
  
    [image: The Alpha King’s Breeder Collection]
  


  
    
      THE ALPHA KING’S BREEDER COLLECTION

      BOOKS 1-3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        BELLA MOONDRAGON

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Bella Moondragon

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      For Trey

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOUGHT BY THE ALPHA

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            WHEN IT RAINS, IT POURS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      *Isla*

      

      Rain pounds my back as I follow Alpha Ernest up the wide marble steps to a home I never expected to see in real life. I quickly survey my surroundings; his rapid pace means I only briefly view the mansion’s exterior. I know it resembles a castle, but nothing more. The dreary sky seems fitting, considering my bleak outlook.

      Likewise, this castle is fitting for an Alpha King.

      Under the wide porch, there is some shelter from the wind. I pull my flimsy cloak around my shoulders. When Alpha Ernest pounds on the door, I jump. Everything about this day is unexpected, leaving me on edge.

      The door opens, and a man with a thin, long nose gapes out at us. His suit indicates he is only a butler, so I relax but only slightly.

      Not that I expected the cruel king to open his own door, but I am thankful not to face him right away.

      “Greetings! Greetings!” Alpha Ernest’s voice is exceedingly loud and jovial. He laughs in the back of his throat, his gruff tone as raspy as the thunder in the distance. “It is I, Alpha Ernest of Willow Pack! His Majesty is expecting me.”

      The butler looks him over, and then his eyes fall on me for a moment as if he isn’t sure whether the rotund, sweaty man in the white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows could be an actual Alpha. The detail of Omegas stationed near the car that brought us the two hours make it more convincing.

      “Enter.” The butler pulls the heavy wooden door open.

      “Thank you, thank you,” my Alpha replies, and I follow him inside, absently wondering why he must say everything twice.

      My happiness at being let in from the rain lasts only a moment as I trail along behind the two men who walk quickly down a long corridor. The house’s interior doesn’t resemble the castle; its floors are wood, not stone, and its walls are covered in sheetrock. But it is a huge building, and it is lavishly decorated with fine furnishings, a variety of pieces of art from paintings to sculptures to ancient vases, and I try to keep up with our guide while my eyes roam over objects that are worth a hundred times more than what my parents make in a year—a thousand times more.

      The sale of just one of these objects would have been plenty to pay off my parents’ debts. If I’d had just one painting to sell, I wouldn’t be here now.

      I can’t think of that at the moment. My fate is sealed. I grasp my small bag and struggle to keep up. It doesn’t help that I have eaten next to nothing this past week. I feel lightheaded.

      We turn down a few corridors, and it’s clear to me we are now in a part of the castle that is for work instead of show. Artwork still hangs on the walls, but it’s not as elaborate. The doors we are passing appear to be offices, not libraries or parlors.

      “Wait here,” the butler says, pausing outside of a closed door. He knocks, and I hear a low gravelly voice call him in.

      I feel my heart thump in my chest. I’m still not quite clear what Alpha Ernest has in mind for me. When I came to him for help earlier in the day, he asked me a few personal questions, a smile split his face, and then he told me to go home and pack all of my most prized possessions. He said to tell my family goodbye if I was serious about paying off my family’s debts and to be back in his office in one hour.

      Then, we got in the car and drove here. I asked no questions other than for him to put it in writing.

      “John and Constance Moon are no longer in debt to Alpha Ernest Rock if their daughter, Isla Moon, follows through with the agreement made with said Alpha on this day….” Dated, signed by both parties, and here I am.

      I’m still not sure what the agreement is.

      Alpha Ernest enters the office, and I am tempted to strain to see inside, too, but I don’t. I’ve never seen him before, the Alpha King, the head of all the Alphas and all the territories in our region, for thousands and thousands of miles. I’ve heard lots of stories about him, though.

      Presently, I hope that most of them are not true.

      I would like to see his face, to know if the rumors of his attractiveness are accurate.

      But I’d rather not see him at all if I have a choice. Word of his cruelty precedes him, and it is said that he is as brutal as he is handsome.

      “You may sit.” The butler gestures to a chair near the door that closed behind Alpha Ernest. 

      I nod, but I’m not capable of thanking him verbally right now, not when my teeth are almost chattering with fear. 

      I sit down, still holding tight to my bag. I wish I had put on more than the thin cloak my mother gave me last winter. Cloaks are cheaper than coats, so that’s what I have. 

      A coat wouldn’t hide the trembling that’s ravaging my body, anyway.

      Doing my best to ignore the shaking, I try to focus on the faint voices I hear coming from behind the thick wooden door. I don’t expect to hear anything because the door looks sturdy, but Alpha Ernest is loud.

      And Alpha Maddox… well, he just sounds agitated.

      “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.” Alpha Ernest laughs.

      When Alpha Maddox replies, it is harder to hear. His voice is softer. “I don’t know why you’re here unless it’s to pay me the money you owe me.” At least, that’s what I think he says.

      “Unfortunately, sir, I don’t have the money—not exactly,” the other man replies. I hear Alpha Maddox grumble in response. “But I have something else to offer you instead. Something better.”

      “Something better than the one and a half million dollars you owe me?”

      My heart catches in my throat, and I nearly choke. One and a half million dollars? Did I hear that correctly? What in the world could Alpha Ernest have that is worth that kind of money?

      “Oh, yes!” Alpha Ernest says. “Please, Sir, hear me out. I have a bargain for you. One that will allow me to settle our debt and help you with a certain… problem you have.”

      Problem? What problem could Alpha Maddox possibly have—other than that he might run out of people to chastise if he’s already killed them all?

      I sit with my feet flat on the floor, my eyes focused on the eggshell wall across from me, listening, not believing what I’m hearing.

      Alpha Maddox states, “Ernest, you are the absolute last person I would seek help from, although I’m not sure what you are talking about.”

      “Let me enlighten you, Sir, if you don’t mind?”

      Alpha Maddox growls again. If he says anything else, I don’t hear it.

      Alpha Ernest continues. “You turned twenty-nine last month, yes?” I assume Alpha Maddox confirms this because my pack Alpha goes on. “Everyone knows that the Alpha King must have an heir by age thirty.”

      “Alpha Ernest—” the king says.

      “Give me only a few moments of your time, Alpha,” Ernest requests, and I can imagine his hands up in front of him. “You need someone who can bear you a child, someone with no complicated relationship involved, someone who is beautiful, with good, healthy genes. One with a strapping mother who has borne many children and proven herself to be from excellent stock.”

      With every word he speaks, my heart leaps higher into my throat, even though my brain still doesn’t want to compute what he is saying.

      “What are you proposing, Ernest?” Alpha Maddox says. “I have no problem picking up women. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Yes, yes, of course!” Alpha Ernest says. “But ladies in the court are complicated. They have expectations. I know you don’t intend to marry again. So… what you need is a willing, compliant, beautiful girl who is eager to spread her legs to earn money, bear you a child—or two or three—and then fade away. And I have just the girl for you.”

      I take a deep breath and hold it. Surely, Alpha Maddox will not agree to this. Why would he agree to this?

      Why did I agree to this?

      Did I agree to this?

      “Let me see if I understand you correctly, Alpha Ernest,” I hear Alpha Maddox say, and I can’t tell if he’s angry, offended… or intrigued. “Are you proposing I take some girl you’ve brought with you into my home for the sole purpose of having a child?”

      “That’s right, Your Majesty,” Ernest says. “I’m suggesting you take on… a breeder.”
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      *Maddox*

      I hear the word come out of Alpha Ernest’s mouth, watch his gums flap as his fat cheeks shift into a smile, his greasy mustache dancing as he tips his head up and blinks at me.

      He’s like a shady used car salesman trying to convince me to take something I don’t want or need.

