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  Prologue

  
  




The moon loomed heavy and full, suspended in the ink-black sky like a silent judge. Its silver light streamed through the canopy of ancient pines, casting long, haunted shadows that danced across the forest floor. The wind stirred the trees with a low, mournful sigh, whispering secrets that only the night could understand. Beneath the scent of damp earth, another smell curled through the air—feral, dark, and restless.

Madeline Clark stood at the edge of the woods, unmoving. Her fingers clutched the flimsy fabric of her jacket, knuckles pale and trembling. The chill of the evening settled deep in her bones, but it wasn’t the cold that made her shiver.

I don’t belong here.

Not in this forest. Not in this moment. Not in this life.

For seventeen years, she had waited—waited for the shift that never came, for the spark of connection every wolf was born to feel. She had watched others embrace their place in the pack while she hovered at the margins, invisible, untethered. A ghost of what she should have been—a misfit—a lone wolf before she’d ever earned the name.

And then her mother was gone.

The one person who made the silence bearable. The only soul who had ever tried to understand her. Gone in a breath, and with her, the fragile illusion that Madeline had ever belonged.

The pack turned on her with ease, their loyalty dissolving into poisoned whispers. She’s weak. Cursed. Broken. The words clung to her skin like ash. Then, as if summoned by the scent of grief, her father reappeared—cold, unfamiliar, a stranger wearing the face of her blood.

He hadn’t come to mourn. He hadn’t come to offer comfort or answers. He came to claim. To take what was left of her and force it into the mold of a life she didn’t choose.

Now she was being pulled toward a future she didn’t recognize—a new pack, a new home, a fate that didn’t feel like hers.

But fate was never kind. And it never asked.

Then came Dimitri—the Lycan leader. Power clung to him like a second skin, impossible to ignore. His presence was a gravitational force, unsettling and magnetic, as commanding as the moon overhead.

And just like that, everything shifted.

The mate she had dreamed of—through every lonely night and unanswered prayer—stood before her. But instead of hope, terror took root.

Because the bond she’d longed for all her life had become the thing she feared most.

The connection was undeniable. The pull is inescapable. But a voice deep inside whispered a truth too painful to name: What if she wasn’t meant for him? What if she wasn’t meant for this life at all?

Madeline’s gaze swept the forest one final time, its darkness pressing at the edges of her resolve. Her heart thundered, a frantic rhythm of doubt and dread and something dangerously close to defiance.

She had always waited—for change, for belonging, for someone to choose her.

But now?

Now, she was done waiting.

She ran.
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~Madeline~

The moonlight slipped through the tall windows, casting silver streaks across the office floor as Dimitri leaned in, his lips brushing against my neck.

“Princess, are you sure you’ll be alright on your own?” he asked, voice low, warm against my skin. “I can stay. Will can handle it.”

I tilted my chin to look at him and gave a small shake of my head.

“I’ll be fine,” I said softly, managing a faint smile. “You’re an Alpha. You have responsibilities.”

His fingers wove gently through my hair, his smile tender as he gazed at me, as if I were something fragile and precious. I gestured toward the stack of books and paperwork piled on my desk.

“Besides,” I added, teasing, “you’re a bit of a distraction.”

He gasped in mock offense. “Me? A distraction? Is it because I’m hot?”

I couldn’t help the quiet laugh that escaped me as I nodded.

“You can’t seem to keep your hands to yourself,” I murmured.

His grin widened as he leaned in, his lips capturing mine in a soft, slow kiss.

“Of course I can’t,” he said against my lips. “You belong to me.”

I kissed him again, a little deeper this time, and sighed as he finally pulled away with a reluctant chuckle.

“We have to stop,” he murmured, almost to himself. “Or I’ll never leave.”

Reluctantly, he turned and walked toward his desk to collect a stack of folders. I watched the fluid motion of his muscles beneath his shirt, and my thoughts betrayed me—suddenly I was back in the shower last night, his body pressed against mine, his hands exploring every inch of me, his mouth igniting sparks on my skin. The memory sent a flush across my face.

