will myself to get up and start the fire. After mere moments of sitting, the cold seeps
deep into my bones, making them ache from the inside out. Too cold to even start a
fire, | reach for the sheets and blankets huddling beneath them and pull my phone
from my bag. Switching on the screen, | sigh wearily, realizing it is far too late to call
Gannon and disturb his slumber. Instead, | replay his messages, his voice filled with
longing and telling meto call him.

As | lie there in the frigid cabin, | can't help but wish for the comfort of Gannon’s
presence and the warming fires of the castle. The weight of solitude settles upon me,
amplified by the biting cold that lingersin the air.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

M y muscles throb with an ache as | force my heavy eyelids to flutter open, my gaze
landing on the plain expanse of the ceiling. A dull throb pulses through my head,
leaving me feeling groggy and disoriented as | shift on the bed. But as | attempt to
rub my eyes, ashock of icy metal snags my wrist, freezing mein place.

With atilt of my head, | discover one of my hands is shackled to the headboard, the
cold handcuff biting into my flesh. A gasp escapesmy lipsas| jerk my trapped wrist,
desperate to break free, only to find the restraint refuses to yield. Panic dlithers its
way through my veins as the memories of yesterday surge back with a vengeance,
flooding every corner of my mind.

A tightness constricts my chest, making it difficult to draw a full breath as my free
hand instinctively travels to my neck. The tingling sensation of his touch lingers on
my skin, accompanied by a stinging reminder of how he marked me.

The haunting echoes of his threats to bind me to the bed reverberate in my thoughts
as | scan the room for his presence, but he remains elusive, nowhere to be found.
Judging by the soft glow filtering through the window, it appears to be midday. My
struggles against the restraints intensify, the unforgiving metal digging deeper into
my wrist, leaving behind angry bruises as | desperately try to free myself.

Warm tears carve their path down my cheeks, proof of the inescapable truth that he
has ensnared me, trapping me within the confines of this bed, leaving his mark upon
me.



| sob at how easy it was for him to hurt me and chain me up like this. My head
swivels, angling toward the entrance as his intoxicating scent wafts over to me. The
king strides into the room, his gaze momentarily flickering over me in my futile
attempt to break free.

“There would be no need for such measures, but | cannot trust you,” he asserts,
making his way to the bar area. Clutching a book in one hand, he observes my
struggle while pouring himself a drink, placing the book on the coffee table before
settling into an armchair.

“You tried to flee,” he remarks casually, as though that alone justifies his harsh
treatment. All | can think of are the countless times Mrs. Daey confined and
imprisoned us, triggering my claustrophobia to soar to unbearable heights. Despite
the room’s ample size, being trapped on this bed with a hand rendered useless makes
the space feel small, asif its very walls conspire to suffocate me.

“You're afraid,” he states matter-of-factly, taking a sip from his glass and studying
me intently over itsrim.

“Release me, Kyson,” | stammer, my voice trembling.

“Never, lvy. What part of ‘you are mine did you fail to comprehend? Did you
believe that being destined to a king would grant you the freedom to depart without
consequences?’ he challenges, dliciting a defiant glare from me. My sudden anger
doesn’t stop the tears from sliding down my face or the feeling of unease at being
trapped. His presence only makes me more nervous. | turn my gaze to the closet
before lying back down on my side.

The sound of his glass gently clinking against the coffee table and his footsteps
growing nearer indicate his approach. “You cannot simply walk away; the bond
forbids it, at least for me,” he declares, his voice drawing closer as he edges toward



the edge of the bed.

“Then rgject me and be done with it,” | tell him.

“Lycan’s cannot sever their connection to their mates. Even if | desired it, | would be
incapable of doing so, and truth be told, | have no desire to sever that bond,” he
confesses, though his words seem more like an attempt to convince himself rather
than me. It doesn’t offer me any hope.

“1 will release you from these handcuffs once | sense | can trust you again. Aslong as
the anger coursing through our bond persists, you shall remain restrained. Do you
understand?’ The words catch in my throat when | fedl his fingertips firmly grip my
chin, tilting my face upward to meet his gaze.

The faint scarring from my claw marks on his face have healed, leaving behind a
subtle trace of our encounter. Strangely, these marks only seem to enhance his god-
like good looks, adding character rather than detracting from them. His features
remain as striking as ever, despite the evidence of our conflict.

With a cool detachment in his voice, he speaks, his thumb brushing lightly against my
lips. “All you had to do was submit,” he said. | instinctively jerk my head away from
his touch, asmall act of defiance that seems to disappoint him. A sigh escapes his lips
as he continues, “But since you didn’t, | can’t guarantee you won't try to run again.”

His words hang heavy in the air, a reminder of my captivity and the powerlessness
that comes with it. As he turns away, retreating to his whiskey, | find myself lost in a
sea of memories. The silence of the room amplifies the haunting echoes of my past,
particularly those from the orphanage where | was bound and restrained, trapped both
physically and mentally.

In these moments of silence, my mind becomes another prison, leading me down



paths | desperately wish to forget. | yearn for the presence of Abbie, whose whispers
had once kept me grounded during such torment, usually because she would be
locked in that cramped space with me. But now, al | have is the suffocating silence
enforced by the king, a silence that threatens to consume me.

My muscles ache from the lack of movement, reminding me of the stagnant existence
| am now leading. Somehow, this feels worse than the orphanage. Suddenly, the
urgency to relieve myself washes over me. As if reading my thoughts, he appears by
my side, undoing the handcuffs with an air of impatience. “Go,” he commands,
nodding toward the bathroom.

“You forget | can feel you, Ivy. Now hurry up.”

“Then, if that were true, you wouldn’t have me handcuffed to the damn bed.”

He seems perplexed at my reaction. He tilts his head to the side, observing me, but |
pay him no mind. | stumble over my own feet as | climb off the bed before rushing to
the bathroom.

Emerging from the bathroom, my gaze is immediately drawn to the handcuffs in his
hand as he stands waiting by the door. My heart rate quickens, anxiety coursing
through my veins, as he observes me with atilted head. His fingers graze his chin in
contemplation.

“Come here,” he murmurs, and | take a step back, shaking my head, my gaze darts to
the handcuffs. He takes a calculated step toward me.

“1 thought you weren’t scared of me,” he muses, raising the handcuffs asif they are a
symbol of fear. My heart lurches in my chest, pounding relentlessly. He studies me
for amoment before shifting his gaze to the handcuffs.



“But these are what scare you?’ he questions, frustration etching lines on his face. He
sighs and runs a hand down his tired features, biting his lip as he ponders.
Meanwhile, | stand frozen in place, shifting my weight nervously from one foot to the
other, bracing myself for the inevitable moment when he will force the cuffs back
onto my wrists.

“Do | need these?’ he asks me, he watches me intently and | swallow the lump
forming in my throat .

“If you try to escape again,” he warns, his voice laced with a dangerous edge as he
steps closer. “1 will lock you in the cells beneath the castle, or perhaps I'll resort to
using these again,” he states.

“Am | understood?’ he asks, and | bite down on my lip.

“lvy!” he growlswhen | don’t answer him. Tears burn my eyes, and | nod in reluctant
understanding, aware of the consequences that await any further attempts at defiance.
He curses under his breath, shaking his head then tosses the handcuffs onto the bed.

“One chance, Ivy,” he states firmly. “Don’t ruin it. | don’t take pleasure in punishing
you.” Hiswords hang in the air like an unspoken promise, though lately it seems that
punishment has become an all too frequent occurrence.

“Then don't give me areason to,” | whisper defiantly. He glances over at me, a low
growl escaping his throat. He storms toward me, reaching forward and gripping my
wrist tightly. In one swift motion, he yanks me toward him, pinning me beneath his
weight on the bed. The suddenness of his movements leaves me breathless, caught off
guard and vulnerable.

“You can be a stubborn little thing,” he growls, a trace of frustration evident in his
voice. The calling surges through my veins, his proximity drawing out an instinctual



response within me that | am beginning to despise. His hands lock around my wrists,
pulling them above my head and holding them captive with a strength that leaves me
powerless underneath him. His chest presses against mine, the vibration reverberating
through my entire body, the clash between desire and anger intensifying as he uses
the calling.

His nose trails dong my cheek, inhaling my scent before pausing near my ear. “You
can fight me all you want, Ivy,” he purrs, his warm breath sending shivers down my
spine. “But | possess something you don’'t.” His tongue grazes the seam of my lips,
eliciting a moan from deep within me. My body betrays me, succumbing to his touch
even as tears threaten to spill from my eyes.

“l don’'t want to force you,” he whispers against my lips, his voice laced with a hint
of desperation. “I’ve told you this before. | don't want to become that kind of
monster.”

He thrust his hips against my barely clothed body, the pressure causing another moan
to escape my lips, mingling with the whirlwind of conflicting emotions inside me. |
know if he desires it, he can use the calling to make me submit completely, to
surrender myself entirely to him.

“See, Ivy,” he growls, an edge of control in hisvoice. “I have power over you. Don’t
make me abuseit. | don’t want that, and | know you don’t, either.” With those words,
he abruptly withdraws, the overwhelming sensation vanishing as quickly as it had
appeared leaving me feeling suddenly cold.

“Tread carefully, Ivy. You don’t want meto snap,” he growls before rolling off me.
The moment he does, my entire body shudders like it’s going through withdrawals. It

takes everything in me not to throw myself at him and rub myself on him, needing his
skin, wanting to bite him. He smirks knowing the war he has caused inside me before



his face fallswhen | don’t give in to the urges, my anger at him overshadowing them,
and | grit my teeth.

“You'refighting it,” he snarls, his voice dripping with frustration and impatience and
he grips my face with his fingers. His eyes bore into mine, searching for any sign of
surrender.

“You would rather be in pain?’ he asks, his tone laced with a mix of concern and
anger. His brows furrow as he waits for my response.

“l used to love it when you did that. Now, you just make me hate it because you're
taking my choice,” | tell him, my words tinged with bitterness. He lets me go. The
weight of broken promises hangs heavily in the air between us. “You promised |
would have a choice. But you never meant it, did you?”’

He looks away from me, his gaze fixed on some distant point in the room. | caich a
glimpse of his throat bobbing as he swallows, a flicker of guilt crossing his features
before he masksit.

“You've given me no choice. You want to make choices. Then don’'t make me take
them,” he pleads, his voice tinged with desperation. “ Stop fighting the bond and you
don’t run from me again.”

A bitter laugh escapes my lips, laced with atinge of disbelief. “Y ou're ahypocrite,” |
spit out, the words dripping with venom. “Y ou say don’t fight it or deny the bond, but
you broke mine. You had no issues breaking me. | won’'t alow you to do it a second
time.”

My anger boils over, my voice rising in volume until it fills the room, leaving me
breathless. He seems taken aback by my outburst, his eyes widening momentarily
before he regains his composure. Without saying another word, he gets up from his



seat and storms toward the door, his steps heavy with frustration.

“You try to leave this room before | say, and you will find yourself in the cold
confines of the cells,” he snaps, his voice sharp and cutting.

With one final glare in my direction, he stalks out and slams the door behind him, the
sound reverberating through the room like a gunshot. | jump at the sudden noise, the
bond between us flaring to life, tugging at my very core, urging me to chase after
him.

It takes me days, endless nights of torment, for the bond to ease its grip and allow me
to breathe again. But it takes him only seconds to force it back, to tighten its chains
around my heart. One bite, one act of dominance, and he is destroying me all over

again.

Only now, in the aftermath of our heated exchange, do | recognize the signs, the
insidious influence he has over me. The twisted way the bond works against me,
stripping away my autonomy. It isn’'t fair, and with Abbie gone, | fear | may not
survive the relentless push and pull of this bond, the agony of losing it once more, if
he so chooses.

Y et, despite the overwhelming despair that threatens to consume me. One thing has
become startlingly obvious. he is fighting the bond just as fiercely as | am. He may
have the calling, and the power that comes with it, but | am not entirely powerless. |
have this bond, this connection that binds us together. And if he wants to break me, to
shatter every piece of my being, then | will make sure he breaks, too.

I’ll show him how intertwined pain and desire truly are. There can be no winner
unless we are both scarred. Every touch brings a sting of pain, but pain itself isan old
acquaintance, a constant shadow in my life. What are a few more scars to a soul
already so deeply lacerated? My skin might heal, but the soul remembers.



He awakened feelings in me, a dangerous stirring of life where once there was only
numbness, he gave hope, only to take it away. Now, | find myself craving the cold
embrace of that void again. And soon, so will he.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

T he next few days go the same. The king forces me to go with him wherever he
goes, making me follow around like alost puppy and it’s starting to get on my nerves.
| stare longingly out toward the forest through his office window at Clarice and Peter.

Peter has a bucket and a scrubbing brush in his hand. Clarice is talking to him, and it
looks like she is about to hang out the washing. | press my forehead against the cool
glass. Fresh air would be good, anything to get away from the king or the guards,
even if only for afew moments.

“1 will take you outside later,” the king says, as if he can read my mind. He is staring
down at his laptop screen, not paying any attention to me whatsoever. For the most
part, we ignore each other. However, | can see he is becoming bothered by it. It is
amost asif heis picking fights with me when we do talk, just to give him areason to
grab me or touch me.

He never hurts me, | don’t believe that is his intention, anyway. The bond draws him
closer to me, and Damian has admitted that is why the king drinks the way he does; to
fight off the urges for him to give in to the bond, something | have refused to do
myself. | have also been refusing to sleep in the bed with him even though | can hear
him pacing because of it. It gives me some weird sick satisfaction that it disturbs him.
Like I am winning a something while being held prisoner. Though it pains me
refusing him, I am becoming desensitized to the pain. It's not like | know anything
else, but | see how frustrated it makes him.

He can’'t complain about it because he said | can’'t leave the room, and technically |



haven't or tried to, so he has no reason to force me into bed with him or use the
calling on me, though | can see the temptation too clearly on his face.

“Can | call Abbie?’ | ask, and he briefly looks over the laptop screen at where | am
sitting.

“You tried her earlier, and she never picked up. You may try tonight, and if she
doesn’'t answer, | will call her mate, so you can speak with her, that isif you behave
and eat tonight,” he adds. | turn my gaze away and glare out the window. | have had
no appetite since being back. Just the smell of food makes me want to throw up.

“Can | go help, Clarice?’ | ask.

“No, | am busy,” he growls, and | chew my lip. It is boring sitting here and that’s all |
ever seem to do, sit around, and wait for him to drag me somewhere else.