      Something that’s broken and doesn’t even work correctly—something that will never serve its intended purpose.

      What he doesn’t know is that I’ve already been considering finding a breeder for the last few months. I just haven’t had the time to try to find a woman who would fit the requirements.

      Everything he’s said is true. I certainly never want to marry again, no matter what. Even thinking about my wife makes my heart tighten up and my eyes begin to water. I have to push her beautiful face from my mind immediately. No, I will never take another bride.

      That means, in order to have an heir, I have to find a woman who’d be willing to carry my child knowing that there are no strings attached.

      That simply cannot happen with any of the women at court. They all want something more.

      They all want me.

      Finding a woman from one of the other pack lands has always been a possibility, and I’ve had a few Alphas mention their daughters from time to time, but I’ve never wanted to put a loyal Alpha in a position where I’d be using their daughter in such a manner. Whoever carries my child will essentially be unable to marry and live a normal life.

      What other man would ever want her? Even if she found her fated mate, he’d know that she’d been with me, the Alpha King, and he’d never, ever be able to live up to those standards.

      She’d live the rest of her life by herself, discarded and alone.

      Who would want that?

      Apparently, Alpha Ernest has found someone who won’t mind. I need to know more.

      “Who is the girl?” I ask, trying not to sound too interested, like I am humoring him. It isn’t too difficult for me. My reputation for being abundantly cruel isn’t completely unfounded.

      “Her name is Isla Moon, Alpha Maddox. She is a member of my pack. Today, she came in and asked if I had any odd jobs she could do to pay off the debt she owes me, and I offered her this one. She accepted.”

      He is holding something back. I can tell by the way his eyes widen, the way he shrugs his shoulders as he speaks. There has to be more to Isla’s story than this. “Why does she owe you money?” I ask him.

      He only shrugs. “Family debt. I’m not sure.”

      I study his face. He is lying. He knows exactly what it is. I question whether he manipulated the girl into coming here or if she came of her own accord. Had she heard about the handsome, mysterious Alpha King and wanted to take advantage of the opportunity to spend some time in his castle and frequent his bed?

      I also want to make sure she isn’t some prostitute who is going to make me sick. “Has she been… inspected?”

      “No,” he says. “But that’s unnecessary. The girl is a virgin.”

      I scoffed. “How do you know that?”

      “I’ve known her for her entire life,” he says quickly. “My pack is small. I know everyone. Of course, if you are worried, you can send your physicians in to see. If I am lying, I would gladly pay you twice what I owe you, Sir. I would never deceive you about such a thing.” I raise my eyebrows. He realizes he slipped up. “I would never deceive you about anything.”

      Somehow, I doubt that. “What does she look like?” I ask.

      “She’s beautiful,” he tells me. “She’s outside the door.”

      I shake my head. I don’t want to see her yet.

      “She’s a small girl, about this tall.” He raises his hand to show me she’s about five foot two or so. “She has long, curly blonde hair, and her eyes are bright blue. Her skin is smooth like porcelain and bright. She’s a bit skinny, I think, but she has large breasts and curvy hips.”

      I close my eyes and slowly shake my head at his crassness. It shouldn’t surprise me. I wonder if the girl can hear us. “Is she intelligent?” I don’t want my heir to be an idiot.

      “Oh, yes. She did very well in school. Top of her class. She went to college for a couple of years but had to drop out for… some reason.” Again, he is holding back. He knows why. “She’s a sweet girl. You will enjoy her.” He winks at me, and I know he means sexually.

      It makes my skin crawl because I know he wishes he could enjoy her.

      I don’t know why the girl has decided to come with him here, but I won’t be sending her back home with him, not today anyway.

      Today, I have a lot on my calendar, including a dinner party with an Alpha from a distant region. I decide I will keep her and speak to her for a bit before I determine what to do. While it sounds like her services may solve my problems, I’m not sure I’m ready for all of these complications.

      “How old is she?” I ask him.

      “Twenty, I think,” he says.

      Twenty. She is young. When I was twenty, my father was still alive. I wasn’t even the Alpha King yet.

      It seems like a very long time ago.

      The image of my wife’s face flutters in front of my mind, and my mouth wants to move of its own accord.

      “Rebecca….”

      I don’t say her name. I’ve learned not to. It makes people question my sanity, and since they already do that enough over my alleged viciousness, there’s no reason to have them think I’m seeing ghosts as well.

      If there’s one thing they don’t need to worry about, it’s my seeing Rebecca. I’ve looked everywhere for her and have never seen her, not even once.

      Rarely even in my dreams.

      “What do you say, Alpha Maddox? Why don’t we make this agreement? Take the girl. Enjoy her. If she bears you an heir within the next year, my debts are erased. If she does not… I will find another way to repay you… plus interest.”

      Alpha Ernest extends his hand to me. I take a deep breath and look at his palm, not sure whether or not I should shake his hand.

      Do I want to take the girl and keep her as a breeder—or send her back home with this man, possibly to her family, or potentially to become some sort of sex slave to him?

      * * *

      Isla

      “This way. Keep up, and don’t touch anything.”

      I follow along behind the tall, middle-aged, blonde woman in a suit as she walks rapidly through the castle. She’s wearing a pair of gray slacks and a black jacket, the shirt beneath with a white collar that’s buttoned up to her chin. Her hair is in a tight bun, and she has her nose in the air. She seems very proper, and I don’t think she’s very nice.

      I keep thinking about that word. Breeder. What does it mean exactly? Why am I here? I’ve heard it before, but I’m uncertain of its meaning.

      I do my best to keep up, but she’s walking so fast, and I have no idea where we are going or why we are going there. I heard little of the conversation between Alpha Ernest and Alpha Maddox. Once Alpha Ernest offered to sell me to Alpha Maddox to get rid of his debts, they negotiated much quieter, and I don’t know what’s happening now.

      I walk through narrow halls, through larger openings that have pieces of artwork like vases and paintings, and even some suits of armor. Everything is regal and expensive as it had been before, and I wouldn’t touch anything even if she hadn’t told me to because I fear I might break something.

      Everything here looks like it is worth more than my family makes in a year.

      “I do not know why Mr. Thompson, the butler, has asked me to show you to this room,” the woman says as I follow along, carrying my bag in front of me and trying to keep up. “But apparently, the king has asked him to. I personally think it must be a mistake, judging by how you’re dressed.”

      My eyes immediately drop to see what I am wearing, and I remember I didn’t have much time to get ready to come on this journey. I am still wearing the black skirt and white blouse I had put on for work that morning under my black cloak. My old tennis shoes, wet from the rain, squeak a little; one toe has a hole in it. I’m sure my appearance impresses her.

      “I asked him if he meant for me to show you to the maids’ quarters, but he said no. I was to show you to this suite. Whatever in heaven’s name the king has in mind for you, it’s none of my business, but perhaps he’s got it in his head that you’re from Alpha Jordan’s pack, Maple Pack, though none of them have arrived yet. I’ll set him straight soon.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say, trying to be polite.

      She stops and spins around, her dark eyes like daggers. “I am the head of the staff here at Castle Blackthorn. You will address me as Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire. Do you understand me?”

      I stare at her for a long moment, wondering why she would address a guest in such a way. Her eyes are wild, and I imagine a maid would get a slap across the face for such an offense. I’m not even sure how to answer since I’m quite certain I cannot repeat back that name.

      I most certainly will not say, “Yes, ma’am.”

      So instead, I nod my head. “Beg your pardon,” I say.

      She continues to stare at me for what seems like a minute or two before she says, “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire.”

      I clear my throat and say, “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Worsthingshurtinshirthenshire.”

      She takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly. “Worsthingshorethinshire. It’s not that difficult!”