“Stop it, Madeline,” Dimitri growled, eyes flicking back to me. “Or I won’t be able to leave at all.”

I laughed quietly, lowering my gaze to the scattered pages on my desk in an attempt to distract myself. He returned to my side and pressed a kiss to my forehead.

“Mind-link me if you need anything, princess,” he said. “I’ll come back immediately.”

I nodded. He wasn’t going far—just to the training center and later the throne hall to prepare for the Alphas Meeting. Still, I already missed him.

He cupped my cheek, gave me a final smile, and left the office. I watched him walk away, his form confident, commanding. Just before he closed the door, he glanced back at me with that soft, soul-stealing smile.

With a deep breath, I rolled my shoulders and turned back to the book in my lap. Kingdom law. Pack regulations. Dimitri insisted that I didn’t need to memorize it all, but rather understand it. I had to prove I was worthy of this title. I wanted to be a Luna he could be proud of.

You’re so annoying, Skye sighed.

I rolled my eyes. Don’t start.

He deserves to know everything, she pressed. About Janet. About Savannah.

No, I snapped. I won’t ruin his relationship with his mother. You can’t tell him.

She sighed but went quiet. I focused on the book, exhaling slowly.

Skye muttered something about the council. I nodded faintly.

I don’t like them either, I admitted. But we’ve only met them once. We should give them a chance.

I drifted into the pages, losing all sense of time until a sudden knock jolted me upright. Before I could respond, the door creaked open. Two women entered.

Janet. And Savannah.

My breath hitched.

Janet closed the door behind them and growled low in her throat. Savannah crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes.

“Why are you sitting in my chair?” she demanded.

She isn’t serious… Before I could speak, Janet stepped forward.

“She came here to destroy everything, just like you,” she spat. “She wants to take Dimitri from his mother, his mate, and his child.”

Her words hit me like a blade to the chest. Mate? No—I was his mate. Not her.

I clenched my hands in my lap and took a slow breath.

“Do you need something?” I asked, keeping my voice level. “Or are you just here to insult me?”

Janet sneered. “You? The Orphan Luna? What help could you possibly offer?”

I bit down the burn in my throat. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing me falter.

“If you’re here to insult me, leave,” I said firmly. “Otherwise, state your purpose.”

Savannah stepped forward, eyes gleaming. “You can’t kick me out. I’m Dimitri’s mate. I have his child. I belong here—you don’t.”

Delusional. Delusional.

Janet stepped closer. Her voice was deadly calm. “If I were in your shoes, I’d be afraid. I warned you before—I intend to remove you. My son will not be harmed by someone as insignificant as you. You will never be Luna. I won’t allow it.”

I stared at her, stunned into silence. The hatred in her eyes chilled me to the bone.

She meant it.
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~Dimitri~

“Will you be fighting in the tournament?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the training field as Mike barked corrections at a recruit struggling to hold form.

Will shook his head, his expression resigned. “No. Not this time. There’s too much to coordinate. More work than we can handle, honestly.” He paused for a moment, watching the boy stumble again. “But I’m confident Ellie will still compete. She won’t let anything stop her.”

A soft smile tugged at my lips. I nodded, though my gaze remained fixed on the trainee. The boy had only recently shifted and was struggling to adapt to his new strength. Mike had nearly exhausted his patience—his scowl deepened with every repeated mistake.

I watched with quiet curiosity, wondering how the boy would manage in real competition. I was also interested to see which other packs might field their female warriors this year. That, more than anything, would be a turning point.

Every Alpha’s meeting was followed by the traditional Tournament of the Three Kingdoms, a time-honored contest of strength and strategy. Held in the grand arena and the wide forest clearing beyond, the tournament consisted of three brutal challenges. Each year, it grew fiercer—and more revered.

The first trial, Moonlit Duels, was fought one-on-one under the silver glow of the full moon, where skill and instinct were stripped bare. The second, the Pack Hunt, demanded cooperation between wolves from different packs, uniting to track down a chosen target—sometimes an object, sometimes a person—selected by me.