“Damian can take me,” | say, and he sighs, sitting back in his chair, staring at me.

“Damian and Gannon are working; | can't pull them away from their duties just
because you’'re bored, Ivy,” he says. A growl dlips from me, and he folds his arms
across his chest, arching an eyebrow at me while pressing hisfull lipsin aline.

| stare at them, and | have to rip my gaze away, making me lick my own. | notice he
does this when he is debating with himself and not liking his own trail of thoughts.

| stand, seeing his eyes watch me make my way over to him before | stop next to his
desk. He swivelsin his chair to face me straight on like he thinks | am about to make
a run for the door. Then, | notice his computer screen. Seeing my gaze, he glances
back at what is a beautiful woman on the screen and hurt rushes through me. There
are lots of them, all tiny pictures of women displayed in different stages of undress
and posed for the camera.



“It's not what you think,” he murmurs, and | glare at him. He reaches for me, but |
jerk my hand away. He has been sitting here this entire time looking at other women
while | sit across from him unable to do anything but stare out a window because of
the pain he's causing me.

“lvy, come here,” he snarls, leaning forward and wrapping his fingers around my
wrist. He pulls me on his lap, locking his arm around my waist when | try to get up.

“Let me go,” | thrash trying to escape his grip. Kyson growls and nips my shoulder
with his teeth, his grip tightening.

“I’ll show you, stop,” he growls.

“1 don’t want to see your side pieces,” | snap at him. At that, his arm tightens around
my waist. His growl turns menacing as he presses his teeth against the back of my
neck.

“You are overreacting, settle down,” he warns. “I don’'t have side pieces, only you.
Now stop it,” he growls, moving the mouse around and clicking on one. | grow! at
him. | can't help it until the image clicks open, and then the screen opens up to her
mutilated body. My stomach lurches, and | look away, my heart thumping in my ears
loudly and my eyes widen in horror.

“Areyou still jealous of a dead woman?’ Kyson asks as | turn my gaze away, unable
to handle looking at the screen.

“Get rid of it,” | whisper as tears burn and sting my eyes at the thought of what she
endured to look like that.

“1 clicked out of another file. | didn’'t think about the picture on it, or | would have
shut the screen completely down.”



“Why are they all half-naked? Did they not have better pictures?’ | say, wiping a
stray tear. | can’t get the image out of my head. It seared forever in my memory. The
way sheistorn apart and the look of anguish in her dead eyes.

“Unfortunately, no, their owners didn't take normal pictures of the girls, they
wouldn't sell if they did,” the king says.

“Wouldn't sell?” | ask, confused.

“Y es, these women are rogue sex dlaves, Ivy. We have been trying to find out where
they are kept, and we also believe the children’s bodies that have been washing up
belong to some of these women. We know the hunters are behind it, but we don’t
know why so many are suddenly popping up or why the children are older each
time.”

“Older?’ | ask and he nods.
“Yes, most are children, but they seem to be targeting young adults or late teens.

Barely above 18. I’'m now wondering if the children are just collateral damage now
because every time new bodies show up they are mostly women.” He answers.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
“ T he children you buried the other week?’

He nods before dropping his chin on my shoulder. “Correct, the rest were women not
much older than you,” he adds.

“Who would do such athing?’ | murmur, staring back at the women.

“Some very sick individuals, unfortunately, the hunters have help from one of the
packs. We have found a few of the rebel insignia patches too along with the bodies,”
he says, reaching over to the drawer beside him and pulling out a sandwich bag full
of fabric patches. He drops it on the desk, and | pick it up. The moment | turn it over,
| gasp and clutch my ears as screams suddenly fill them.

Before | know what’s happening, | find myself submerged in the deafening noise of
the new surroundings as | struggle to take it in. The fear that courses through me
makes my stomach sink and | feel cold all over. At the forefront of my mind, | am
suddenly immersed in a memory arising from a time | wish to stay forgotten. The
sound of gunfire can be heard resounding in the air around me .

“It's ok, come on out, come to Mommy,” my mother whispered. My mother’ s blood-
encrusted hands reach for me. In my attempt to drown out the sound of gunshots, | try
to hide in what appears to be a cupboard, my hands covering my ears. In a cleaner’s
uniform, my mother has a patch across her heart that is sewn into the uniform. Blood
soilsthe front, and her skinistainted in it.



“Comeon, lvy, | would like you to come to me,” my mother says, and | don’t want to
go with her, for some reason. She scares me but reluctantly | place my hand in hers,
and she pulls me out into the carnage. The memory fizzles and warps before | find
myself breathing heavily, trying to get my bearings. She was one of them. She readlly
did do the horrible things she was accused of.

“lvy, what is it?" Kyson asks, clutching me tighter against him while | tug on my
hair, needing the pain to make it stop, to ground me back to the present.

“lvy, you're scaring me. Speak to me,” Kyson says as | descend into a panic attack.
My lungs refuse to work as | try to suck in a breath when | suddenly feel the calling
sweep over me. His deep purr emanates from him, forcing me to relax against him,
and | let out a shaky breath, pressing closer and seeking it out instead of fighting
against it.

“What happened?’ he murmurs, but | shake my head, not wanting to remember and
make the details clearer.

“Sheredlly did it, didn’'t she?’ | whisper as tears blur my vision.

“Who?’

“My mother,” | choke out, and he growls, his arms growing tighter, and | can feel the
tremble of his arms as he grips me. | can sense he's trying to reign in his anger
toward her and for me being hers.

“The patch triggered something?’ he asks, unable to keep his anger from his voice,
though his purring never stops, and | nod against his chest. He nods but says nothing

instead, letting me calm down, his hand moving to rub my back soothingly.

“Come on, | will take you back to the room,” he whispers.



| shake my head, but Kyson presses the sharp points of his teeth against my shoulder.
| shudder, but he seems to merely do it as if to tell me he is till there like | have
somehow forgotten he is holding me.

“1 will seeif Gannon or Damian will take you for awalk then | have work to do. So, |
can't right now,” he whispers into my hair. “If they’re busy; | will get someone to
grab a pillow and blanket. Y ou can rest on the couch until I’'m done.”

| chew my lip, suddenly embarrassed over my breakdown. | am meant to be avoiding
the bond, not seeking it.

The window calls to me longingly, and I’m desperate to go outside. This room now
feels stuffy and closed in. “1 won’t run,” | whisper before looking back at the king.

He watchesme. “lvy, | can't...”

“How are you going to trust me if you don’t let me earn it?’ | ask, and he pulls hislip
between his teeth before pinching the bridge of his nose and sighing loudly.

“1 will check in with Clarice every hour, | promise,” | plead. He growls, not liking my
idea, and | move to climb off him knowing he’s going to refuse me when he pulls me
back down, his hand grips my chin forcing my gaze to meet his.

“You'll check in every half an hour and if you are so much as a minute late. | will
send the entire castle out to hunt you down,” he warns, and excitement bubbles up
within me at the thought of even a moment of freedom. He's letting me leave the
room. | nod and move to climb off him when he once again holds me in place.

“1 let you go by yourself. You will slegp in the bed with me?’ he states, tilting my
chin to the side and watching me. My guessisthat heistrying to seeif | am trying to
deceive him.



“Promise me, | need sleep, and | can’t with you sleeping on the goddamn couch,” he
says, and | pull away from him.

“1 need an answer, lvy, or you don’t go,” he says, waiting expectantly. | sigh, but |
really want to get out of this room. Without him breathing down my neck, | need to
breathe for a few minutes but most of al, | want to feel free, even if it is only
momentarily, so | nod and agree to his request.

“Words, lvy. | want to hear you say it,” hetells me.
“1 promise,” | whisper, and he drags me closer, hugging me tightly like he is worried
it will be the last time he sees me. His lips press to my temple, and he sighs, letting

me go.

“Then you can go; | will come to find you when I’'m done here,” he says, and | get up
off hislap. “And lvy.” | stop staring back at him.

“Make sure you check in with Clarice.”

“Yes, every haf hour,” | finish for him, and he nods, allowing me to leave. | quickly
escape, and head downstairs. Stepping outside, | sigh a breath of relief. Today it is
pretty warm, and the sun feels nice on my cold skin. Peering around, Clarice is

hanging the last sheet on the clothesline, however, Peter is nowhere to be found.

“Where did Peter go?’ | ask her, and she jumps from not hearing me come up behind
her.

“Gosh, My Queen, you gave me afright,” she says, clutching her hand that holds two
pegs to her chest.

“Sorry, is Peter around?’ | ask.



“Down at the graveyard. Where is the king?’ she asks, glancing around nervously.
The entire castle is aware | am in lockdown and under strict guard, so it must have
her worried seeing me without someone.

“He let me out, but | have to check in with you every haf hour,” | tell her with a
growl, she nods and sighs.

“Right, well, Peter is busy. Although, I'm sure he would love the company. Little shit
tried to rope me into helping him,” she chuckles. | nod, making my way down to the
graveyard.
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| t takes me a good few minutes to spot Peter kneeling behind a huge headstone.
Wandering over to him, he peers up when my shadow is cast over him.

“lvy, | mean, My Queen,” he says, baring his neck to me.
“lvy isfine,” | tell him, and he lets out a breath.

“So can | help you with something?’ he asks. | shrug, staring down at what he is
doing. Heis scrubbing and cleaning the headstones and removing the dead flowers.

“Want some help?’ | ask.

He chews his lip before peering over the headstone and glancing at the castle. “Are
you allowed?’ he whispers, and | peer back over at the castle.

“Yes, | don't seewhy not,” | shrug.
“Well, | am nearly done with this row. If you grab another bucket and brush, you'll
also need a polishing rag,” he says, showing me his tucked into his belt. Nodding, |

turn and stride back toward the castle.

“In the laundry room, lvy,” he calls, and | nod, going in search of the cleaning
supplies.

Retrieving what | need, | earn afew strange stares from those working in the laundry,



but they say nothing or question me as | slip back out with everything. | make my
way back to Peter, who is in the next row. He stands up, coming closer to me.

“Where do you want me?’ | ask him, and he looks around.

“Um, well, you could start in the middle. Those are pretty old though and require
more scrubbing, or there is the servant’s cemetery over there,” he says, pointing
closest to the forest and castle. “Or the hunters and rebels victims are the ones
nearest theriver.”

“Hunters and rebels' victims?”

“Yes, most of those killed by rebel leaders Marissa and Darclay. Marissa was a rogue
werewolf; she killed the king’s sister and that um, the royal family, they live, yeah |
don’t know hours out that-away,” he says, pointing toward the forest. “Darclay, was
the human head-hunter who recruited her,” Peter rambles on, yet | am till stuck at
the mention of my mother’s name. Did Peter not know why the king kicked me out of
the castle?

“How many are there?’ | ask, gazing out at the spanning field of graves.
“From the hunters? Though most kills came from Marissa, she would pretend to be a
servant and then kill everyone while they were sleeping. Most of those are from her,

about 211 last time | counted,” he shrugs.

211! When | hear that all those lives have been lost, and my mother was behind it all,
| become sick to my stomach. | have to steady myself to keep from fainting.

“Yep, she was the worst Lycan serial killer in history,” Peter says grimly.

“The king never got over it; he found his sister, and Marissa cut her unborn child out



of her and mutilated him before stuffing him back in her womb. Well, that’s what |
heard anyway from Trey; heis one of the guards,” he says, making me feel sick.

Peter then turns back to the grave he is cleaning and makes his way to the back. The
first grave | come to belongs to a woman, kneeling, | set to work. When | finish hers,
| move to the next and peer across the rows; the weight of what my mother did settles
heavily on my shoulders.

| find it difficult to understand how the woman who raised and protected me could do
such athing to her own people. After turning back to the grave in front of me, | notice
it has the same last name as the woman'’s grave beside it. According to the birth and
death date, it belonged to a child. Three months old; the child was barely given a
chanceto live. My heart breaks as | stare at the picture of the little angelic face on the
headstone.

| have to accept the stark reality of my situation; | am the daughter of a serial killer.
Bad blood runs through my veins. My hands are tainted by the blood of the woman
who carried me. | scrub the grave with all my might, cleaning it before moving on to
the next and next. With each one, the pit of my stomach becomes deeper. The skin on
my fingers is bleeding from the wind, and my hands are chapped from it. It is
impossible for me to stop. | have to undo what she did—remove the taint she has
marked on them. When | finish the row, | move on to the next and the next when feet
stop beside me.

And | am caught off guard by a growl, and | forgot entirely that | hadn’t checked in
with Clarice. Peering around, | notice it is almost dark outside.

“My entire guard is out looking for you!” the king growls angrily. And | flinch at his
words but don’t stop, | need to clean them, need to fix what she did.

Kyson bends down, snatching the scrubbing brush from my hands. “Damn it, Ivy,



look at your hands.” Peering up at him, | snatch it back from him and turn back to the
grave; if | can just clean them all, it will undo it . My mind is consumed with what
she has done; | don’t know what else to do, don’t know how to take it back.

The king snatches the scrubbing brush and tosses it in the bucket. The water splashes
outside the bucket and spills on me, and | see guards approaching.

“You didn’'t check in; Clariceis now in trouble for covering for you. Why are you out
here? Y ou disobeyed me,” he snaps, bending down and gripping my arms. He shakes
me.

Though, his actions don’t affect me. Can’t he see the blood on my hands? What she
did? How it taints me, | need it off. | need to erase it, erase her. She doesn’t deserve
to be remembered, not after what she did. She was an imposter. The woman who
raised me was a monster; | am the monster she gave life to.

“You're sunburnt; your skin is blistered,” he hisses, trying to drag me toward the
castle. | thrash, yanking out of his grip and staggering backward.

“lvy!” he snaps, reaching for me as | grab the scrubbing brush. | can take it back; it
will go away. | just need to clean them. His hand grips my arm, and the growl that
leaves me makes him and everyone near me freeze.

“lvy?’ Kyson whispers, and | look up at him. How doesn’'t he see it? How can he
stand looking at me when | am born of their blood shed?

“She killed them. | loved her, and she killed them. How could she love me and kill
them?’ | cry, my heart breaking at all the pain she has caused all these people. All the
hurt from the years of torture made so much sense now. It was my punishment for
being hers. Karma came back and took vengeance on Abbie and me. Everything
Abbie and | endured is because of what she did, because | am a monster created by a



serid killer, and because | loved her when she didn’'t deserve love. | loved a monster,
and | called her mom.
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C larice lied to me; she knew where Ivy was, but not once did vy check in like she
was supposed to, which infuriates me.