      I’m afraid she’s going to make me try to say it again, but she doesn’t. Instead, she spins around and starts walking once more, and I follow, feeling sorry for the maids who have to answer to her and attempting to practice her name as I go.

      I do not like her at all, this Mrs. Worsthingstirshorethinsire… or whatever her name is.

      And I just want to go home.

      “Your room, for now, is just down the hall from the king’s room. But don’t expect it to stay that way. Because, as I said, I believe there has been a mistake.”

      We round a corner quickly, and I run into a table. The contents—a silver bowl and a vase—clatter, and she turns around and comes at me. “Be careful!” she shouts.

      “I’m so sorry!” I say, praying that nothing falls.

      She rights the bowl and steadies the vase, shaking her head as she does so. “I told you not to touch anything. If that happens again, you’re going to wish you never stepped foot in this castle! I don’t care who you are or why you’re here, young lady! In my castle, under my watch, there are consequences for breaking rules!”

      I take a step backward, feeling myself shrink a bit with each shout. I know I must try to say her name again as she towers over me, her face red with rage.

      “Yes, Mrs. Worthersthershirhirethire.”

      “That’s not even close!” she screams in my face. “You’re incorrigible, aren’t you! It’s no wonder someone brought you here and left you!”

      I wonder how she knows that, but I say nothing, only watch the veins in her neck protrude.

      I have seen that before, right before my boss at the flour mill would hit me because I dropped a bag or before my boss at the diner would beat me for accidentally spilling a tray of food. I’m not clumsy, but I’m not that strong. Eventually, after working eighteen or nineteen hours, I would grow tired, and things would slip.

      I’m afraid she’s going to hit me now, but she doesn’t. She only walks a few more steps before she produces a key and unlocks a door.

      We enter what must be an antechamber because there’s another door. This room is mostly empty. Just a little sitting area and a table with another vase on it. It’s quaint and pretty.

      She props the main door open with a doorstop and then continues. “These are your rooms, for now,” she says, leading me to the other door.

      As she pushes the other door open, I step aside and bump the table slightly with my hip. I think nothing of it, though, because these are my rooms.

      Until I feel pain radiating through the side of my face and am knocked off my feet. I fall to the floor, and my bag goes flying as I try to catch myself.

      “I told you not to touch anything!” she screams at me.

      Shocked, I sit there on the floor for a moment, trying to grasp what just happened. Did she hit me for bumping a table in my own chambers?

      Am I not supposed to sleep in the bed the king has appointed for me?

      Or sit on any chairs?

      Before I can react, she reaches down and grabs me by the collar of my cloak, yanking me to my feet. She’s so much taller than me—and stronger. She shakes me as she screams, “Who do you think you are, coming in here and messing things up? You little tramp!” She slaps me again, and this time, I manage to get my arm up to block it partially, but I still feel her hand make contact with my cheek. Over and over again, she swings at me, and it’s all I can do to keep her from knocking me down again.

      Until I hear a commanding voice shout, “What on earth are you doing?”
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      *Isla*

      The head maid lets go of me when we hear a male voice demanding to know what she’s doing.

      She turns to address him as I cover my face, pain radiating through my cheeks and nose.

      “Beta Seth,” she begins, “this girl was being careless with the king’s belongings and disrespectful to me. I was simply teaching her a lesson, the same way I would teach any new servant a lesson, sir.”

      I wipe a bit of blood from my upper lip with the back of my hand and turn to see a handsome man walk into the room. He’s tall, with dark blond hair and wide shoulders. The intense stare of his green eyes at the other woman causes her rigid stance to waver.

      “How dare you?” he demands. “You were asked to show Miss Isla to her room, Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire. No one asked you to teach her anything. I can’t imagine she did anything careless. What could she have possibly done? I saw nothing broken between here and the king’s offices.”

      I watch the woman’s throat move viciously as she swallows. “Well, she bumped a table in the hall and then again in here and…”

      “In her own room? So what?” He seems to get angrier by the moment, and as he takes another step toward her, Mrs. Whateverhernameisshire bumps into the table. “I suppose now that you’ve bumped the table, we should teach you a lesson, hmm?”

      There are two other muscular men with him. Both of them wear guards’ uniforms. As Beta Seth raises a hand, the massive men step forward.

      “Oh, no, Beta, please,” she says. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Well, I’m sure Miss Isla didn’t mean to either. But you took it upon yourself to slap her until her face bled. So… I think Daniel and Stephen shall do the same to you.” He snaps his fingers and moves aside.

      I watch as one of the large men grabs her by the collar and the other slaps her across the face. It only takes a few smacks for her nose and lip to bleed. Tears fill her eyes as she begs them to stop.

      “Please,” I say, my eyes wide. “Please don’t.” I reach out to touch the Beta’s shirtsleeve, but I fall short of actually grabbing it. “Can that be enough, please?”

      He turns and looks at me while the other two continue to slap her, taking turns now. He snaps his fingers and they stop, letting her go in the process, and she falls to the floor. “You think she’s had enough, Miss Isla?”

      I nod. I wouldn’t have wanted them to slap her at all. Even though she’s an awful person, and she hurt me, I don’t like to watch others suffer.

      He studies my face for a moment before one side of his mouth pulls up into a grin. “You are… different,” he assesses, and I don’t know if that’s good or bad. “Daniel, take Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire to her chamber to gather her things. She’ll be departing the castle now.”

      “Yes, Beta Seth,” Daniel says, and he hauls the woman up off the ground by her shirt collar.

      “No, please!” she begs. “Don’t fire me.”

      The Beta seems to ignore her, and she’s hauled out the door.

      “You’re firing her?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he answers as if it is the most obvious thing in the world and doesn’t elaborate more. “You haven’t even seen your room yet. Here we are.”

      I feel sorry for the woman, even if she was a witch. Since there is nothing I can do, I follow as Beta Seth opens the door to my room.

      I can’t believe my eyes. “This is… my room?” I ask.

      “That’s correct,” he tells me. “King Maddox wanted the best room for you.”

      I stand in the doorway for a moment and take it all in.

      To my left, there’s a large cherry wood dresser with a beautiful mirror and a bench where I can sit and do my hair and makeup—if I had any makeup. Just down from there sits a cozy plush blue chair. A window with drapes the same shade as the chair takes up most of the wall behind it, and there’s another window on the other side of the bed.

      The bed is massive enough for at least three people. It’s a four-poster in the same cherry wood as the dresser, and the bedding matches the rest of the fabrics in the room. The mattress looks so plush and divine, I can’t wait to try it out. I’ve been sleeping on a thin piece of foam for so long, I can’t remember what a real mattress feels like.

      Next to the second window, there’s a door, which stands ajar, and I can see that inside is a bathroom. A clawfoot tub looks so inviting, I want to jump right in. The tile on the floor is black-and-white checkered. The entire ensuite is sleek, with polished faucets and plenty of space.

      There’s an enormous fireplace, though it isn’t lit at the moment. On the mantel sit some beautiful blue vases that match the rest of the decor, and above them hangs a quaint cottage scene that I imagine I could stare at for hours.

      Near the fireplace stands a larger armoire that matches the other furniture, and there’s another door that I assume is a closet.

      In the corner to my left is a round table in the same cherry wood finish with four chairs, upholstered in the same blue.

      The carpet is beige, but there’s a large throw rug that has beige and blue woven through it to tie the room together.

      “Well?” Beta Seth asks as I stand there gaping at all of this.

      “I think that Mrs. Worthershtirshirehover was right,” I say, noting that he chuckles at my butchering of her name.

      “What did Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire say, dare I ask?” he questions.