But it was the final challenge, the Moonstone Gauntlet, that truly broke them. Designed by Mike himself, the course tested everything: physical endurance, tactical wit, and sheer willpower. It left no weakness hidden.

Whoever triumphed earned the Crown of the Three Kingdoms—a symbol of excellence and legacy, worn with pride across generations. It wasn’t just about glory. It was about honor, remembered long after the blood had dried.

Each year, I looked forward to it. But this year… it felt different. This year wasn’t just tradition. The Alphas weren’t gathering to celebrate. They were preparing for war.

“Wonder what Maddie’s doing right now,” Will murmured beside me.

A smile slipped across my face before I could stop it. My chest warmed, spreading through me like a slow burn. Goddess, I was proud of her. I loved that woman more than I thought I was capable of loving anyone.

My thoughts drifted—unbidden—to last night. That shower. Her soft moans echoed in the steam. My hands explored every inch of her like they belonged nowhere else. It wasn’t even about sex—it was about us. The way she trusted me. The way I’d memorized the slope of her back, the hitch in her breath when I kissed her shoulder.

And I fully intended to repeat that experience tonight.

I forced the image away before it could cause problems. Now was not the time to get hard thinking about my mate. I cleared my throat.

“She’s in our office,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Reading up on Kingdom law. Determined to learn every last page.”

Will chuckled, shaking his head. “She’s amazing,” he said. “You got a good one, Dimitri.”

That made me grin. Good didn’t even begin to cover it.

“She’s perfect,” I replied, with no hesitation.

Across the field, Mike barked out another frustrated growl. “Goddess, Reece! How many times do I have to tell you the same thing?!”

He burst into laughter beside me, and I couldn’t help joining him. Poor Reece. I decided to give the kid a break.

“Mike!” I called out, catching his attention. He looked over, scowling, but met Reece’s gaze with a tired sigh before marching toward us.

When he reached us, his brow furrowed with worry. “Where’s Maddie?”

“In the office,” I said again. “She’s working.”

Relief softened his features, and he nodded. “I tried talking to your mom again,” he muttered. “Still no luck. She won’t listen. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

My jaw clenched. I bit the inside of my cheek, willing myself to stay calm. Every time I thought about what my mother had said to Maddie…

“I don’t understand why she’s not angry at Savannah,” Will chimed in, brows drawn. “She lied to everyone. Even to Janet.”

Mike shook his head and let out a sigh. “Janet wanted a grandchild. That’s all she ever wanted.”

I inhaled sharply, my fists tightening at my sides. “She’s insane,” I growled. “She knows Savannah lied. She knows that child isn’t mine. But she still clings to her like she’s the golden ticket.”

Mike gave me a look—stern but calm. “I get your anger, Dimitri. But she’s still your mother. Show some respect.”

I scoffed and rolled my eyes. “She can have my respect from a distance—as long as she stays the hell away from Maddie.”

Mike exhaled, long and tired. But I didn’t care. Maddie was mine, and no one—not even my mother—would get away with hurting her.

“She better not say another word about Maddie,” I added through clenched teeth.

Will’s jaw flexed beside me. “We can’t let her get close enough to do any real damage,” he said, voice tight with conviction.

Mike waved him off. “Janet would never hurt Maddie. She’s cold sometimes, but she’s not cruel.”

Will gave him a long, hard look. “It’s my job to protect our Luna. That means staying ahead of every threat—especially ones that come wearing a familiar face.”

His words sparked something in me. A deep, proud warmth that settled in my chest. Will had made an oath—to me, to Maddie—and he meant every damn word.

And then it hit me.

‘Dimitri!’

Skol’s voice erupted in my mind like an explosion, making me stumble mid-step.

My heart stopped. My breath caught.

What happened? I demanded, already feeling him rising within me, clawing at the surface.

‘Is Maddie okay?!’

Savannah and your mother are inside the office! Skye cried, her voice high with panic. We have to go—now.

I didn’t need another word.

I ran.

Will’s voice shouted after me, calling for Mike, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t.

All I could see was Maddie.

And if they’d touched a single hair on her head…

I would end them both.
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