“Whereisshe?’ | snap at Clarice, and she seemsto recoil in fear.
“QOutside helping Peter,” Clarice explains.

“I will deal with you when | get back,” | say, turning toward my guards. “Fucking
find her,” | order them, and they take off.

“She isn't doing anything wrong, My King; she is only helping clean the graves,”
Clarice saysin her defense. Hearing that only infuriates me further.

“You let the daughter of their killer, clean their graves. The disrespect, Clarice
fucking think,” | roar a her, and she narrows her eyes at me before pointing an
accusing finger in my direction.

“You listen here, Kyson, you may be king, but | have watched you grow, | helped
fucking raise you, you do not speak to me like that.” She jabs me in the chest with her
finger. “That girl is not her mother and if you are too blind to see it, then you have no
right being her mate,” she snarls at me.

Clarice rarely gets angry at me but right now she is furious, so furious her canines
have slipped out, as she fixes me with her glare. My fist smacks down on the counter
beside us and she jumps but her glare doesn’t waiver. This old woman is putting her



foot out of line if she thinks she can speak to me thisway.

“You are a fucking idiot. That girl has suffered enough. Stop punishing her for the
crimes of her mother. She didn’t kill Claire.” Her words are like a physical blow, |
growl at the mention of my sister’s name, and | feel the urge to shift rush through
every cell in my body, making my skin vibrate.

Turning on my heel, | storm out before | hurt the woman. She is right about helping
raise me. Clarice was more my mother than my real one. She did most of the raising.
She was my nanny since mom was always busy being queen and ruling alongside
Dad.

Stalking outside, my men are all standing at the top of the graveyard. Shoving past
them, | growl when | don’'t see them grabbing her. Searching the rows, | find her at
the very last one and stop beside her, | growl, and she peers up when | notice her
hands. Her fingertips are bleeding, and she is covered in mud, the heat emanating off
her skin | can feel even with the cool breeze. “My entire guard is out looking for
you!” | growl angrily.

Taking the scrub brush from her hands, | snarl, “Damn it, Ivy, look at your hands.”
But she snatches it back from me, turning back to the grave. Snatching the scrubbing
brush back, | toss it in the bucket. The water splashes against her, and | notice a few
of the guards step closer. | glare at them, making them take a step back.

‘Kyson!” Damian snarls through the mindlink.

‘Quiet, you don’'t interfere when | am dealing with her,” | order back, ignoring his
protests.

“You didn’'t check in; Clariceis now in trouble for covering for you. Why are you out
here? Y ou disobeyed me,” | snap at her, bending down and gripping her arms. She



turns to dead weight in my hands, so | shake her, her skin so hot it is making me
angrier seeing how sunburnt sheis.

“You're sunburnt; your skin is blistered,” | growl at her. Trying to drag her toward
the castle, but she starts thrashing and manages to yank out of my grip. “Ivy!” | snap
at her disobedience, reaching for her about to toss her over my shoulder when
Gannon and Damian move closer, and | grow! at them.

“I"'m not fucking hurting her, now step back,” | order as she grabs the scrubbing
brush and starts frantically scrubbing. She hiccups a sob, making me look at her.

“lvy?’ | whisper, and she looks up at me.

lvy’s eyes are bloodshot from crying, the whites now a deep shade of red. Tears
stream down her cheeks, leaving tracks in the dirt and grime on her face. Her skin is
sunburned and blistered, her hands coated in dried blood. As she cries, her whole
body shakes, and her face contorts with grief.

However, it is her following words that make me realize something iswrong, | should
have paid attention to the bond instead of my red-hot anger.

“She killed them. | loved her, and she killed them. How could she love me and kill
them?’ lvy cries, staring at the graves before peering back at me. The scent of sweat
and dirt mingles with the metallic tang of blood in the air. The smell of tears and
anguish is also present, making the air heavy and suffocating. | swallow down the
emotion that tries to choke me upon seeing her frantically scrub the skin off her
fingers as she tries to clean the tombstones.

Clarice' s words echo in my head. She is not her mother. Clarice is right. Her mother
never shed tears over the lives she took. Ivy is not that sort of monster and the guilt
on her face is proof of that. I don’t know how to help her; looking at her like this, |



can see the errors | made. Ivy is as much avictim as the rest of them, only sheis a
living one. She hasto live with her mother’s sins.

Kneeling down beside her, | grab her hands, dropping the scrubbing brush “You're
not her,” | whisper, string into her cerulean blue eyes.

“I am, | am. She made me; can’'t you see?’ Tears burn my eyes at seeing her so
distraught as she holds her hands out to me like she can see their blood staining her.

“No, you aren’t,” | try to tell her, but she doesn’t listen, rambling about having to take
it back, that she needs to clean them, they need to be clean.

| look to Damian wanting to know what to do. He moves toward her before dropping
beside her.

“My Queen, you need to come inside. It's not safe out here,” Damian urges her, he
triesto grab her arm, but she growls at him and he puts his hands up.

“Please My Queen,” he murmurs, trying to get her to go with him, but she doesn’t
move, intent on cleaning the other fifty or so gravesin this row.

“Get merag,” | tell one of the guards.

“Sorry, My King?’ Dustin answers my request, and | look at him.

“| said get merag,” | tell him, taking the scrubbing brush from her fingers again and
shereachesfor it, her lipstwisting into asnarl. | grip her wrist.

“Stop, | will clean it, but you need to stop,” | whisper before sitting in front of the
grave. | drag her closer, pulling her between my legs and grabbing the scrubbing
brush that is almost down to the wood that holds it together.



lvy has worn the bristles down from scrubbing and she tries to take it from me again,
and | growl at her before locking my legs around her and using the calling to calm
her. Though the moment | do she lashes out, hitting and clawing at me. | grunt as her
hand comes in contact with my face, a furious growl leaves me, and Damian jumps to
his feet when | pin her to the ground beneath me. Her chest rises and falls heavily,
and her eyes are glassy. She bucks beneath me, and | sigh heavily resting my head on
her shoulder waiting for her to tire herself out beneath me.

“1 will clean it, stop or | will force you inside,” | warn her, and she stops thrashing.
She breaks down beneath me, struggling to breathe through her gasping sobs. Seeing
her like this breaks my heart, crushes the air from my lungs, and | pull back worried
my weight on her will make her pass out as she has a panic attack. | sit up, pulling her
into my lap and wrapping her legs around my waist to keep her off the hard ground
before gripping her face in my hands.

“Breathe, Ivy,” | urge, not wanting to use the calling on her, but if she doesn’t breathe
soon, she'll give me no choice. “Breathe, I'll clean them, but | need you to breathe,” |
tell her, kissing her mouth. | pick up the scrubbing brush, letting my calling slip over
her. | aimost shatter and break down with her when | feel her press closer and take a
gasping breath.

“Good girl,” 1 whisper, and she turns, watching me. She relaxes seeing me start
scrubbing the tombstone. All the guards have left us. “ Take my shirt off,” | tell her,
but she is so out of it, she is barely able to follow instructions, and | don’t want to
hurt by commanding her. | drop the brush, and she reaches for it, but | grip her hands
in one of mine. Using my other hand, | undo the buttons. She watches me, lulled by
my calling as | remove it before draping it over. Letting her wrists go, | pull her arm
through the sleeves before picking up the scrubbing brush.

A few minutes later, my guard returns with more buckets and scrubbing brushes.
Dustin hands me a fresh scrubbing brush, taking his bucket to another grave when



some of the kitchen staff also come out with Clarice, cleaning buckets in hand, and |
grip lvy’s chin, forcing her to look at me.

“See, they will be cleaned,” | tell her, pecking her lips, that are just as blistered as her
skin. | turn her face so she can see al the guards and workers that have come to help.

“They aren’t here for me, they’re here for their queen,” | whisper to her.
“Where | should have been,” | tell her, grabbing a fresh brush. It takes an hour for us

to finish them but not one of my staff or guards stop until we have cleaned every
single one of them.
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| vy continues trying to help, but each time | just tuck her closer until, eventually, she
gives up. Instead, she presses against my chest, listening to my calling for her and
only moving when | pick her up and move to the next gravestone. No one leaves until
the last grave is cleaned. Only then does Ivy let me scoop her up in my arms and head
back to the castle.

Climbing up the small hill, Clarice catches up to me. “I will make her something to
eat,” Clarice whispers as we walk up the hill through the graveyard. | nod to her and
listen to Ivy hum the song that seems to comfort her. Over the last few days, | have
heard her singing it or humming. She knows it word for word; she never gets a word
wrong. The Kingdom’s Anthem. | place her in her bedroom, telling Dustin to keep
watch over her as | head across the castle to my old quarters.

| enter the room meant for the Princess Azalea. My sister worked so hard to set it up
in the hopes we would find the missing girl. But we never did. She, like my sister and
so many others, has long been dead.

Moving to the dresser, | pick up the silver jewelry box and open it. Removing the
bracelet inside, | set it on the dresser before taking the small box back to the room,
winding it up so Ivy can hear the song being played. Her song, the one she knows by
heart. | wonder, briefly, if they used to play thisto her at the orphanage.

When | come into the room, | see her sitting huddled by the fire, shivering despite her
skin being burned. | sit behind her, pulling her against me, placing the box in her
hands, and opening the lid. The music starts, and she gazes up at me, her brows



furrowing before recognizing the tempo matched the song she sang.

“Where did you get this?’ she asks, peering inside the box.

“Azalea’s room,” | answer, and she gasps, trying to pass it back, and | shake my
head. “Have it, it'sfor you.”

“No, no, take it,” she says, placing it in my lap before standing and rushing off. |
sigh, rubbing a hand down my face and quickly setting the box on the bookcase and
going in search of her.

“Why would you give me that?’ she sobs when | find her huddled under the clothes
she had made a den out of.

“Because you like the song, and Azaleawon't use it,” | tell her, trying not to smile at
her makeshift den. Knowing it is the werewolf side appearing suddenly, she
frantically tries to place the clothes in order. Completely unaware, she continues

building her den and has instinctively snuggled down inside it.

“You need abath,” | tell her while reaching for her, but she growls at me. Mumbling
to herself and rearranging the clothes, she starts ripping more off the hangers.

“Bath now, then you can make your den on the bed; | am not sleeping on the floor,” |
tell her, and she stops, staring at her hands and then looks around herself.

“I wasn't, | was...”

| can fedl her confusion at her actions.

“You are, now come,” | tell her, and she stares at the clothes she is shredding to
pieces before blushing, having not realized. | know she deliberately fights her urges,



and | swear she sometimes forgets | can feel her.

“Bath, then bed. Now come or do | need to make you?’

She seems confused, and | groan, grabbing her. Ivy snarls a me for removing her
from her little sanctuary, biting into my arm and making me chuckle.

My laughter only enrages her as she bites me more brutally on the chest which makes
me hiss at the sting. Her actions only amuse me, knowing sheis acting on instinct and
not on her conscious mind. She mauls me, her instincts taking over and eventualy |
gently pry lvy’s teeth from my arm, wincing at the pain. Blood trickles down my
skin, staining my abs.

lvy’s eyes widen with panic as she realizes what she has done, her hands trembling as
they reach out to touch the wound. | can see the struggle within her, the battle
between her human self and the wild instincts of her wolf.

“Shh, it'saright,” | say gently, cradling Ivy in my arms.

“I"'m sorry,” she whispers hoarsely, tears streaming down her face. “I don't want to
hurt you.”

| stroke her cheek, my thumb wiping away her tears. “I know you don’t, Ivy.” Panic
and fear wash through the bond and | know she is worried about me punishing her.

“Deep breaths,” | instruct softly, mirroring my words by taking slow, deliberate
breaths myself. “In... and out.”

We sit there together for what feels like an eternity, our breathing gradually
synchronizing. The quietness of the room envelops us, broken only by the occasional
sniffle from lvy.



| manage to guide her toward the bathroom, careful not to exert too much force. | fill
the bathtub, adjusting the temperature to a soothing warmth. Ivy hesitates at the edge
of the tub, her gaze fixed on the water asif it holds some hidden danger.

She won't let me bathe with her, so instead, | shower, watching her while she bathes.
By the time she gets out, | can smell the food Clarice has placed in the room. We
dress quickly, and | have to lock the closet door to stop her from going back in there.
“No, you promised me,” | remind her, and she mutters something before she
reluctantly climbs into bed.

Grabbing the tray, | set it between us though | am surprised when she picks up the
raw meat, which | know Clarice had made for me, seeing as | am Lycan, and we
prefer our meat raw. We can eat all sorts of foods, nothing off limits, but primarily |
prefer raw meat. Lycan are carnivorous. We have adapted over time, but some things
always remain the same. Instinct isn’'t entirely gone despite the modern times.

However, | have never seen Ivy pick up raw meat. | watch her, finding it rather
disturbing to see a werewolf eat it as they are part human. Lycans are more animal
than person, and there was a time when we never used our human forms. It is only
with the change in era and modern-day technology and the human hysteria that we
find ourselves more inclined to our human-looking side. At some point, it became
safer and easier to blend in. Eventually and fortunately for us, humans forgot our
existence and we became a mere myth.

S0 to see lvy eating raw meat disturbs me, athough | don't try to stop her. She is
acting out of sorts though, making me wonder if the calling has had some strange
effect on her, putting some of my Lycan traits onto her. Nevertheless, | say nothing,
just glad she is actually eating. Now | just have to wait for her to fall asleep to heal
her a bit. She won’t let me touch her more than slight brushes or when | manage to
force her to accept my touch. However, | figure it best not to push my luck with her
odd behavior and the meltdown earlier.



When Clarice knocks on the door, | grab the now-empty tray and carry it over to the
door, opening the door, and giving it to her.

“Hungry, My King?' Clarice asks, and | peer back at Ivy, who is attacking my pillow
likeitisathreat in her sleep.

“No, Ivy was,” | tell her, and she seems taken aback, pulling a funny face before
looking in the door toward the bed .

“Maybe sheis going into heat?’ she asks, though | can tell even sheisn't sure.

“1 thought...?’” Clarice doesn’t finish and shakes her head. “Right, | will leave you to
it. It has to be the heat, only thing that makes sense,” she murmurs, wandering off and
muttering to herself.