      “She told me she thought there’s been some mistake and that I’m actually supposed to be shown to the maid’s quarters. Beta Seth, sir,” I begin, bowing my head in respect, “I went to my pack Alpha to borrow money to help with my family expenses, and he brought me here to repay a debt he owes to the king. I believe I should be working to pay that debt off. Shouldn’t I be in the maids’ quarters to do that?”

      Beta Seth’s smile fades. “No one told you then?” he asks me.

      My eyebrows raise, and I feel my heart thunder in my chest as I try to guess what his words are supposed to mean. “No one told me… what?” I ask.

      “No one told you what your duties shall be… in order to pay off the debt?”

      I shake my head. “No, sir. No one has told me anything for certain.” Will he say that word again? Breeder?

      He clears his throat. “I don’t really want to be the one to tell you, but if it will not be King Maddox himself, then I suppose it’s going to be me.”

      “Please, sir. You’ve been so kind. I’d like to hear it from you, if you don’t mind.” Perhaps he will have a better explanation than what I’ve overheard so far.

      He nods, and I brace myself to hear what he has to say. “You’re going to repay your debts by becoming the Alpha King’s breeder.”

      I nod—but I’m still lost, and I don’t know how to tell him.

      What the hell is a breeder?
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      *Maddox*

      I need to prepare for my meeting with Alpha Jordan’s pack before the formal dinner we’ll be having. We have many points to discuss, and I must be on top of my game to make sure that I don’t get swindled.

      After all, Alpha Jordan is one of my strongest allies, but he’s also quite shrewd and nearly twice my age.

      It would be quite easy for him to take advantage of me if I’m not paying close attention.

      But I can’t get my mind off the girl, and that’s irritating.

      I’ve sworn to never again take another Luna, so there’s no need for me even to consider that possibility. It’s not that. I just wonder… what is she doing here? And am I crazy for even letting Alpha Ernest’s ridiculous suggestion enter my thoughts?

      Breeder….

      The thought has crossed my mind before, of course. It used to be common practice a long time ago, back when Lunas had trouble conceiving male heirs and Alphas wanted to make sure that they had a strong son to put on the throne to rule the pack after them.

      Just because I haven’t heard of anyone doing it in decades doesn’t mean it wasn’t a good idea.

      Still… the girl….

      I’d only glimpsed her as she went down the hallway, and she didn’t see me at all. I haven’t even seen her face.

      Alpha Ernest said she was beautiful, but that means nothing. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.

      Beyond that, I have a reputation for being a cold, cruel man on the battlefield.

      Can I also be one in the bedroom?

      People speak of me as if I have a harem of women that I use and abuse, but the truth of the matter is I haven’t slept with many women at all since my wife died. When I do, they know that there are no feelings involved on my part.

      “Rebecca….”

      Her name rolls from my lips so easily, even though I wish it wouldn’t. Even when I pray her memory will fade to the back of my mind and simply become a part of my subconscious, she lingers.

      A knock on my door brings me out of my thoughts.

      “Seth,” I say. My Beta walks into the office. “Did you check on our… new guest?”

      “I did. She’s… a tiny thing. Sweet—a bit odd, perhaps.”

      “Odd?”

      He shrugs. “It’s hard to describe. You’ll have to meet her. She’s lovely, though. At any rate, it isn’t her I came by to talk to you about.”

      With my elbows on my desk, I lean toward him. “What is it then?”

      “It’s Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire.” Seth lets out a lamentable sigh as he sits down across from me. “I’m afraid I’ve had to let her go.”

      “Let her go?” I repeat. “But she’s the head of the house staff, the head of the maids, anyway. Whatever for?”

      “Well, when I walked into the room, she had slapped the girl, Miss Isla, so hard, she knocked her across the room, and when I asked Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire why, she said it was because the girl ran into a table in her own room. I naturally couldn’t tolerate that. It’s not the first time I’ve heard of Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire doing something so cruel.”

      I can only stare at him for a moment, hardly believing my ears. “And I have the reputation for being brutal.”

      He nods. “I was so infuriated at the sight, I had my men give her a taste of her own medicine.” He looks down at the floor, a bit embarrassed, I think. “Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I thought she deserved it.”

      “No, don’t beat yourself up about it,” I say, cracking a joke for once, but Seth doesn’t think I’m funny. “You did the right thing. How is the girl?”

      “Well enough, I suppose. I sent for Poppy. She’s the right maid to take care of her, I think. I’ll also have some dinner sent to her and a wardrobe. I assume you will be in to see her… eventually?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know what my plans are, Seth. This breeder business… it’s probably not for me. Especially if she is as you say she is… tiny and frail.”

      “She is tiny, but I don’t think she’s frail. Her beauty may well make up for her stature. There’s something about her that’s quite striking—and before you say it—no pun intended.” He gives me a look that says he likes me better when I’m not making jokes.

      “Is that what’s odd about her then? The striking part?” I ask, putting my strange sense of humor aside.

      “No,” he says. “I think what’s odd is that she just took it, like she’s used to being knocked around. That’s more than a little disconcerting—that someone so young should be used to getting knocked around for no reason.”

      I can only shrug at that. Empathy is not my strong suit. “Thanks for letting me know,” I say. “Alpha Jordan will be here soon, and I need to prepare.”

      “All right,” Seth gets up and heads out of the room, and I go back to my notes about my meeting with Alpha Jordan, but I cannot concentrate at all.

      All I can think about is the girl.
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      *Isla*

      I sit on the bed in my new room, not sure what to do, grasping my bag. I look around, but I’m not sure what to do.

      Why am I here?

      If I touch anything else, will someone come flying out of the closet and slap me again?

      Beta Seth assured me that this is my room and I can do whatever I want, but I am still hesitant. I can’t help but think that this is all a huge mistake.

      Mrs. Worchestshire, or whatever her name was, mentioned that she thought I was meant to go to the maids’ quarters, and while Beta Seth said that was incorrect, I can’t help but think maybe someone will come and take me there soon.

      I don’t want to get too comfortable in here in case I have to go, but this is the nicest room I’ve ever seen.

      I haven’t been sitting here too long when there is a knock at the door.

      I look up, and a girl with brown hair and wide hazel eyes is staring at me, just her head sticking in the door. “Hello, miss,” she says. “May I come in?”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, starting to get up.

      “Oh, no, sit!” she insists, flying into the room like a flurry, a small, contained tornado. “I’m Poppy, Miss Isla,” she says with a small bow of her head. “How do you do?”

      I hesitate to respond because I’m not used to being addressed this way, but then I say, “I’m f-fine, thank you.”

      “Good! Beta Seth sent me to take care of you. I will be your personal maid. So… what can I do to assist you, miss?” She stands at attention with her hands folded in front of her.

      I don’t know how to respond to her because I have never had anyone bring me anything in my life, not since I was a child and needed my mother’s help. “I don’t know,” I admit to her. “Do… do you know why I’m here?” The last part is a whisper.

      Poppy laughs, and it sounds like a melody. “No, miss, I’m afraid not. But don’t fret. I’m sure there’s a good reason you don’t know. Now, let’s see… food is on its way from the kitchen. I hope you like whatever they prepare for you. Let me take your bag.”

      I look down at the pathetic bag I’m clutching in my hands, my knuckles white.

      “May I?” she asks, extending a hand.

      I don’t want to let go of it, but I do. She takes the bag from me and looks through it.

      Poppy shakes her head. “It’s no problem. We have plenty of clothes in the castle. We keep them in case guests forget their bags. Or so they say.” She takes my things over to the armoire and puts them away. “Although, I have to say, I think it’s also in case they are robbed on their way to the castle. You know there are plenty of rogues out there. And some Alphas who can’t seem to remember who is king.” She shakes her head, and I’m surprised at her words. I didn’t know that there were any Alphas who would rise up against the Alpha King.

      “At any rate, I will go get you more clothing. You should have a regal wardrobe. Whatever you need, we will get for you, even if it needs to be made. Beta Seth said that you are to be treated as the finest ladies in the castle.”

      My eyes bulge. “He did?”

      “Yes, he did. Now, what size do you wear?”

      I have no idea. I shake my head. “My mother makes my clothes.”

      “Well, do you mind standing up?”

      I manage to slide off the bed, and she looks me up and down.

      “Tiny thing, aren’t you!” Poppy proclaims.

      She’s rather thin herself, and she is much taller than me. My hands are trembling a bit, and I don’t know what to do with myself. I’ve only been here a few hours, and I already miss my family.

      “What happened to your face?” she asks, staring at the spot where that woman hit me.

      I can only shake my head. I don’t want to tell her.

      “Oh! That’s why they hauled Mrs. W. out of here by her hair, isn’t it?”

      “By her hair?” I ask, swallowing hard. I can hardly believe it.

      “Yes! She deserved it anyway, the awful witch! She treated everyone like that.” Poppy shakes her head. “Well, it’s good she’s gone. Now, why don’t I go draw you a hot bath so you can soak? You’ve had a long day. Then, I’ll go get you something proper to wear, and you can eat something and lie down.”

      “All right,” I mutter, even though I’m fairly certain the king himself will be in soon to tell me it’s time for me to go home—or go to the maids’ quarters.

      Poppy goes into the bathroom, and soon enough, I hear water running and smell roses. She comes back a moment later with a big grin on her face. “Do you need any help getting undressed?”

      “No, thank you,” I say. I can’t imagine needing help with the gown I have on.

      But then, rich people are… strange.

      “All right. Do you need anything else before I go?”

      “No, thank you.”

      She smiles with a quick nod. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Thank you, Poppy,” I say before she goes.

      She waves and then heads for the door, and I can’t help but think that we might be friends—if I stay here.

      Even if I do end up being a maid.
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      *Maddox*

      “Alpha Jordan?” I say, eyeing the man across from me and wondering what he’s doing in my office when we are meant to have dinner in less than two hours. “What is it you need?”

      He looks at me, and a small chuckle escapes his lips as he rubs his chin with a fist. He’s at least twenty-five years my senior, maybe more, and it’s easy to tell. His hair is gray, his face is wrinkled, and he looks worn—tired.

      Will I look like that in a couple of decades?

      Being an Alpha takes its toll.

      Being an Alpha King is worse.

      “Thank you for seeing me, Alpha Maddox,” he begins, withdrawing his hand from his face. “I do appreciate you letting us stay here for a few nights. Traveling all the way through the kingdom is tiresome.”

      “Of course,” I say, folding my hands on my desk. He still hasn’t answered my question. I’m a patient man until I’m not.

      He clears his throat. “I guess I should get straight to the point, then?” he says, that rumbling chuckle back.

      I wait, not needing to say that he most certainly should do just that.

      “A few of the Alphas have been speaking about the… conflict that is going on now. The problems we’ve been having.”

      “I know all about that,” I say, not wanting to get into it right now. “What have you been discussing?”

      “Well, only that… with the instability in the kingdom and the unrest, it would be best for the people if they had something to celebrate, something to… cheer them up and stay focused on that is more positive.”

      I continue to look at him, my forehead wrinkled. I am trying to figure out where he is going with this, but I don’t want to attempt to guess because if it is what I think it might be… I might leap over my desk and cause bodily harm to the man.

      “What are you getting at?” I finally ask him.

      He shifts his weight in his chair. It creaks under the strain as if it also wants to protest whatever it is he’s about to say to me. “You need an heir.”

      It’s exactly what I thought he was going to say—and exactly what he should have never let come out of his mouth.

      Keeping my face stoic, I glower at the man.

      “I have a beautiful daughter who is a few years younger than you. She has gone through her first few heats and is ripe for breeding. She could give you an heir, Your Majesty. It would be good for the kingdom. Zabrina would make a wonderful Luna.” He takes a deep breath as if he is satisfied that he has gotten the message out.

      The air settles around us, and I lean back in my chair, remembering what Seth always tells me about thinking before I react.

      The man is introducing the idea of his daughter to me in similar language to the way Alpha Ernest mentioned the girl he brought me, though there was no talk of her heats. I suppose that’s only because he had no way of knowing. 

      He told me the girl was a virgin, though.

      Alpha Jordan did not make any mention of that about his daughter….

      I shake my head. “Alpha Jordan, I thought I made it clear that I don’t intend to marry again. Your daughter deserves to find her mate and—”

      “She’s found him,” he says, interrupting me.

      Waiting, I stare at him, anticipating he’ll tell me more.

      “It was the son of a Beta from a neighboring kingdom. She met him at a ball. The mate bond was not strong, but it was there. She rejected him, and he left.” Alpha Jordan shrugs like this is of no consequence, which makes me wonder if it’s even true.

      “But everyone knows rejecting one’s mate has consequences,” I remind him.

      “I believe that the consequence was that our territory was attacked shortly thereafter, but we were victorious. Nothing else has happened. Zabrina is fine.”

      “And she’s had no physical pain from the rejection?” This goes against everything I’ve ever heard.

      “No, not that I’ve heard her complain of,” he says nonchalantly.

      “Strange.” Perhaps this man wasn’t actually her mate. Losing my mate has caused me nothing but torturous heartache. 

      And the only way it will ever end is if the Moon Goddess grants me another mate….

      “Nevertheless, I don’t intend to take another Luna, Alpha Jordan,” I tell him dismissively. 

      “But what about an heir?” he asks. “Our kingdom must have an heir, Alpha Maddox.”

      “I am aware,” I say, my tone sharp. “Why don’t you let me handle that for myself, Alpha Jordan?”

      His face turns a bit pink as I put him in his place, but then, he feels it is necessary to respond, “Of course, but… know that the other Alphas are discussing the situation. There’s… chatter.”

      I clear my throat and lean forward in my chair, looking into his eyes. “I hope that those Alphas who are speaking against me understand that there will be consequences for traitorous behavior.”

      His eyes widen slightly. “Oh, yes, Sir. No, nothing like that. We are all loyal to you, Sir. Only… concerned. That’s all.”

      I nod, but I don’t trust him.

      I’m not sure I trust any of them.

      “Thank you, Alpha Jordan. I appreciate your concern, and I’m sure your daughter is a lovely person, but I am not looking for another Luna. Rebecca was my Luna, and that’s how it will remain.”

      He adjusts his tie and cannot look at me as he says, “Yes, of course, Alpha Maddox. But if you change your mind—”

      “I won’t.” I stand, and he does as well. He offers his hand, and I shake it before showing him to the door. 

      Once he’s gone, I go to the cabinet and pour myself a drink. Downing it, I refill my glass. I need to go get ready for dinner soon. I’m so tired of hearing about how we need an heir, as if I don’t know that. 

      The whisky burns my tongue as it goes down. Maybe Alpha Ernest isn’t such a fool after all.
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      *Isla*

      

      I sit on the edge of the bed for a few minutes after Poppy leaves, contemplating what to do. She’s turned the bathtub on, so I know I have to go into the bathroom eventually, or else the tub will overflow.

      I want to take a bath. It sounds luxurious. I can’t remember the last time I did anything like that for myself. For the last few years, everything I’ve done has been for my family.

      But… the idea of taking my clothes off and soaking in the tub in this amazing room seems frightening and foolish.

      All of this has to be a mistake, and when they find out about it, shouldn’t I at least be dressed?

      Still, if I take a quick bath, maybe I can be in and out before Poppy returns. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about this castle, it’s that it is huge.

      Setting my bag down on the chest at the end of the bed, I head into the bathroom and take my clothes off, hanging my wet, dirty clothes on a hook on the door, embarrassed by my old underwear and bra that doesn’t really fit me correctly. I decide to leave the door open a crack so I can hear if Poppy comes back in.