Shutting the door, | come back over to the bed and climb in, thinking to myself. She
has had no appetite for days. But at the prospect of raw meat, it seems she can’t get
enough.

| furrow my brows as | glance down at her tucked into my side. If she is going into
heat, what does that mean for both of us when she won't let me touch her, and does
that mean she will soon shift? The heat isn’t just agony for a she-wolf, but with me
being Lycan, | will go into it with her, which | have heard is just as painful. Lycan
males react to pheromones, and it is maddening when we smell a heat ravaged
female, but since sheis my mate, it will be pure agony for me just like her until | knot
her and if | don't, it can become dangerous, the mate bond could turn lethal when she
Isin heat.

With so many thoughts running through my head, | struggle to sleep. Eventualy, |
am sucked into the oblivion of rest only to wake up to realize Ivy has shut the alarm
off. Squinting at the brightness in the room, it must be late in the morning, and | sit



up in apanic looking for her.

“lvy?’ | sing out, tossing the blanket back and heading for the bathroom. Sheisn’'t in
there and | rip open the closet checking her den. Also not there.

Sheisn't in the room. With a growl, | search al the adjacent rooms before leaving it
entirely, furious that she left it without telling me.

“Whereis|vy?' | ask the guard by the doors leading out.

“I haven't seen her, My King; | thought she was in her room with you; | only just
came on shift,” he answers.

| shake my head. How had she managed to dlip past the guards once again ?

“Find her,” | snarl, and everyone in the corridors scatters taking off in search of her. |
push out the front doors spotting Peter.

“Peter!” | call, seeing him come toward me up the path from the stables. He glances
at me before looking away at my state of undress; | had my sleep shorts on, yet my
chest is bare.

“Whereislvy?' | demand and he turns pointing back the way he came.

“She’s helping me in the stables,” he says, and | growl, which makes him run off as|
stalk toward the path fuming when panic rushes through the bond, and | start running.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

T he morning light filtering in through the drapes wakes me up early. Kyson is
snoring softly beside me, and | sit up, he stirs in his sleep rolling toward me, and |
hold my breath. His heavy arm draped over my waist makes me glance down, and |
quietly and slowly slip out from beneath the blanket and his arm.

Moving around the room, | find some clothes when his alarm sounds, my heart races
as | run toward his phone, my fingers tapping the screen trying to shut it off.

| suck in a breath when the loud beeping stops, and my gaze darts to him on the bed.
He has rolled but is thankfully still asleep. Setting the phone down, | carefully dlip
out the door before he can lock me away in the room with him. I'm sick of being
cooped up inside all the time, it is driving me insane. How does he not see that his
actions are driving me to the brink of insanity, his mood swings not helping in the
slightest.

| am excited at the prospect of having a morning to myself, perhaps helping Clarice in
the kitchens. | make my way down to the kitchens when Peter enters and stops by the
counters. He keeps shoving his fringe out of his green eyes as he wanders into the
kitchens.

“Clarice, is Gannon or Dustin around? | need help moving the barrels from the shed
into the barn.”

“Barrels?’ Clarice asks questionably, entering the room, and Peter sighs.



“Yeah, the empty wine barrels. Jamie wants me to cut them in half so he can make
garden beds out of them, but | need to cut them and paint them first,” he says with a
huff, clearly not liking being given extra chores by the gardener.

“Doitintheshed,” Claricetells him with a shrug.

“Can’t, there is not enough room; it's full of the furniture from the east wing,” he
whines.

“Well, you will have to go look for them. | have no idea where either of them?>—"

“1 can help,” | offer, cutting her off. Being outside sounded great, and Clarice hardly
let me do anything to help besides peel potatoes, saying | shouldn’t even be helping.
However, with Abbie gone, | am constantly bored, and | still haven't forgiven the
king for marking me or healing me while | slept. | also hate that he used the calling
on me to force me to submit the other night.

“The king will pitch afit if he finds you in the stables working,” Clarice says.

“Let him, | am helping Peter,” | tell her, and Peter’ s eyes light up at the offer of help.

“lvy, hewill lose hismind if you get hurt,” Clarice says, grabbing my hand gently.

“It's fine, Clarice; | will deal with the king if needed,” | growl, grabbing Peter’s arm
and tugging him out the door.

“Are you sure, My Queen? | don’'t want you to get in trouble,” Peter asks nervously
as he sucks his lip between his teeth.

“Yes, | want to go outside, anyway, |I'm sick of watching people work and not letting
me help,” | tell him, dragging him through the castle. | know the king is still asleep,



so | don’'t have to worry about him sending someone to look for me for a few hours,
anyway.

A few hours pass, and we manage to create enough room to drag the old wine barrels
out, then we restack the shed, making it more accessible in the future. | watch as
Peter cuts the wine barrels with a chainsaw by the stables. Peter won't let me try
because he is too worried the king will be angry if he finds out, so | just watch. He
does, however, let me help paint them.

When we finish, Peter heads up to see the gardener so he can let him know we are
just waiting for the paint to dry when | hear a loud sgquawking, which causes me to
look toward the pier that extends over the lake from the stables.

| furrow my brows at the noise when | hear it again, making me rise to my feet.
Peering toward the pier the only thing | see moving is something flapping, so |
suspect itisahbird.

| step cautiously onto the wooden pier and nervously glance at the blackened water
beneath it as | move to the end. Upon reaching the end, | notice a beautiful swan
flapping his wings frantically and squawking in the water as it tries to fly away. It
appears to be caught in something, as every time it tries to take flight, it's pulled
under once more. | move to help the poor, helpless creature.

| call out to Peter, but he is nowhere to be found. So | drop to my knees hoping to be
able to reach it. Holding firmly onto the wooden pier with one hand, | reach my other
hand out to grab the swan by the neck in an attempt to pull it closer. The bird seems
to be caught in some netting or something. The creature shrieks and flaps its wings as
it tries to free itself, and my fingertips graze the surface of its face and snapping beak.
The bird flaps more frantically at my touch, causing its wing to become further stuck.
| lean over more, attempting to save it once again before it gets dragged under. “ Stop
flapping,” | growl at the silly swan.



| am in the process of grabbing the feathers of its back end when my weight and
angle overbalance me. | scream, tumbling into the blackened water .

| frantically kick back to the surface, my armsflailing as | try to grip the pier that has
quickly become way out of reach. Panicking, | tangle myself in the mesh netting that
the swan is trapped in and am pulled under. Water burns my nose as | sputter for air.

When | breach the surface, | choke on the water as the swan flails frantically and
takes off.

“Peter!” | rasp, screaming as loud as my burning throat allows.

“Peter!” | try to scream as my legs become more tangled. Desperately, | stretch my
arm out to reach for the pier, only to be pulled further down.

| can feel myself being dragged under by the weight of what | am caught on. | choke
on the water as it spills into my mouth, filling my lungs, and | know | am drowning.
As my effort begins to die out, calm sweeps over me. It is an odd sensation. | know |
am dying, yet | feel an overwhelming sensation of peace fal over me and | sink
further, the surface darkening when | hear aloud splash.

My gaze flutters as ripples in the water steal my attention and suddenly an arm wraps
tightly around my waist and | am dragged toward the surface.

The moment | breach the surface, the pain hits. Hands grip my waist, and | am hauled
upright, gasping for breath, only to be ripped back under because my feet are still
tangled in the netting. While | attempt to blink through the murky water, my eyes
sting while someone untangles the mesh from around my legs. The moment we
breach the surface, | panic, sputter, cough, and lock my legs around their waist.

As | shove him under, he coughs and splutters on the water, when a furious growl rips



from his throat, and | am turned so | won'’t be able to push him beneath the surface
again. Kyson wraps his arms across my chest and pulls my back to his chest.

“Cam down before you drown us both,” he snaps at me while | suck in much-needed

air. My lungs feel like they have been put through a mincer-like razors dlicing
through my chest with each agonizing breath.
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A sl struggle to catch my breath, | see guards running in our direction down the steep
hill leading from the castle. | peer around frantically, still feeling disoriented and
unsureif I’'m completely out of the water.
“I’m going to turn you around. Don’t push down on me,” Kyson growls, and | can
feel the movement of hislegs behind me as he treads water. He turns me around, and
my legs wrap around him, and he grabs them, pulling me up higher.
He sighs, pressing his head against mine, and my teeth chatter.
“What were you doing in the water when you can’t swim!” he demands angrily.

“1 was trying to help the swan!” | retort and he stares at me dumbfounded.

“Why would you risk your life for afucking swan?’ he demands, his grip tightening,
amanifestation of his barely contained fury.

“The swan wastangled,” | manage to say, my voice hoarse from coughing .

“You nearly drowned for aswan?’ Hisvoiceisthick with disbelief and outrage.

“1 dipped!” | retort, my fingers digging into his shoulder with a mix of fear and
anger. He floats onto his back, effortlessly treading water. The guards on the hill,

having halted their approach, still watch usintently until the king dismisses them with
a wave. He growls, swimming further out into the lake, his movements fluid and



confident.

“How can you not swim?’ he mutters, more to himself than to me, shaking his head
in disbelief.

As he moves further out, | reluctantly loosen my grip on him. “Just get me out of here
If you're going to berate me! | nearly drowned, you don’t need to be an asshole about
it,” | snap, my patience fraying.

He stops abruptly, his piercing gaze locking onto mine. “What did you just call me?’
he growls, the dangerous edge in his voice sending a shiver down my spine.

| bite my lip, avoiding his gaze, but he's insistent, capturing my chin in his hand and
forcing me to meet his eyes.

“lvy,” he says, awarning clear in histone.

| swallow hard, indignancy replacing my fear. “1 called you an asshole,” | admit, my
voice small. | sigh, rubbing my face. “Look, I’'m sorry, it just slipped out.” His eyes
soften glightly but the hard lines don’t disappear completely.

He stares at me for a moment before breaking silence, his voice an angry growl. “You
do not speak to me like that, | am your king!” he snarls, his canines slipping out. My
own anger rises, | scoff, a maniacal laugh in my tone.

“You are not my king. In fact, you're supposed to be my mate and all you do is
fucking yell at me and order me around. Y ou should have let me fucking drown if
you were going to be a...” | grit my teeth when he growls. The man makes my blood
boil, and tears spring in my eyes.

For a moment, we are locked in a silent battle of wills. Then, unexpectedly, his



expression softens, the anger giving way to something more complex. A flicker of
guilt passes over his features, and he sighs, the tension in his shoulders easing.

“I'm sorry,” he murmurs, the words seemingly foreign to him. “I shouldn’t have
reacted that way.”

His apology catches me off guard, and | stare at him in shock.

He pulls me closer, our bodies almost touching in the water, his muscles rippling
under my hands. “Let me teach you to swim,” he suggests, his voice gentle. | hesitate,
then shake my head.

“Y ou should know how to swim, Ivy,” he reminds me as he swims backward pulling
me with him. | freak out when | am dragged on my stomach. My legs instantly wrap
back around him, and he sighs, moving upright again and treading water. His hands
move to my thighs under my dress, rubbing gently.

“Unwrap your legs.”

| shake my head, my legs gripping him tighter.

“lvy,” he urges.

“It’ stoo late to teach me to swim, that’s something kids learn,” | tell him.

“Nonsense, now unwrap your legs. | won't let you drown, I’m right here,” he says,
his lips brushing my cheek gently.

“Please don’t make me order you, you should know this, Ivy, let me teach you,” he
murmurs. Reluctantly, | untangle my legs from him, and he sighs. “Now put your
arms around my neck,” he orders, and | do as he says. He grips my waist tightly and



kicks off, propelling us forward through the water. His arms encircle me, and he
starts to move up and down, my legs dangling loose. As he moves against me, the
fabric of my dress shifts slowly upward, covering his chest.

“Relax,” he murmursin my ear, and | attempt to copy his movements. It doesn’t work
at first but gradually, | find the rhythm until | feel more comfortable. Kyson smiles
down at me “ See, you're doing great. ”

My cheeks warm as he continues teaching me while the sun beats down on us.

Despite my embarrassment and initial anger, it feels nice having him this close to me.
Soft ripples stretch out around us.

He guides my movements, his hands supportive under my body. “Kick your legs like
this,” heinstructs, his tone patient and encouraging.

| mimic his movements, and to my surprise, | find myself floating. Laughter bubbles
up inside me.

“Good girl, you're doing great,” he praises, and there's a warmth in his words that
makes my heart flutter unexpectedly. Kyson pulls me closer. “Wrap your legs around
me again for asecond.” | do as he says when he suddenly grabs my dress pulling up.

“Kyson!” | clutchit.

“No one can see you, but your dress is weighing you down,” he murmurs, and |
glance around to find the guards nowhere in sight. “See, | ordered them away,” he
tells me, and | stare at him. He peels the dress off before moving closer to the pier

and tossing the dresson it. | try to cover my breasts.

“Move your hands, I’ ve seen you naked, don’t shy away from me,” he murmurs.



Reluctantly, | drop them, and he keeps his gaze trained on mine. He shows me how to
move my arms, his hands guiding mine through the water. Our eyes often meet, and
in those glances, | see aflicker of something tender, something that makes my breath
catch.

As we continue, our proximity remains close, his body occasionally brushing against
mine. Each touch sends a jolt of awareness through me, and | find myself
increasingly conscious of him—not just as the king, but as a man.

Then Kyson takes my hand and tugs me toward him, pulling me onto his lap. |
straddle his hips, feeling the hardness of his erection against my lower stomach. My
eyes widen, but he doesn’t let go, instead wrapping his arms around me. “Relax,” he
whispers.

His skin is warm against mine despite the cool water, and it sends shivers up my
spine. Slowly, | relax into him, allowing myself to melt into his embrace as he
teaches me how to synchronize my movements properly.

The water laps at us gently as we move together, and | feel the rhythm of our
breathing begin to match. He leans in and kisses my forehead.

He stops swimming and treads water, pulling me closer to him. My heart races as |
look up at him with wide eyes. His eyes roam over my face, his fingers tracing the
line of my jaw before cupping my cheek softly. “Y ou’'re beautiful,” he whispers, his
voice low and deep.

His touch is firm but gentle at the same time; it's amost hypnotic how easily he
guides me through each stroke as if we're one being moving together fluidly across
the water’ s surface. We spend hours like this, just swimming when he pulls my hands
from his shoulders as we are halfway to the other side. | freak out, kicking and trying
to reach him as the king moves. He smiles before standing.



| huff, thinking | am drowning when | realize the water here is only knee-deep, and
my face heats at my idiocy. Kyson laughs at my embarrassed face, and | splash him.