      I turn the bathtub off and notice there are hair clips on the sink, so I grab a few. I want to wash my hair, but then I plan to clip it up out of the way so I can be sure to wash well.

      The moment my feet touch the warm water, I feel a soothing sensation ripple through my body. I’m not sure what Poppy put in this water, but it feels amazing. I sink into it, and my whole body relaxes. Not only does it smell wonderful—like roses and lavender—but it wraps around my body like a warm blanket.

      I may never get out of this tub.

      Remembering I was going to try to hurry, I sink down and wash my hair, using the bottles of floral smelling shampoos and conditioners on the side of the tub, I scrub my hair and my scalp before clipping my hair up out of the way and using the body wash and a soft sponge to wash myself off. Once I’m sure I’m clean from head to toe, I sink back into the water, telling myself I’m just going to soak for a minute and then I’ll get out.

      I must’ve dozed off because when I open my eyes later, the water is a bit cooler, and I realize I’d been asleep.

      But then I also realize that what had woken me was the sound of the door opening in my bedroom.

      I sit up quickly, remembering that I had that robe but not remembering exactly where it is. I see a pile of towels nearby.

      “Poppy, is that you?” I call, praying it is just the housekeeper coming back with the clothes she’d gone to find for me.

      “No.”

      I get my answer when a deep, rumbling voice answers my question. I inhale sharply and hold it for a second. There is a man in my room—and I am naked.

      Quickly, I get out of the tub, drying off as best I can. At least my hair is dry. I am frantic, and clearly, I am not thinking straight. I wrap the towel around myself, thanking the Moon Goddess that it’s so huge that it will wrap all the way around me and then some, and then walk out to see who he is.

      I stick my head out first, and he is just standing there, his hands on his hips, near my bed.

      He is gorgeous. My breath catches in my throat, and I stand there, wide-eyed, glad he’s not looking directly at me while I fight to get control of my racing heart.

      He’s tall, at least six foot four, with dark brown hair and eyes that glow like emeralds. His broad shoulders are ripped beneath the white button-down shirt he’s wearing, and he looks to be nothing but lean muscle. Visions of what lies beneath his clothing come to mind, but I can’t let them linger because I am aware that I am still naked.

      His eyes land on me then, and they widen slightly, as if he’s just realized he’s interrupting my bath. Since he is clearly someone important, I rush out, holding my towel tight. “I’m sorry, Sir,” I say. “Poppy is getting me something acceptable to wear, but if I’m in the wrong room….”

      “No, no,” he says. “You’re not.” He looks me up and down, but he doesn’t let his eyes dawdle on the part of me that’s covered with the towel like some men would do.

      I expect him to say more, but when he doesn’t, I just stand there for a moment before I realize. “I… have a robe.”

      He nods. “Good.”

      I assume that means I should get it, so I rush back into the bathroom and see where Poppy has placed it. I drop the towel and put the robe on, tying it tightly and running back out through the partially ajar door.

      When I’m back in the bedroom, I still don’t know what to say to him, and he seems to be a man of few words.

      “I wanted to see if you were all right,” he finally says, his voice a low rumble that makes my body tingle.

      “Oh, yes. I’m well, thank you,” I say, wondering if perhaps he works for Beta Seth. Perhaps Beta Seth couldn’t come.

      He nods. “I heard about Mrs. Worsthingshorethinshire striking you.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I say, my hand going to my face. Is he here to investigate that incident? I withdraw my hand and clench the robe closed.

      “She won’t bother you again.” His hands are shoved deep into his pockets, and he seems very sure of himself.

      I can’t help but feel bad about the entire situation. “Thank you,” I say, but I still feel bad for her.

      He picks up on that. “Are you bothered by her being let go?”

      “Oh, uh… it’s just… she was fired because of me.” My eyes are glued to the ground near his expensive leather loafers.

      “No,” he corrects me. “She was fired for striking a guest in the face. That’s completely unacceptable.”

      He has a point. “Yes, Sir,” I say. I lift my head a bit and look him in the face, and I can’t help but notice his eyes are scrutinizing me now. I wish I knew what he was thinking. We are so far apart. I want to be closer to him. I want to breathe him in and wrap his scent around me. If I were closer, perhaps his hand might accidentally brush my skin….

      “Well, I should go. I just wanted to check on you. If you need anything, I’m sure Poppy will get it for you.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I say. “Thank you.” I manage to smile at him, but I am not very confident, not that I doubt Poppy, but I still don’t know why I am there.

      He takes a step backward, toward the door, but before he can turn to go, the door comes flying open, and Poppy bursts through. “I’m back!” she announces. “And boy, have I got some beautiful outfits for you! You’re never going to—Oh! Your Majesty!” Immediately she drops the dresses on a chair by the door and bows low to the ground.

      Confusion washes over me as he shakes his head and turns to walk out. “You can get up, Poppy,” he says as she lifts her head.

      “You know my name?” Poppy asks.

      “Yes, of course I know your name, Poppy. Everyone knows your name.” He opens the door to walk out.

      She says, “Thank you, Alpha King Maddox.”

      And the world goes black as I feel like I’m going to pass out.
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      *Maddox*

      

      I need air.

      I need to think.

      I need to get away from… that woman.

      It’s a good thing that Poppy came into the room when she did, or else… I’m not sure what might’ve happened, but it might’ve gotten heated very quickly.

      I walk down the hallway the short distance to my own rooms, dragging my hand down my face as I go. I know I shouldn’t have even stopped there on my way to my room to get ready for my dinner with the visiting Alpha, but curiosity got the better of me.

      The urge to see her for myself overwhelmed me, so I made a stop.

      Part of me is very glad that I did, but the other part of me wishes that I had just let it be….

      I had no idea she was going to be in the bathtub when I walked in.

      Then, she’d scurried out, dripping wet, her pale skin glistening with water droplets, the scent of rosewater enticing me to step closer.

      Her hair, golden curls, pulled up on top of her head in the back, was damp and not secured all the way. Ringlets framed her beautiful face as she stood there, wide-eyed, her sapphire eyes staring at me, trying to determine what I was doing there.

      Her luscious lips, slightly parted, were so plump and perfect, I could imagine what they must taste like. I wanted to step across the room and take her bottom lip between my teeth. I could have lifted her tiny body up onto the bed, the towel sliding onto the floor as my hands wandered all over her body.

      She had no idea that when she went into the bathroom to put on that robe she’d left the door slightly ajar, and in the mirror, I’d seen her perfect backside reflected in the mirror, the curve of her breast, her erect nipple….

      I pull the door open to my room, my erection straining against my pants, and head straight for my shower, turning the water to cold. I know I’ll be thinking about the girl, Isla, throughout dinner.

      If the Alpha’s daughter, whatever the fuck her name is, throws herself at me again, I might have to take her up on the offer only to get rid of the enormous hard-on I’ve got growing in my pants just thinking about Isla.

      I’ve got to get her off my mind.

      Undressing, I jump into the shower and let the cold water wash away the stiffness in my groin. I try to think about the work I need to do, the conversations that need to be had with Alpha Jordan and others. If I think about work, maybe I won’t think about the girl.

      I should be used to not thinking about women I don’t want to think about.

      Flashes of Rebecca’s beautiful face flicker before my eyes, and I push them away as I have been doing for years.

      Ever since that fateful night.

      Since then, I’ve been with lots of women, mostly to drown the pain of losing her, but none of them have meant a thing to me. I definitely haven’t had any issues with getting them off my mind.

      Isla’s bright blue eyes come to mind, and I have to wonder if she just might be different.