“Thissideis shallow,” he chuckles before bending down and grabbing me.

“You let me dlegp in and left the room without me,” he growls before sitting in the
water and pulling me into his|lap.

“You wouldn’'t let me go if | hadn’t,” | say, to which he nods but says nothing. He
grips my chin gently with his fingertips, tilting my face toward his. The calling
washes over me, and | sigh instead of fighting against it as he leans closer, his lips
molding around mine. Turning my face away, he growls before gripping my chin
tighter and forcing my mouth open so he can kiss me. His tongue sweeps over my lip
before he nibbles on my bottom one, becoming cranky when | don’t answer hiskiss.

“Stop fighting it,” he snarls, breaking my soft skin when he bites a little harder. |
wonder how he could stand to touch me after the horrible things my mother did. |
wanted the bond before he broke it, and now | no longer feel worthy of it. The king
sighs before pecking my lips.

“Why are you fighting the bond, it’s driving me insane,” he mutters more to himself
than me.

“Y ou broke our bond,” | remind him.
“And | am trying to fix it, but you won't allow it,” he snaps. “Don’t pretend you can’t
fed it, | know you can,” he warns, and | grip his shoulders to stand, only for him to

pull me back down on him.

“Admit it,” hetellsme, and | glare a him. He watches me for a second.



“You can be so stubborn,” he growls, and his hand moves to caress my ribs
reminding me about my lack of clothes, his gaze roams down and my skin heats
under its intensity when his hand cups my breast gently, making me gasp. “So
beautiful,” he murmurs, his thumb brushing over my hardened nipple.

“You tempt me then refuse me,” he frowns and | look away from him when he sighs,
his lips pressto my temple gently.

“We should head inside; | have meetings this afternoon,” he whispers, and | nod. The
king stands, picking me up with him, his hand caressing down my back gently as he
walks toward the pier. He picks up my dress, wrings it out before helping me pull it
on, then walks me back toward the castle, and | shiver at the coldness of the breeze
caressing my skin.

We make our way upstairs to our room, and | go to run a bath. Goosebumps cover my
skin, and the cold starts to sink into my bones when the king comes up behind me.

“No, you shower with me,” he says, gripping my hip. | go to protest when he grabs
my hip tighter, tugging me back against him, his other hand going to my throat as he
dips his face into the crook of my neck. He purrs. My eyes flutter shut before | shake
my head, fighting against the urgeto giveinto him.

“You shower with me,” he repeats before his lips cover mine, our tongues tangling,
and his hand moves from neck to my breast as he squeezes it.

“Stop fighting the bond, Ivy. Let it reforge. Why do you keep fighting it?" he
murmurs against my lips.

| resist the urge to scoff at him. How could he ask that? He shouldn’t want the bond,
not with me, anyway. He growls, nipping at my lips. The calling washes over me like
atidal wave before | can resist it or struggle to stamp the urges down. | bite him, and



he groans, my teeth raking down his flesh, and | know it is his doing, know he's using
it against me. And | hate him for it.

“Don’t fight me, and | won't use it,” he mumbles, picking up my anger as | sink my
teeth into his chest and bite him. Kyson moves, spinning me around and shoving me
into the sink basin, his hands gripping my hips as he places me next to the sink.

The king presses himself between my thighs, his erection throbbing against me, and
he groans while | try to shove him away. The calling grows more potent, and tears
prick my eyes when he grips my hair as he tugs my head back. His tongue invades
my mouth, and | moan into his mouth, the bond pulling to the surface as he forces it
out.

A whimper escapes me as | tug him closer, my claws dlipping free and scratching
down his chest. Needing him, arousal floods into me, making my pussy clench. My
entire body is buzzing from the bond in anticipation. His hand moves between my
legs, and he rubs my throbbing core, my arousal spilling onto my thighs. All too
soon, he pulls away, making me growl.

“You don't leave without telling me,” he purrs, and | nod, anything to get his touch
back. | reach for him, and he leans down and pecks my lips, the bond forcing my
hands to his chest, needing his touch, wanting it, and craving him. He then pulls away
and turns the shower on. | stare at his back as he removes his clothes, glaring at him
that he riled me up and used the calling on me to force out the bond and then stop as
soon as | answer it.

“In the shower,” Kyson says while stepping under the water. | growl at him, stalking
out of the bathroom and going to my closet. | hear him protest but ignore him,

embarrassed that he tormented me that way, and | let him.

“lvy, don't make me come get you,” Kyson calls out, and | snarl before burrowing



inside my den, seething at what he did. He will pay for that; he had caught me off
guard. | won't let it happen again.

“lvy!” he growls, and | reach up, locking the closet door.
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| vy isdriving me up the wall. | can't even kick the damn door down because | don't
know if sheis directly behind it or not. All night | wait, and damn, does she test my
patience. | am back to swallowing the amber liquid, letting it scorch the back of my
throat while | glare at the door.

| move off the bed and away from my stare off with the closet door separating us. |
meander toward the small bar area in the corner, growling and muttering under my
breath as | pour the last remnants from the bottle into my glass.

Her discomfort is beginning to make me nervous, her scent growing stronger as it
permeates from under the door. Grabbing my glass, | move back toward the bed,
pausing for a second by the bookshelf. My eyes move over the shelves before
spotting the book we were reading before everything turned to shit. Moving the small
jewelry box off the shelf, | accidentally drop it. The lid cracks open and the music
starts playing. Bending down, | scoop the small box off the ground when | notice an
engraving on the side of it. The inscription is small in the back corner of thetiny box .

Azalea. |. Landeena

12.3.2004

Love Mom | told you aready. You are mine; | meant that lvy; | won't let you go
again,” | tell her, becoming annoyed that she dares to challenge our bond. | don't

understand what she wants. She wanted the bond. | broke it, and now | am trying to
fix it. What more does she want from me? | can’t go and take everything | did back.



“Until you find something else to hate me for or | do something you don't like, then
you will cast me aside because you can, and there is nothing | can do about it,” she
murmurs. “Y ou hurt me,” she whispers so softly | nearly missed it.

“l didn’t mean to break your hand, Ivy; | didn't know it was there,” | snap at her. |
bloody healed it, for god sake.

“I"m not talking about my hand, Kyson. | know you didn’t do that on purpose.”

| growl, annoyed, shaking my head.

“You think broken bones hurt? Scratches, wounds that refuse to heal for months on
end. They hurt, but they also mend when the skin closes over. After that you're left
with a scar, a distant memory of what was once painful. Yet that hurt ends,” she
pauses, and | pick up my glass, draining the last of it about to break the handle and
drag her out, tired of playing these games of hide and seek. Standing, | go to grab the
handle when she speaks again.

“Do you have any idea how humiliating it is to allow yourself to trust someone, et
them see every dark ugly piece of you only for them to throw it in your face?’

| pause, wondering what she is on about now.

“Are you going to finish, or are you going to make me guess?’ | ask her, gripping the
door handle; the metal creases as my grip tightens around the brass knob.

“1 trusted you; | allowed myself to love you despite knowing better than to get my
hopes up.”

She takes a moment’s pause, perhaps waiting for me to answer. When | don't, she
continues.



“Mrs. Daley taught me to know my place, and you made me believe | could find that
with you. That | was free to choose that place.” Her words sting. | know | messed up,
but I never would ve thought she'd compare me to Mrs. Daley, the woman who
tormented her for years.

“Freedom. My version of freedom for years was death. | was ready to die on that
podium that day, ready to be set free. | was convinced it would be better than the life
handed to us. Then you showed me another sort of freedom.”

| take my hand off the door handle, figuring it’s better to let her finish.

“1 realized | was never living. We were already dead, and then you gave us our names
back, and our lives back, for a while, anyway. Then just as quickly as you gave it to
me, you took it away. The ultimate puppet master with a god complex that | can’t
compete against.”

“lvy,” | say, her name coming out as a choke whimper.

“No, Kyson. You took it; you made me wish for freedom again. | wished that you
would have left me to die that day; it would have been a more humane thing to do
than give me hope only to show me how foolish it wasto haveit in the first place.”

My heart twists painfully in my chest as | feel the truth behind the words she speaks.

“Now that is pain, and nothing haunts me more than knowing you have the power to
send me back to a place that the only freedom | will long for is death.”

| bite my tongue and swallow, feeling guilty. “I made a mistake. | blamed you
because you were there to blame, not because you did anything wrong. | see that
now,” | tell her.



“l get why you hate me, Kyson; | am the by-product, the spinoff version of my
mother...”

“You are not your mother,” 1 tell her, cutting her words off. That much, | am sure of.
Ivy laughs, and | furrow my brows.

“My mother was amonster. Therefore, | am.”

“No, you were just her last victim, only you survived to live with what she took from
you,” | tell her. She falls quiet. | mean what I’m saying and only wish she could see
that.

“Y ou have your freedom with me, Ivy,” | tell her.

“No, you give theillusion of freedom, Kyson. Y ou give false promises, you built me
up, only to then show me how beneath you | truly am.”

“No, Ivy, that is not what | am doing, just open the door, please,” | beg, a note of
desperation in my voice.

“1 should have died on that podium; at least it would have been quick and final.
Instead, you showed me the glimpse of what living could be, teasing me with a hope
I’d have rather not known. I’d rather have died without ever longing for something
I’d never truly have.”

“And what isthat, Ivy?’ | dare to ask.

“Happiness. You let me taste it, let me put al of mine into you, only to show me how
easily you could take it away.”

“That was never my intention, | was blinded by my anger, Ivy. | don't want to take



your freedom,” | tell her, pressing my forehead against the door.

“Proveit,” she murmurs. | sigh, wanting her to come out, to stop ignoring me because
it isdriving me insane. It takes every fiber of my being to ignore my own instincts to
drag her out, kicking and screaming and force her to submit to the bond.

| sit back down and let her be; instead, picking up the book and continuing to read to
her. She falls quiet, and after afew chapters, | hear the door unlock, making me stare
at it before the handle twists. Her scent wafts to me as the door cracks open. Before |
can muffleit, the calling dips out, my purr resounding yet not forcing her, leaving her
choice, just enough to coax her out if she chooses. Letting her know | mean no harm,
so | let it be instead of stifling the sound. | hear her bones cracking from lying on the
hard ground and feel the ache to go to the comfy bed.

Glancing up at her, | see she has an armful of my clothes, her werewolf side
reappearing stronger no matter how much she fights against it. At least she has
changed out of the wet clothes and is now wearing one of my shirts. The bond is
reforging and solidifying despite her attemptsto ignoreit.

“Y ou can take them to the bed, or you could let me sleep next to you,” | tell her, and
she walks part way to the bed before stopping and glancing between the bed and me
like she is fighting against what she knows she needs and wants. Her urges are all
over the place. | remain still as much asit kills me to do so.

“You won't use the calling on me, | mean no more than you are now?’ she asks, and |
can feel her uncertainty. | wouldn't tell her this, but | also know she hates the calling
as much as she likes it. Mostly because she doesn’'t understand it. Sure, she sees the
barbaric side of it, but doesn't realize that more often than not, | can’t even control it
myself. It's a natural instinct to soothe your mate when they’ re distressed. The bond
forces it, drawing off her energy. Sure, there are plenty of ways to abuse it but at
base, it’sinstinctual.



“No, but | can't help it sometimes. It reacts to your emotions,” | tell her. vy chews
her lip and nods once before moving toward the bed again. She climbs in, dragging
my pile of clothes with her to burrow down in. | sigh before turning the next page,
expecting to sleep on the couch when she speaks.

“You can deep in the bed,” she says, and my eyes flit to hers. | can sense her heart
rate picking up. My skin ripples as | stand, feeling a surge of excitement that she's
finaly letting me close to her. Grabbing the book, | crawl in beside her and reopen it,
ready to keep reading. Ivy moves closer, her claws scraping down my ribs as she
wiggles closer, to see the tiny pictures in the corners of the pages. Fighting the urge to
drag her on top of me, | continue reading, content enough with her beside me.
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Chapter Forty-One

| awake to whispers reaching my ears. Groggily rolling over, | look toward Kyson
who is standing by the door. Beta Damian’ s scent wafts to me, so | know he must be
in the room. Stretching, my back cracks as | yawn. That was the best sleep | had had
in days, waking up and feeling rested. Sitting up, | notice the king has the jewelry box
in his hands, and | tilt my head better to listen to what they are speaking aboui.

“Find me anything on Azalea, everything you can find,” Kyson says to Damian, his
tone urgent and serious. | pinch my brows together, wondering what he wants with a
child who has been long dead. My stomach drops, wondering what he’s trying to dig

up.
Is he looking for more reasons to hate me?

“Something isn't right, and she...” Kyson shakes his head. “Something doesn’'t add
up,” he tells Beta Damian, glancing over his shoulder at me. Beta Damian takes the
box from him.

“I'll seewhat | can find out,” Damian tells him, and the king nods before shutting the
door. He turns to face me before wandering over to the coffee table and retrieving a
tray of food and placing it on my lap. | stare down at the steak and salad before he
grabs his own tray and comes to sit by me.

“What was that about?’ | ask casually as he takes his seat.

“l need him to look into something, eat your lunch,” he says before cutting into his



steak. His steak is bleeding while mine looks a bit more well done. My mouth
salivates hungrily, my belly rumbling. Though | am a little shocked to learn, it is
already the middle of the day. | cut into my steak and pop a piece into my mouth. The
hunger instantly dies down, no longer wanting to eat as | force myself to chew and
swallow. The king watches me curiously as | try not to be rude and spit the meat out
onto the plate. Forcing it down is like trying to swallow an apple whole asit lodgesin
my throat.

“Can | cal Abbie?’ | ask him, and he nods.

“After you eat,” he says, inclining his head toward the plate. | scrunch my nose up at
it. Ever since finding out he is my mate, | swear my taste buds have changed. Stuff |
usualy like no longer holds any appeal to me. Everything feels different, yet | still
haven't shifted. It makes me wonder if all these changes were really for the better.

“I’'m not hungry,” | say, placing the plate on the bedside table, and | move to get up.
Kyson growls in response, cutting a piece off his own steak before offering the fork
to me, holding it to my lips. The same thing happens, my mouth waters instantly,
making me wonder why his food smells different. It is hardly cooked, if you could
call it cooked at all, more like seared on either side and practically raw. Yet | open
my mouth and almost moan at the taste, my appetite coming back despite tasting the
blood filling my mouth as | chew. How odd, | think. | had never enjoyed raw meat in
the past.

Reaching for my plate, the king places it on his lap before giving me his. “Eat,” he
says, tapping my plate with the fork. | furrow my brows as | look at the plate. Kyson
also looks rather disgusted by my own well-done steak, but says nothing other than
encouraging me to keep eating.

“All of it,” the king says when he finishes his, leaving only the salad. The steak is
huge, and | am struggling to eat the entire thing after getting through half of it. | force



another mouthful down, my stomach full but my tastebuds savoring the taste. | watch
the king pull his phone from his pocket and scroll through it.

“] can’'t eat anymore,” | say while trying to cut through another. Kyson looks up from
his screen before staring at the half-eaten steak and sighs.

“You hardly ate anything yesterday. Eat half of it, and then you can call her,” he says,
and | glare at him. A growl emanates from me, and he arches an eyebrow at me.

11 Ivy! ”

“1 will eat two more pieces. | can’t eat much more. Y ou will make me sick,” | snap at
him.

“Three.”

“Onel!” | retort and he sighs.

“Fine, two more mouthfuls then,” he growls, turning his attention back to the phone. |
quickly eat, wanting to speak to Abbie. It feels like a lifetime ago since | heard her
voice, the longest we've ever gone without speaking. When | finish, | snatch the
phone from his grip. He growls at me but takes my plate, setting it back on the tray
and placing it out the door before coming back to sit by me, staring over my shoulder
as | scroll through the letter A’s. Yet some of the names have similar spelling which
confused me.

“No, back up,” the king says, clicking on her name for me. “Y ou can video call her.”

“What's that?’ | ask, listening to the phone ring. He takes it from me, pressing a
button, and the screen changes, and | can see myself on the screen.



“Now, you will be able to see her if she can figure out how to turn her camera on.
Gannon did show her, so hopefully she remembers,” Kyson says. The phone rings,
and | glance at Kyson, who sits up. He dials her number again, before passing it back
to me.

When she doesn’'t answer again, he takes the phone from me, leaning against the
headboard. He opens something else on his phone and types away. | peer over to see
what he is doing, watching as he types quickly.

“1 messaged her mate,” Kyson says, before patting the spot between his legs, wanting
me to sit there.

“What did you say?’ | ask him.

“Come, | will show you,” he says, and | roll my eyes but crawl into his lap. He
presses his lips to my shoulder and pulls up his messages.
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“ | need to teach you how to read. Try and read that,” he says, and | peer at the screen
in concentration. | recognize Abbie' s name this time, and | recognize the letter’s but
can’'t make sense of how they fit together.

“lI can tell Abbie’s name,” | answer, my face heating up that | am unable to do
something that is so basic to others.

“Why. Isn't. Abbie. Answering. Her. Phone.” Kyson says, pointing to the words.
Kyson leans forward before reaching into his bedside drawer and pulling out a bigger
phone.

“This is a tablet, like my phone, but bigger,” he says before scrolling through it. “I
had some reading apps put on it for you. It will help you identify different words.
Kind of like a game. | want you to use this when you aren’t doing anything, but it
also has a voice to text,” he says, opening an app. He clicks on the little microphone
picture in the center of the screen before speaking into the tablet.

“Kyson loves Ivy,” he says, and the words he spoke flash across the screen before
reciting them back to him in arobot voice.

“You can also type words into it, and it will read them to you. Copy the text on my
phone into it,” he says, bringing up a small keypad on the screen. He hands me his
phone, and | place the tablet on my lap before copying the letters when Kyson leans
over my shoulder to peer at the screen.



“You need to put spaces between the words,” he murmurs, his breath warm on my
neck asit fans over me. | shiver involuntarily, and he purrs softly at my reaction.

“1 don’t know how,” | tell him before he hits along blank button on the keypad.

“That one. Now redo it,” he says, deleting everything | just painstakingly typed into
the screen. Remembering to use the space button this time, | type his text message
again into the tablet. When | finish, Kyson presses the speech button, and the phone
reads out what | wrote, and | smile that it said what Kyson read from his text

message.

“Good, you will get the hang of it, and | will read to you at night, so you should pick
it up quickly with some help.” | glance at the bookshelf, since he finished reading
Treasure Island last night. | am eager for him to read me another book.

His phone vibrates in my hand, and | glance at the small screen. “He is going to
mindlink her to get her phone. He said he isn’t with her right now, but they have the
mindlink now that he has marked her,” Kyson tells me, and | nod before typing his
new message into the tablet to read it to me again while he watches behind me. A few
minutes later, another message comes through.

“What doesit say?’ | ask him.

“Says to try her now,” he answers before pulling me back against him and fiddling
with his phone. It starts ringing, and he turns the camera thing on, and my face pops
up on the screen along with the king's chest behind me. It rings a few times before
she answers.

“Finaly, you called,” she squeals excitedly, though her face never pops up on the
screen. Kyson has to talk her through how to do it before finally | get to see her. She
cries excitedly, waving to me and gushing about how much she misses me.



“Where are you? You look like you're outside?’ | ask her, gazing at the scenery
behind her.

“At the cabin, | was hanging out washing and didn’t hear my phone. Plus, | ran out of
credit. | have been trying to reach you for days; | have been so worried about you.

Kade said the king caught you before you could get to the bridge,” she says.

“And someone could have told me how to hang up, too. | rang the castle phone, but it
went to some message machine and ate all my credit,” she explains.

“Your mate hasn't put credit on it for you?’ Kyson asks her over my shoulder. She
squints at the screen, and her eyes widen. “Sorry, My King. | didn't see you in the

background,” she says, becoming alittle nervous now she realizes he is behind me.

“It's fine, Abbie; I'm not angry with you,” Kyson tells her, and she chews her
fingernail and nods but doesn’t say much, knowing he is behind me. | sigh.

“S0, doyou likeit there?’ | ask her.

She shrugs.

“Yeah, it's not bad. He comes during the day, but it has been two days since | saw
him last. He says he is always busy with work and slegps there sometimes.”

Kyson growls behind me, and | peek over my shoulder at him, but he shakes his head,
and his hand goes to my stomach, tugging me back against him.

“What about the peoplein his pack? Do you like them? Did you make any friends?’

“1 haven’'t met any of them yet; he said soon, but | need to stay inside first. He thinks
| will go into heat soon because | keep getting the worst stomach cramps. | ask him to



take me to see a pack doctor because | don't think it is that. My chest feels redly
tight, and it hurts. | actually thought | was having a heart attack last night. It’s not just
my stomach, and | feel fine on days when he does come here,” Abbie says while she
moves around. The king growls again, and | peer over at him, wondering why he is
becoming so angry. Afterall, he gave me permission to talk to her .

“1 like it other than that, but I'm hoping he will take me to visit you soon. He
promised | could,” she tells me, and excitement bubbles in my stomach at the idea of

seeing her.

“If he can’t, Abbie, | will send Gannon to come and pick you up to bring you here,”
Kyson tells her.

“Really? | never got to say goodbye to Gannon; he walked off,” she says excitedly,
although I notice her face fall when she mentions Gannon’s name.

“Yes, if he can’t bring you here, | will send Gannon. | will put your phone on my
plan, so you don’t run out of credit, too. That way, you can cal vy whenever you

like,” Kyson tells her.

“Oh, oh, | hear acar. | think he is here.” Abbie babbles excitedly. “I love you, but |
have to go,” she says.

“Loveyou, too,” | tell her.

“Morethan life,” she says.

“More than life,” | reply before she hangs up. With a sigh, | hand the phone back to
him, and he glares at it.

“Everything okay?’ | ask him, wondering why heisangry.



“Yes, it will be,” he says, kissing my shoulder.

“1 need to go speak with Gannon,” he says abruptly, and | hop up, wanting to get out
of the room myself.

“What are you doing?’ the king asks when | al'so climb off the bed.

“Going to help Peter,” | tell him.

“No, you aren’t leaving....” he pauses before pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Just stay away from the water and take Dustin with you, please,” he adds, coming
over to me. He presses his lips to my forehead before taking my chin in his hands,

gently forcing me to look up at him.

“Don’t wander off,” he says, and | nod. Not like | have anywhere to go, anyway.
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| feel somewhat sick knowing Ivy isn’'t beside me where | can touch her and feel her
warmth. So | resolve to stalk through the halls searching for Gannon, who oddly isn't
answering the mindlink. Every cell in my body calls out to her, telling me to go back
to my mate and covet her away from the rest of the world. However, | have to
remember vy doesn’'t want that. At least not yet. I’'m not even sure she wants me in
any capacity, not after the heartache | caused her. One thing is becoming more
evident to me, though. Her instincts are growing stronger, and | know she will soon
shift. It isinevitable, and | am just waiting for it to happen.

‘Where are you? Damian rushes through the mindlink, making me halt my stepsin
the middle of the corridor.

‘Looking for Gannon, | need to speak to him about Abbie,’ | tell him, jogging down
the steps toward his room.

‘He' s with me. Come to the office; it’s important,”” Damian says, cutting off the link

abruptly.

| growl, turning on my heel and stalking toward the front of the castle to my office.
Pushing it open, | see a messy scene before me. Damian has boxes of files scattered
al over the floor. Dustin is aso rummaging through paperwork, and | spot Gannon
passed out drunk in a chair by the window. The smell of liquor hangs heavily in the
air, and it is so unlike Gannon to get himself into this sort of state. Clicking my
tongue, | turn my attention to Damian and Dustin just as Dustin hands Damian what
appears to be a picture.



“Here' s another one.”

“How the fuck did we not figure this out?” Damian mutters under his breath. He
suddenly runs his arm over my desk, swiping everything off it, and it crashes to the
floor as he and Dustin start setting out documents and pictures.

“Marissa isn’'t her mother; you were right,” Damian says, a grave expression on his
face.

Concerned and confused, | walk to the table. What have they gotten themselves into
now? | wonder. Isthis an elaborate ruse to get me to go easier on lvy?

“The man pretending to be Ivy’s father, Jason Clenton, was King Garret and Queen
Tatiana's gardener. Marissa was a staff member inside the castle, but everyone
assumed she was a cleaner or cook. We could never find any documentation of what
position she applied for,” Damian says, his eyes manic, while sliding a document
over to me.

“Okay, but did you find anything on Azalea?’ | ask him, still unsure what to make of
this situation.

“That's just it. Azalea never existed in any files. we don't even have her birth
certificate, but we have this,” Dustin says, handing me an application form for ajob. |
glance over it, noting Jason’ s name on top of the document.

“For a gardener position?’ | ask, shaking my head, wondering what this was
supposed to mean.

“Look in the notes, down the bottom and the date. We were so busy looking at
Marissa s files, we never thought to check anyone else’'s, assuming they were killed
when she opened the gates for the hunters. My eyes scan over the document to see



some handwritten notes by the king and queen.

The applicant has a partner wishing to apply for a nanny position. It then lists
Marissa' s name and her mobile number. It’'s dated three days after Azalea was born.
Dustin hands me another document, which | recognize as our old staff application.
Inside are her identity documents, a criminal history which appears squeaky clean,
but down the bottom was a part saying: Applicant admits she has a seven-year-old
child and can’t work weekends as her babysitter works on Saturdays and Sundays. |
glance at her records, catching note of the start date. So, she applied to work for our
family years after Garret and Tatiana? My eyes peer up to Damian’s and Dustin’s.
“Abbie’ s parents had to be watching the woman’ s daughter, right?” Damian nods.

“Azalea would have been seven when Marissa started working here. Nine, when my
sister died, which wasn’t long before Ivy ended up in the orphanage.” | tell him,
glancing back down at the paperwork.

“Yes, she worked for the king and queen for two years. Azalea would have been two
when she went missing, which matches everything else; your sister was killed eight
years later, making Azalea ten at the time. AND we found something else,” says

Damian, his eyes wide with madness.

He hands me an aged but elegant notebook. I’m annoyed. Can he just tell me what
he's on about?

“Why are you giving me abook?’ | ask.

“It'sadiary,” says Damian. “And it belonged to the queen.”

“Where did you get this?’ | ask him.

“When we visited the kingdom with Ivy, we found it in a shoebox in the shed. They



were mainly working diaries with appointments, and that was stuffed down the
bottom. Dustin and | found it today when we looked through the box.”

“My eyes scan the page, and | gasp. A picture of a small child sitting on the queen’s
lap eating a strawberry from her mother’s fingertips has been crammed between the
pages. | see Marissa standing nearby in the background, watching them in her
uniform. Those cold eyes send shivers up and down my spine. “That was taken two
days before the attack; look at the date. More importantly, look at the name,” Damian

says.

Azalea lvy-Rose Landeena, 4-years old.

The large office suddenly feels small and stuffy. My head grows warm as | grapple
with it al. Could Ivy, the rogue girl from the orphanage, be Princess Azalea, the royal
heir and my royal match who was taken as a baby? A girl who had been presumed
dead for over a decade? | start to panic. Does this mean | damaged our bond,
potentially permanently, over this mistake? How did | not put the pieces together?

“lvy... isAzalea,” | mutter “Areyou positive?’ | ask, wanting to be 100% sure | have
the right information. However, like a dark vell being lifted, everything starts to
become crystal clear. So many things click into place... her instincts... her eyes. How
could | be so stupid? | want to hit myself, hit something. We assumed she was a
werewolf because that's what vy thought she was, what she was listed in the
orphanage, and what her kidnapper parents were.

“One way to be 100% positive, though | am positive, vy is Azalea. Check this
out...” says Damian, pointing to the following line in the diary, which lists Azalea's
meal plan, her feed times, and routine. Along with identifying characteristics, height,
weight measurements, as well as a birthmark. According to the diary, there was a
strawberry-shaped birthmark on her inner left thigh along the crease at the apex of her
legs. | furrow my brows, trying to remember if | noticed any mark on her there, but |



wasn't really paying attention when | had my face down there, too busy enjoying the
noise she made and the taste of her flesh.

“In the back of the diary were some things the queen listed, complaints she had
warned to her husband about Marissa,” Dustin says, turning the diary over and upside
down before opening the back page .

“Marissa was warned numerous times for calling Azalea vy instead of using her first
name. She was also whipped three times on separate occasions when she was caught
telling Azalea to call her mommy,” Dustin continues, pointing out the different
notations made inside the diary.

“lvy’s Lycan. She's fucking royalty!” | murmur, horrified. Some part of me hopes
that we're wrong while longing to be right. On one hand, she would no longer be tied
to that evil woman. On the other, things would get a whole hell of a lot more
complicated.