      I turn the water so that it’s a tad colder and stand beneath it a bit longer before I finally get out and get dressed for dinner.

      When I’m dressed in a suit with a jade green tie that’s nearly the color of my eyes, my hair is styled, and I’m ready to go, I take a moment to stand in front of the mirror and wonder why I even have these formal dinners.

      “Why can’t we just retire these dinners and make them a thing of the past?” I ask myself aloud. I hate them so much….

      But visitors to the castle like them, so we continue to have them.

      And we, theoretically, get a lot of work done at them….

      A knock at the door alerts me that Seth is there to collect me. I grumble a bit before I say, “Yeah,” and he sticks his head in.

      “Ready?” he calls.

      “No,” I say.

      He looks around my room. “Why don’t you ever turn on a lamp?” he asks.

      Rather than answering the question, I reply, “Why don’t you ever mind your own business?” and walk to the door.

      We head down the hall together, past Isla’s room, and I take a deep breath as we go.

      I smell rosewater, and my pants begin to tighten.

      It seems I can’t do anything to escape the allure of the woman, no matter what I do. I will just have to keep my mind on something else.

      In the dining room, most of the guests are waiting for us to arrive so that we can be seated. It is my duty to be the last to get there.

      Before we take our seats, Alpha Jordan comes over, two women accompanying him.

      “Alpha Maddox, you remember my wife, Luna Elaine?”

      “Yes, of course.” I force a smile at the older brunette on his left arm. “Good evening,” I say to her.

      “Good evening, Your Majesty,” she says to me. “Thank you for inviting us.”

      I nod, and since Seth is standing right next to me, I manage to say, “Thank you for coming.”

      “And this is our daughter, Zabrina.” He turns and gestures to a young woman on his right.

      The blonde who steps forward is tall and thin, with far too much makeup on. Her bright purple dress is very sparkly, and she has on large earrings that match. When she smiles and bats her eyelashes, I feel like I must be looking at the fakest, most spoiled Alpha’s daughter in all the land.

      “Hello,” I say as she offers me her hand, but not to shake… to kiss.

      “Hello, Your Majesty,” she says as I stare at the back of her fingers.

      I do not feel like pressing her hand to my lips, but an image of Isla’s mouth comes to mind. That… I’d like to press to my lips…. I take Zabrina’s thin hand and twist it, giving it a good shake before I let it go. Her eyes widen as she is shocked at my behavior, but I am the king, and I’ll do as I wish.

      “Shall we be seated?” Seth says, stifling a laugh.

      “Yes, let’s do.” I walk to my seat, and everyone else does as well. I wait for everyone else, and we pull our chairs out and sit down.

      I am ready to get this dinner over with. Unfortunately, there will just be another one tomorrow.
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      “Miss Isla? Miss Isla, are you all right?”

      The sound of Poppy’s voice has my eyes flying open, and I realize I haven’t quite blacked out, but I have come close. I blink a few times and note she has her arms around me, and I have one arm on the bed. “I’m fine,” I tell her, blinking my eyes as I try to clear my head. “I’m fine.” I try to push myself up onto the mattress but find myself floundering, unable to get my limbs to cooperate.

      “Here, lie down for a moment. I’ll get you some water.” She begins to lift me up onto the bed, which is so tall, it’s nearly waist high on me.

      “I can manage,” I assure her, and she lets me go. Somehow, I manage to climb up onto the bed, and Poppy heads into the bathroom, muttering under her breath that it’s taking far too long for them to bring my food.

      I sit there for a moment, staring at the door that King Maddox has just left through. My cheeks heat just thinking about him.

      That was the king!

      I feel like such a fool. I should’ve known that it was the king I was speaking to, but then, I’ve never seen him before.

      How was I supposed to know?

      “Here you go, sweetie,” she says, handing me the glass. I take it and sip it, but I’m still in shock. I barely get out a thanks. I hold the glass to my lips for a few minutes, willing the water to go down. “How long was he in here?” she asks me.

      “Not long,” I tell her. “Just a few moments.” I set the glass aside and force some deep breaths down my throat.

      I need to get a grip on this situation. Of course, I would meet the king, eventually. I am just shocked that he was able to come in here and speak to me without me even realizing that it was him.

      “What were you talking about? Not that it’s my business.” Poppy gives me a small smile, and I feel like I need to tell her everything.

      But I don’t know what to say, so I just tell her, “Nothing. He just wanted to make sure that I was okay—after that woman hit me.” I still couldn’t believe the king himself would come by to check on me—a lowly servant. I figured I would see him from afar, as obviously Poppy has at some point. But to have him in my chambers? Up close and personal? That seems impossible to believe.

      “That was awfully kind of him,” Poppy says. She goes back to the pile of clothing and straightens it up. Some of it fell on the floor when she saw the king and dropped to her knees. Maybe I was supposed to do the same. Should I have immediately dropped to the floor? That would’ve been difficult in the little I am wearing. Did I even bow my head? I don’t even remember.

      A knock at the far door interrupts Poppy, and she goes out to it, leaving me alone with my thoughts for a moment. The king just saw me wearing only a towel with my hair up and a bare face. I’m sure he wouldn’t expect anything more of a servant, but still… it’s embarrassing. I can only imagine what he must be thinking of me. He probably thought I looked hideous. I’m sure I won’t ever see him again, not after that.

      “Here you go—finally!” Poppy says, setting down a plate with some dinner on it. I can’t see what it is, but it smells good. “Come and eat, sweetie, while I figure out what you should put on. I doubt you’ll have any more visitors tonight, but one never knows.”

      I am starving. I can’t remember the last time I ate a full meal, so even though I feel a bit odd eating in front of her, I get down off the bed and go over to eat.

      It’s chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy and a roll. To drink, there’s a small bottle of champagne.

      “This is for me?” I ask her. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” she says. “That’s what they’re having for dinner. They just fixed a plate for you.”

      I stare at her for a moment, flabbergasted. Servants at the castle eat really, really well. I sit down and begin to eat, trying to control myself. I didn’t even see the chocolate cake at first. I can’t believe all of this food is for me.

      Poppy finishes hanging up the clothes, and as she does so, she talks about King Maddox. “He’s so handsome. He has women from all over the kingdom throwing themselves at him all of the time, of course. And he doesn’t like it. You know, he’s sworn never to take another Luna.”

      “Yes, that’s what I’ve heard,” I say.

      “Luna Rebecca was the love of his life, his true mate. He loved her so much. Some people say they’ve never seen anyone so much in love with their mate. He’s even said that if the Moon Goddess gives him another mate, he would reject her. That’s what I’ve heard anyway. It’s not like I converse much with him.”

      I don’t have much to say to that. He did say he knew who she was, after all. I only smile at her and keep eating, trying to remember to chew and not scarf it down.

      “But… he is lonely and sad, I think, and he’s too young for all that. I hope, one day, he meets a beautiful young woman who will make him forget all of his sadness.” She smiles at me with a twinkle in her eye, and I think she’s trying to imply something, but I don’t know what it might be.

      I am nearly finished eating now. I haven’t drank the champagne because I don’t really drink alcohol, and I’m so lightheaded from nearly fainting, it’s probably not a good idea. I take a few bites of my cake and say, “Well, I hope he finds someone. He seems like a nice man.”

      She chuckles. “Yes, I hope you do.”

      I look up at her, not understanding what she means. The way she said that implies that I may have had an ulterior motive in what I said, and I most certainly do not. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean… it’s only natural that someone in your position would want him to find… someone to make him happy. I think you should put this on when you’re done.” She smiles and sets out a pajama set for me on the bed. I have no idea what time it is, but if the king is eating dinner, maybe it is time to get ready for bed. I think those dinners usually start late.