“What have | done?’ | whisper. Damian folds his arms, watching me before rubbing
his chin. Dustin falls back in his chair and scrubs both hands down his face.

“Wewill work it out. She'll forgive you,” Damian says, and | shake my head.

“lI blamed her!” | roar, punching the desk. The wood creaks and groans, splitting
down the middle whilst | try to rein control over myself.

“She’ll forgive you, Kyson. You aren’t the only one to blame. We all should have
figured it out,” Damian says and Dustin nods, putting his head down.

“Sheisalycan. | could have killed her by tossing her aside, Damian. She could have
fucking died! Lycan bonds are sacred, that explains why she never shifted. It explains
so much and | could have killed her. Lycan’s need their bonds!” | yell at him.



“You didn’t know! You just need to get her to mark you, and it will be fine. Ivy being
a Lycan, can go into heat any day now, Kyson, and she will mark you, which will
reforge the bond completely. She won’'t be able to help herself. You said it yourself,
that the bond wasn't completely severed for you, so it couldn’t have been for her
either, you never outright rejected her, luckily! Only werewolves can reject their
mates, us doing so can kill us or turn us savage! Y ou can still fix this, My King. Once
she marks you there is no way for her to break the bond, not without hurting herself,
anyway,” Damian says, trying to reason .

“Your words are making it worse, Damian. She would have been in agony. No
wonder she fretted the way she did,” | say, dropping into my chair and placing my
head in my hands.

“You can't take back what you did, but you can make it up to her, Kyson,” he replies,
but | don’t see how that would be possible.

“She barely lets me touch her!” | snap at him.

“She is acting on instinct mostly these last couple of days. It is only a matter of time
before she shifts,” Damian says, and | sigh before peering up at him and shaking my
head.

“If she doesn't mark me beforehand, her shift will be excruciating since | put the
stress on our bond. She would already be weakened,” | scoff, shaking my head at how
badly | fucked everything up. Damian and Dustin say nothing, knowing | am right.
What could they say other than | fucked up? Now | just have to hope she will forgive
me for it. They tried to warn me. Everyone tried to warn me.

We are in the middle of packing everything up when a sudden realization strikes me
as | glance at Dustin. “Wait, you should be with Ivy. She wanted to leave the room
earlier,” | tell him, and his head snaps up.



“You could have told me, shit, she is probably wondering why | am not around,”
Dustin says, getting to go in search of her. | shake my head.

“It'sfine | can feal sheisfine. She must still be in the room,” | breathe.

“| suppose | should go see if | can find this birthmark before | tell her, that isif she
lets me touch her,” | huff before walking out of my office to go in search of her.
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A nxiety fills me as | approach our room, wondering if she managed to sneak out
without a guard. However, | am surprised to walk in and find her sitting on the floor
in front of the fireplace. One of my books is open on the floor beside her and the
tablet is in her hand. Her tongue is poking out the side adorably as she presses her
fingers to the touch screen before holding the tablet up to listen to the words.

Once she is done, she sets the tablet down to do the following sentence. | stop behind
her, and she doesn’t look up until my shadow blocks out the heat from the fireplace.
Only then do | redlize she is shivering, and goosebumps cover her skin. | bend down
and pick up my book, and she sighs. “I was going to put it back,” she says, her teeth
chattering. Pride and Prgjudice . | hand it back to her, and she takesit.

“You can touch whatever you like, Az.” | pause, amost calling her Azalea
“Whatever you want, just ask, lvy. What's mine is yours,” | tell her, and she nods,
taking the book from me and finding her page.

“1 thought you wanted to go for awak?’ | ask her, sitting behind her and propping
my arm on my knee. | lean back against the armchair, trying to figure out how to ask
her if I can not only look between her legs but also tell her she isn’t the daughter of a
monster. Before she can answer, though, Clarice opens the door, bringing in our
dinner.

“What chapter did you get to, My Queen?’ Clarice asks her, bringing her tray over
and setting it on the coffee table.



“Only page eight,” vy says with afrown.

“You'll be ableto read by yourself in no time,” Clarice nods.

| do notice that Ivy doesn’t bat an eyelash at Clarice using her title. It's as if she has
come to accept it. Ivy thanks her, and | see how she subtly sniffs the air before
frowning when she realizes the meat is what | consider to be burned or ruined. | swap
our plates, handing her mine.

“Can you ask the kitchen staff to prepare vy’ s meals the same way as mine from now
on?’ | ask Clarice.

“From now on, My King,” she says, her eyes flicking to vy, who is typing away
again.

“Yes, Clarice,” | tell her, and she glances between the both of us.

“And you're sure, My King?' Clarice asks, and | sigh. News clearly travels fast. |
haven’'t been here five minutes, and the entire castle is now aware. Would it kill my
guard to have a little discretion? | think, annoyed, realizing | have no choice but to
tell her tonight.

“Positive,” | nod at her.

“Very well, My King. Enjoy your book, Ivy,” Clarice tells her, but Ivy isn’'t even
paying attention, too busy typing into the device. Clarice smiles before leaving. | edt,
watching lvy let her food get cold before taking the tablet from her.

“Eat first. Your food is going cold,” | tell her, and she growls. vy folds the corner of
the page and shuts the book. | internally cringe. My biggest pet peeve is folded book
pages, and it's a first edition, making it even more cringe-worthy. | remain quiet,



knowing if | say anything, she won’'t understand. It'll take some time before she
realizes the importance of first editions.

vy picks up her knife and starts cutting her meat, devouring her food hungrily. She
shivers, her entire body shuddering from it. Her teeth are chattering, yet her skin is
flushed like she is overheating. | reach over her, touching her head to find her skin
blistering hot, and the moment my hand comes in contact with her skin, she sighs,
pressing against it. Y et her scent hasn’t changed, so it couldn’t be her going into heat,
her pheromones aren’t strong enough for it to be heat. | move my hand off her head,
and she shivers again before going back to her food.

“Did you find Gannon?’ she asks. | nod, watching her. She's eating like she hasn’t
been fed in weeks, and | remember | was the same way before | shifted.

“Yes, | did. What did you do today?’ | ask her.

“Nothing, | couldn’t find Dustin, then | got distracted with the tablet and tried to read
the book,” she says, shrugging. vy goes back to her food, only slowing down when
she is nearly finished. She chews slowly, exceptionally slowly, and her face pales
before she jumps up, running for the bathroom.

“lvy?’ | call, setting my plate aside when | hear her gag. Rushing into the bathroom, |
find her head in the toilet bowl as she throws up.

“You dright?’ | ask, grabbing her hair as she continues to be sick. She eventually
falls backward on her buitt.

“Must be the stupid fruit salad, been feeling sick since eating it,” she groans,
clutching her stomach before laying on the cool tiles. | flush the toilet and move to
turn the shower on.



“Thefruit salad?’ | ask.

“Yeah, | think some of the fruit is off; it tasted funny?”’

| nod, gripping her shoulders and sitting her upright. “I don’t think it’ s the fruit salad,;
| think you may be going to shift soon,” | tell her.

“l can’'t shift; | would have already,” she murmurs.

“Well, | would say that iswrong; you are just a late bloomer since | hurt our bond,” |
tell her, peeling off her sweater .

“l don’'t want to shift; | don’t want to shift without Abbie!” she says, sitting upright.
Her face threatens panic. | grip her shoulders, stopping her from getting to her feet.

“1 am right here with you, Ivy,” | tell her, but she pushes my hands away.

“No, | want Abbie.”

| grit my teeth and ook away. It hurts me deeply to know she'd rather be with Abbie,
but | can’t blame her. Taking a deep breath and willing myself to remain calm, | face
her, cupping her face in my hands. “Abbie isn’t here, but | am. So calm down. You
won't be alone,” | tell her, but her eyes brim with tears as she starts hyperventilating,
evidently experiencing another panic attack. Her breathing turns rapid and shallow.

“No, no,” she shakes her head.

“Shh Ivy, cam down. Let’s just get you in the shower first,” | tell her, but every time
| go to remove more of her clothes, she slaps my hands and tells me not to touch her.

Unclipping her bra, she growls at me. “Get out!” she snaps.



11 I Vy?l

“Get out, thisis your fault, now get out!” she screams at me. Her eyes blaze brightly,
almost glowing as she continues to panic. | chew the inside of my lip, knowing it is
just the shift bringing on her sudden change in emotions. It truly brings out our
monstrous side. Yet | can feel her resentment toward me and hurt that | am the reason
sheisdelayed.
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“ | won't touch you then, okay, but | am staying. Y ou’ re not shifting on your own,” |
tell her, fighting the urge to stifle her worry by using the bond and calling. She looks
away from me.

“l said get out,” she whispers, wiping a stray tear. My heart pinches at her defeat and
| know she blames me for this; | blame myself.

“1 will find you some clothes,” | tell her, getting up off the floor and creeping out. |
find her some of my clothes and set them on the bed before standing by the bathroom
door and listening.

| am only met with silence except for the sound of running water. | knock on the
door, but she doesn’'t answer.

“lvy, | am going to come in, okay,” | call out to her. “I need to make sure you're
safe.” | wait, but she doesn’'t answer, so | gently push the door open to find her
clothes scattered on the floor and her sitting in the bottom of the shower directly
under the water. Her skin looks red from how hot she has turned up the shower
temperature.

“lvy?’ | ask, crouching beside her just outside the shower spray. She turns her head
to the side, and | notice her eyes glowing. Why couldn’t her shift wait one more day
so | could explain? Now is probably the worst time to tell her something that will no
doubt make her feel more emotional than she already is. The best | can do iswalk her
through the changes so she feels less scared.



“It's so cold,” she murmurs, and | nod.

“Y es, then you will be hot, then cold again,” | tell her, and she nods, tucking her face
back into her knees. | stare at the window, click my tongue, and shake my head.
There isno moon high in the sky tonight.

“Come on, we can lay in front of the fireplace; | will move al the bedding over
there,” | tell her, holding out my hand to her. Shelifts her head and stares &t it.

“There is no moon tonight,” she says, and | press my lipsin line that she has noticed.
| nod.

“1 will beright by your side. I'm not going anywhere, but | do need to ask afavor you
probably won't like,” 1 tell her. Ivy glances back at my hand before sighing.

“What isit?

“Let’s get you dry first,” | tell her. Her eyebrows pinch together before she takes my
hand, and | pull her to her feet. She wraps atowel around her shivering, naked body.
Though her teeth are chattering, she still looks flushed. | hand her one of my shirts,
and she dries herself. As she dresses, | move the furniture in front of the fireplace
before dragging the mattress and blankets over. | turn to face her to see her hunched
over while rummaging through the drawer for underwear. Her other hand is clutching
her stomach.

“lvy,” | cal out to her. Ivy looks over at me before retrieving a pair and slipping them
on. She walks over, lying down closest to the fire and tugging the duvet over herself.
| grab her book, bring it over and kneel on the mattress beside her.

“You should try to sleep while you can before the pain becomes too much; | can read
to you if you like.”



Sherolls over to face me. “If that was supposed to make me feel better, it didn’t,” she
says but yawns. | chuckle, placing the book on the pillow.

“Have you got any birthmarks?’ | ask her, and she yawns again before she nods.

“Yes, onmy leg, next to...,” she pauses. “It looks like a smudge,” she says.

“Can | seeit?

“What? No,” she says, rolling herself tighter in her blanket. “Why?’ she says, glaring
a me.

“l won't do anything, | promise, | just want to see it, to confirm something.”

“Something like what?’ she demands, her eyes narrowing.

“Your identity.”

She snorts and rolls her eyes. “Great, what now, is my father the boogeyman or grim
reaper?’ she scoffs.

| take a deep breath. | guess it’s now or never. “No, Ivy. | believe your father was the
king.”

vy stares at me, her expression hard to read. Then, she laughs coldly. “That isn't
funny, Kyson.”

“l know it isn’'t funny because if | am right and you are the king's daughter, that also
means Marissa wasn't your mother, and you are the stolen princess from the
Kingdom of Landeena,” | tell her.



She stares at me in shock before shaking her head. “No, Marissa is my mother,” she
replies though she seems confused, less sure.

“We believe Marissa was your nanny, and she took you when she killed your parents.
The royal baby Azalea was never found. | didn’t believe it myself but Ivy... it dl
makes sense. The timeline, your birthmark, everything. “

Her eyes widen and then narrow as she glares at me with a cold rage. “Is this some
trick? Are you really that cruel to think doing something like this would be funny? Is
this some punishment of yours?’ she chokes out, tears brimming and spilling over
and down her cheeks. Her lip quivers uncontrollably and | can feel through the bond
she honestly believes | am saying this to hurt her more. She doesn’t trust me at all,
and my stomach sinks at the thought.

“lI know | fucked up, but please, lvy, just let me check. | swear | won't ask for
anything else; | just have to be sure; | wouldn’t have told you if | didn’t believe it
weretrue,” | plead with her.

“Yet you were quick to believe | am the daughter of a monster?’ she jeers.

| sigh and nod. “I was angry, and what | did was wrong, but please, Ivy. | just want to
be certain.”

“Well, you will find out when | shift tonight then, won’t you?”’

“That’s why | need to know; if you're Lycan, Ivy, | could have killed you when |
ignored our bond, which could affect your shift. The fact you are shifting makes this
dire. Lycan are more sensitive to the bond, our souls are tied to each other once
marked. So please, | know you don’t want me touching you, but | need to see because
if you are, | want to be prepared if you don’t shift properly.”



Ivy blinks, dumbfounded by the news, her mouth opens and closes a few times as if
she is trying to think of something to say. The shock and confusion are clear on her
flushed face.

“1 believe you may be a Lycan and not a werewolf,” | repeat letting my words settle
over her.

“Excuse me? Any more terrible news you want to give me tonight, Kyson?' she
snaps before groaning and hunching over in pain.

| tug her to me, pulling her onto my lap rolled in her blanket. She whimpers, and her
entire body shudders for a few moments before relaxing while | rub her back.
Suddenly, Ivy lurches forward in my arms, tripping as she tangles in the blanket. She
getsto her feet racing for the bathroom to throw up once again.
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| scramble to my feet, following Ivy into the bathroom. Her skin feels clammy as she
ambles to the sink basin to rinse and brush her teeth. Leaning on the door frame, |
watch her wet her face before wetting the back of her neck. She stops beside me
when she goes to leave, and | step aside, letting her pass. By the time she gets back to
the bed in front of the fireplace, her teeth are chattering once more. Goosebumps
cover every inch of flesh as she huddles beneath the blanket.

As she rests, | can see her mind churning. | can feel it, feel her confusion yet also
curiosity and fear of knowing the truth. Her pain writhes through the bond, the
cramping, nausea. Seeing her struggle selfishly makes me glad | don’'t have to
experience it myself again. It's just the initial shift, the body preparing itself. A
Lycan’ sfirst shift always sticks with you; it is excruciating. Hers will be worse by my
sabotaging of the bond.

“It makes no sense,” she murmurs, barely audible even to my ears. | roll on my side,
peeling the blanket back. Sheis bundled up like a Lycan burrito .

“What doesn’'t?’ | ask her.
“If it were true, why would she take me? Why not kill me?’
“Unfortunately, not everything makes sense, lvy, and | don't think | want to make

sense of that woman’'s mind: if it made sense, we would be like her if we shared her
mindset,” | answer.



lvy sighs, and her big cerulean blue eyes peer up at me. “And if you're wrong?’

“I"'m not. | wasthefirst time; | am sure thistime, lvy.”

“But if you are?’

“Then nothing, you're still my mate, and you are not your mother,” | tell her. She
snuggles down in the blanket, only her nose up peeking out from the blanket.

“My body heat will help regulate your temperature. The bond calls for it now. It
recognizes me, lvy. Don't suffer just because | was a prick. You have me and the
bond; useit. | won't force you to do anything unless you ask meto,” | tell her.

“Why would | ask you to?’ she says, like | am absurd.

“The calling, Ivy. | know you don’'t like me using it, but there is a reason male
Lycans are gifted with it.”

“Yeah, to rape women,” she says with a roll of her eyes. She is half correct. It is
barbaric when viewed from that perspective, it gets a bad rap because of that.

“1 would never rape you. Do you think that little of me?’

“1 don’'t think much of you when you use it to get what you want,” she says, and |
sigh.

“It’s not used just for getting you to submit. It helps calm the bond. Calm your bond
to me, lvy. Yes, it can be used in a sense as an aphrodisiac or to calm you, which is
my only intention to calm our bond, and to forge it as you go through this change,” |
tell her.



She clicks her tongue, and her eyesflit away as she shudders and her teeth clatter.

“If you mark me, you would be able to feel me better. Once the bond is forged for
Lycans, we can even get a sense of each other’s thoughts. It goes beyond just feeling
each other’s emotions. ”

“How s0?’ she asks.

“1 can tell when you're hurt, like your hand. For example, mine hurt, too. | can feel
your curiosity to know if | am right about you being Azalea. Your apprehension at
also knowing, | cantell | scareyou,” | admit before swallowing.

“But | haven’t marked you?”’

“No, but | have marked you. Once you mark me, there is nothing you would be able
to hide from me, lvy. | will feel and sense everything when it comes to you, but that
goes both ways. You will also feel everything | feel.”

If she doesn’t mark me, she'll certainly be in for along night. However, | doubt my
ability to convince her. “Marking me will strengthen you,” | tell her in a last-ditch
effort.

“l don't want strength, Kyson; | am sick of being strong. Sick of biting my tongue,
sick of answering to someone, sick of the mold everyone puts me in. I’'m tired.
Strength? Strength isn't physical; it's enduring. Enduring everything when all you
want to do is nothing but crumble and let it go; it becomes too heavy. Abbie and |
were each other’s strength, each fighting to hold on for the other; | don't need
strength, Kyson. | need peace,” she says with an exasperated sigh.

“More than my life?’ | whisper to her, and she nods. I’ ve aways been curious about
what it means to them.



“Yes, nothing means | love you more than my heart is still beating for you; we
stopped living for ourselves. Instead, we lived for each other. You go, | go, so you
keep fighting because you can't bear the thought of leaving the other behind,” vy
answers.

“Like a pact?’

“Yes. We made it when we were fifteen.”

“What happened when you were fifteen?’

“ Abbie went missing.,” vy says, glancing down at her fingers.

“One day, she didn’t come up from the cellar,” she whispers so softly | almost miss
it. But | can hear the anguish in her voice making me wonder what was so bad in the
cellar. What depravity did Mrs. Daley inflict on them to get this response from the

bond?

“What's in the cellar, Ivy,” | ask, not sure | truly want to know. The feeling through
the bond alone is making me queasy.

“She was supposed to be cleaning the mop buckets, so | looked for her.” Ivy’s lips
guiver, and she picks at the blanket wrapped around her.

“l found her in the cellar, her tunic torn, her thighs covered in blood. Abbie was
standing on a chair with arope around her neck. She wouldn't tell me what happened,
but | knew. | should have known when he went missing, t0o.” Ivy wipes a tear that
slides down her cheek. “He hurt her, there... There was so much blood.”

| swallow thickly, alump forming in my throat, terrified at the thought of two fifteen-
year-old girls going through this.



“She was taking too long. Abbie told me to leave, but | grabbed the other chair and
climbed up beside her and loosened the noose, wrapping it around my neck, too,” Ivy
answers, her eyes getting a faraway expression like she's trapped in some memory.
The fear through the bond makes me clench my jaw. That pack still has so much to
answer for.

“1 told her ‘more than my life’ Mine wasn’t worth living either if she wasn't in it,
that we would go together because her life was worth more than mine.”

“And she got down?’ | ask, the calling dlipping out at her distress, and she lifts her
eyes to mine as it washes over her. “Helping?’ | ask her, and she sighs but nods. “So
obvioudly, she didn’'t kill herself,” | continue, wanting to know what happened as
much as it sickens me. It helps distract her from the fact she would be shifting any
time now.

11 NO.H

She moves her hair behind her shoulder showing me the back of her neck and behind
her ear. A white scar travels across her neck and behind her ear. | had seen it before
but never really paid much attention to it. | know she is self-conscious about the scars
that lace her skin, and | just figured it was another inflicted by the whip.

“We both jumped, but the rope didn’'t hold our weight,” Ivy says, and my stomach
drops before Ivy fixes her hair, covering the scars back up.

“Abbie has a scar behind her left ear where the rope cut into her. Instead of death, we
both got a headache when our heads collided,” vy chuckles.

How could she laugh at something so horrific, like it is nothing. The fact she can
laugh speaks enough for what those two girls endured.



“And that’s how it started?’ | ask. Ivy shrugs.

“Afterward, Mrs. Daley started calling for us to cook dinner. Abbie didn’t want to go
up, so | helped clean her up. | swapped her tunic for mine, and we went to cook
dinner,” Ivy says, pulling her face from the blanket so | can see her alittle better.

“1 got twelve lashes for that ruined tunic, but what it cost Abbie was worse. Mrs,
Daley didn't just give her scars that day, she broke her soul. So for Abbie, | wore it.
Then we cooked dinner. Later that day, | saw Mrs. Daley get paid by the butcher who
hurt Abbie.”

“The butcher?’

“He delivered meat to the orphanage,” says Ivy, shuddering and wiping a stray tear
from her eye “After that, where Abbie went, | went, where | went, she went, more
than my life. If shewereto endureit, | would, too,” Ivy says.

| need to get Abbie away from Alpha Kade. The poor girl has endured enough. | now
worry once she realizes he is married, it will truly destroy her. | now understand why
the pair of them are so close. They are dependent on each other. | chew my lip; Mrs.
Daley islucky to be alive. She will never walk again after the lashes she received, yet
that is even too kind. She won't be left breathing when | send Gannon back for her
and God help the butcher when Gannon learns his name.

Silence eventually falls over both of us. She doesn’'t even fight against me using the
calling. But as the night drags on and her pain gets worse, she moves closer before
letting me under the blanket with her. Her legs kick as her pain intensifies, and |
wonder why it was taking forever. It isn’t until the early morning hours that | struggle
to handle seeing her like that as she rolls and turns over, trying to get comfortable.

“lvy?’ | call to her as sherolls over, moving closer to the fire. Her eyes blaze brightly



like jewels, her pupils fully dilated with a silver hue through them. She groans,
kicking off the blankets, her skin heating. | can tell she's nearly started shifting,
recalling my own burning sensation | experienced during my shift.
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“ M akeit stop, make it stop,” she cries as her cries turn into screams. | hear her back
cracking. Gripping her arms, | yank her on top of me. Her skin is so hot that it's
burning me. Her feet scratch down my legs.

“lvy, let me help,” | tell her. She screams in pain, her spine breaking and realigning
beneath my palms. | tug off the shirt that’s restricting her movement. vy pants, her
nails digging into my chest, and | feel her feet changing, her toenails turning to claws
as they rake down my flesh, tearing me to pieces and making me hiss. Yet | don't let
her go, my pain is nothing compared to what she feels.

“lvy, let me help!” | repeat. She writhes but nods desperately.

“Please, please Kyson, make it stop,” she begs, her hands clutching my chest and abs.
Desperate to relieve her pain, | flood her with the calling just as her fingers break, her
claws sinking deeply into my chest like hooks. My blood runs down my side. At this
rate, she will bleed me out if | remain in this flimsy skinsuit. The sound of her femur
breaking, and her scream will always haunt me. | unleash the full weight of my
calling on her, my hands brushing her hair while her claws tear chunks off me. “I'm
right here, you're okay. You'll be okay,” | whisper, soothing her the best | can.

vy pants, whimpering in pain. | turn her head so her ear is flat against my chest so
she can listen to my heartbeat and fedl the vibration of the calling. She cams some
but is still in agony when her claws dig in deeper, and | can feel them grating across
bone. They are that deep. Gritting my teeth | remind myself she's not doing it on
purpose and pull her hands off my chest.



Her claws are definitely longer than a werewolf’s claws. Blood gushes out of me
where she gets me, and she sniffsthe air and panics.

“I’m hurting you,” she whimpers.

“I"'m fine, but I’'m going to shift so you can’t rip me to pieces,” | whisper, pressing
my lipsto her head.

“Can | shift, Ivy? You can't freak out on me when I’'m in that form, I’ll hunt you,” |
warn her and she hesitantly nods, | drag her up my body higher, then | shift beneath
her, my bones breaking quickly and just in time before she clenches her hands, her
claws raking down my chest, only this skin is more durable. My hand moves up and
down her back as | try to cam her down when the door opens. | know everyone is
worried; her screams are deafening.

“Get out!” | order at whoever it is, and the door quickly shuts just as her bones start
breaking again. The shift is going back and forth, prolonging her transformation, and

| can’t get her to mark me; sheis entirely out of her mind with the pain.

“Shh, breathe, Ivy,” | whisper, hugging her close, using my temperature to bring hers
down as | absorb what | can through the bond.

“Kill me, kill me,” she begs, and | shake my head, hugging her closer as tears dip
down my cheeks knowing my stupidity is half the blame for this.

“Please, just kill me,” she cries.
“1 can make you shift, Ivy but it will hurt like hell; it would be quick,” | tell her as her
spine ridges against my hand and her legs lengthen, her feet touching mine, fur

spreading along her naked flesh as she sobs.

“Just make it stop,” she cries, and | clutch her face in my hands, tilting her face up



toward mine. | gasp at the sight of her eyes. There is no doubt sheis my Azalea. Her
eyes remain that deep cerulean blue | could get lost in. A trait only Landeena s have,
their unique bloodline dating back to the Moon Goddess herself. They are more than
royals; they hold power of which Lycans can’t even dream. Her eyes are a marker of
that bloodline, leaving not a shadow of doubt in mewho itis| hold in my arms.

vy is more than my mate, she is existence itself, she has no idea the powers she'll
one day possess once she comes into herself.

“I will make it stop, love,” | tell her as tears spill down her cheeks. | can't let her
remain like this longer than necessary when | can command her to shift and forceit. |
hate that | have to but she deserves better, thisis my fault and fast is better than hours
of her screams.

| flood her with the calling, numbing her best | can before tilting her face up to me,
she doesn’t fight me as | partially shift back and kiss her, instead kissing me back
amost as if she needs the distraction from the pain, her lips maul mine, her tears
spilling down her cheeks and dripping on me.

“That’s it, baby, | got you, don't fight the calling pull on it, give it to me,” | whisper
when another scream breaks past her full lips. | kiss her fiercely, cutting her screams
off. She clutches me tightly when | use my command. “Forgive me baby, but you
need to shift,” | whisper against her lips.

“Shift!” | command. Her lips part, and her face reddens as if she is choking before
every bone breaks simultaneoudly.

Suddenly, fur ripples over her body, replacing her soft skin. Clawed hands replace her
petite ones, and the sound is horrendous as she shifts in my arms. Her scream chills
me to the bone, but within seconds, she is lying on my chest, only she isn't Ivy. Her
fur is a deep, gunmetal gray with an amost-blue hue. Her eyes are glowing like
sapphire jewels as | turn her face in my hands to mine to look at her. A sob escapes



my lips when | see the Landeena bloodline eyes staring back at me.

The Landeenas all share one quality: their eyes remain the same color, blending into
their natural eye color while most Lycan eyes bleed black. Ivy turns her head to look
at her hand, turning it over to find it isn't a paw but long claws dipping from her
elongated fingertips. Her eyes then dart to me, in shock at the realization of her true
identity.

“l am aLycan?’ she murmurs, flexing her fingers before tilting her head at the sound
of her voice in this form. | chuckle, tears streaking down my face as | play with her
ear sticking upright on her head. A purr leaves me as | pull her higher, burying my
face in her neck.

“You're home, Azalea,” | whisper to her, sitting upright, and pulling her in my lap so
she can see herself, her long bushy tail wagging from side to side, and | grab it,
showing her and she takes it with two hands tugging on it, then she giggles. She letsit
go, looking down at herself and gasping.

“I’'m not hers,” she sobs, and | know she means Marissa's. Relief must be washing
over her, but also sadness that her lifewas all alie.

“No, you are the missing princess. Azalea lvy-Rose Landeena. Queen of the
Landeena Kingdom, and my Queen of Vakyrie. You are so much more than any of
us can possibly fathom,” | whisper to her while running my nose across her face, her
fur tickling it as| try to stop my emotions from choking me.

“More?" she asks, and | feel her confusion, but | am scared of her realizing what and
who she truly is, what she represents, for she is more than my mate, my queen. Sheis
my very existence, and the existence of the Lycan race.

“You were My Lost Lycan Luna,” | tell her with a chuckle, hugging her tighter and
purring.



“Now you’'re my Found Lycan Luna.”