      I finish eating and take another sip of my water before I ask, “What do you mean, someone in my position?” I get up and walk over to the bed where she has laid the pajamas as she goes to the table to get the tray I’m finished with ready to set out for the other servants to pick up.

      The pajamas are very nice. I have no idea what’s happening or why I am here, but I still think there’s been some sort of mistake.

      Poppy gathers up the tray and opens the door as she says. “You know, someone in your position. Someone like you will obviously grow attached to him. I know I would.” She makes a face at me, wide-eyed, and smiles before she goes out.

      I am lost and wait for her to come back in. “Attached to him?” I ask as she reenters the room.

      “Of course. Or… is this not your first time doing this sort of thing? Forgive me. I didn’t know. I just assumed….”

      “What sort of thing?” I ask. She must know more about why I’m here than I do. Sitting up straighter on the bed, I ask, “Poppy, do you know why I’m here—what my job at the castle is?”

      “Why, of course, I do,” she says with a shrug. “Everyone does!”

      “Everyone does?” I ask. Apparently, everyone does but me.

      “Yes, of course! It’s been the talk of the entire staff since your arrival. I have to say, there are quite a few women who are jealous of you! If I’m completely honest, I’m one of them.” She laughs and covers her mouth. “I hope that doesn’t offend you. I’m sure it’s not as easy a job as everyone thinks.”

      I am still quite confused, so I look her in the eye and finally ask, “And what is that exactly? What job is it that I’ll be doing?” I ask her.

      She scoffs and says, “You just want to hear me say it, dear? Fine! I don’t mind. Everyone knows it. You’re the Alpha king’s breeder. You’re going to have his baby.”
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      “I’m… what?”

      I need to sit down. I find a way to sit on the bed, struggling to catch my breath, the pajamas I was getting ready to put on forgotten on the bed next to me since I’ve heard Poppy’s words. That’s what breeder means??

      Poppy is looking at me from across the bedroom, a puzzled expression on her face.

      “You… didn’t know?” she asks me. “How is it that you didn’t know? How did you get here?”

      “I…” I feel my face flush as I lean back against the pillows, trying to process everything.

      How is this possible?

      That’s what Alpha Ernest sold me to Alpha Maddox to do?

      To have his baby?

      “I’m so sorry,” Poppy says, coming over and resting her hand on my leg. “I just assumed that you either had done this before or had taken it upon yourself to make this into your career. I had no idea you had no idea, dear. And don’t think that I was judging you because of it! I mean… who wouldn’t want to be a breeder for Alpha Maddox?” She smiles at me and waggles her eyebrows, and I know that she’s trying to make me laugh, but it’s not working.

      I want to bury my face in my hands and cry.

      I think of my poor mother back home and how hard she’s worked for all of her children, how my dad saved when I was little to be able to afford to bring us all to a new land to start over after political insurrection made us flee his homeland.

      How I’ve spent so many hours slaving away at so many jobs over the last two years trying to erase this debt that just keeps mounting because of my brother… through absolutely no fault of his own, bless his soul.

      And this is where I end up.

      My mom will be so disappointed in me. When my parents find out that this is what I’m doing, that this is what Alpha Ernest has traded me off to do… they will disown me.

      No, they are too sweet for that, but they will be so disappointed in me, they will never be able to look me in the eye again.

      Tears stream down my face. I can’t help it. Poppy wraps her arm around me. “I am so sorry, sweetie. You know, Alpha King Maddox is scary on the outside, but I bet if you tell him your situation, that you didn’t know, I bet he will let you go. I’m sure, however you got here, he’ll reverse it.”

      I think about her words for about five seconds and then shake my head. “I can’t do that,” I say, sitting up and wiping my eyes on the back of my hand. Poppy grabs a tissue for me from the nightstand. “Thank you.”

      I dry my face and try to get myself under control before I tell her, “My Alpha brought me here. My family owes him a lot of money. I went to him this morning to see if there was any work I could do to pay off our debt, and he brought me here. If I go back now, he will not be fulfilling his promise to Alpha Maddox, and I won’t be fulfilling my promise to him. So… my family will either still owe him money, or he’ll make me become some sort of sex slave to him.” The thought of servicing Alpha Ernest makes my blood run cold.

      “I take it that your Alpha is not as… fetching as the king?” Poppy asks, and I nearly throw up all the food I just ate.

      I make a face and shake my head, and she laughs, which makes me laugh.

      “Well, of all the jobs to have, honey, it could be worse. I mean… at least he looks like a god and not like your Alpha,” she says with a shrug.”

      I want to think that that’s true, and it is, but still… the idea of Alpha Maddox on top of me, of my naked body underneath his as he enters me…. No, I can’t let my mind go there. I spit out, “I’m a virgin.”

      “Oh,” she says, her eyes wide. She opens her mouth, closes it, and then says, “Oh,” again. “I guess… that’s why you’re worth so much, perhaps?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell her. “My mother told me a bit. I have a lot of brothers and sisters, so I know how it all works. But… that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable with it.”

      “How old are you, sweetie?” Poppy asks.

      “Twenty,” I tell her. “Just barely. My birthday was a few weeks ago.”

      She smiles. “I’m twenty-three, and I’ve been with two different men. Neither of them was my mate. I haven’t found him yet. It’s okay, though. It can be fun. Well, it depends on the man. Anyway, I’m sure, with the king… it’ll be pretty amazing.”

      I can only stare at her. “But… what about having a baby? And giving birth? And then what? I suppose he’ll hire a nanny or something, and I’ll leave here. I’ll go back to my pack, and I’ll never see my baby again?”

      Poppy sits down near my feet and lets out a sigh. “Yes, I do think that’s how it normally works. I don’t have a lot of experience with breeders, but I do know of another maid who used to work at Alpha Samuel’s estate in his pack lands, and he had a few breeders. Each one had a child, and every time, he’d send them away.” She looks at me, a sad expression in her eyes. “Maybe knowing it ahead of time will help you to keep from getting too attached.”

      “Maybe,” I say, but I doubt it. I don’t think I can carry a baby for nine months and not love him or her completely.

      But then… I don’t think I can make love to a man and not love him either.

      “Why doesn’t he just find another Luna?” I ask. “I know what you said about him loving his first wife and mate so much that he swears he’ll never have another wife, but I can’t imagine what could’ve possibly happened to Luna Rebecca that has made him decide he’d never fall in love again.”

      Poppy makes a face, and I’m not sure what it means. “No one knows for sure what happened to her,” she says, her voice a whisper.

      I look around. No one is here, so I don’t know why she is whispering. I shrug. “Well, it couldn’t be so awful that he thinks he should be forced to live the rest of his life alone. If he is a good man, as you say, then he shouldn’t have a breeder. He should find a worthy woman, an Alpha’s daughter, and marry again. He deserves a second chance at happiness.”

      Poppy shrugs. “Perhaps, but not if the rumors are true…”

      “Rumors?” I ask. “What rumors?”

      “About what happened to Luna Rebecca,” she says, still whispering.

      I am getting tired of playing guessing games. “And what, exactly, is that?” I ask her.

      Poppy clears her throat and says, “That he killed her.”

      

      * * *

      

      Maddox

      

      “This ham is delightful. I absolutely love the flavor. Did your chef prepare it especially for me, Alpha?”

      The sound of the insipid girl seated across from me blathering on about ham is making me want to tear off all of my clothes and shift right here on the table. I want to let my wolf run free, to grunt and growl and howl at the moon, and if my sharp claws and long fangs should happen to make contact with her pasty white skin and make a tear or two, well, sometimes these things cannot be helped….

      “Alpha King Maddox?” she repeats, as if I’m not answering her because I somehow managed to not hear her. “Did your chef make this lovely ham with me in mind?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Yes, he did. He somehow knew that you would love it, even though he’s never met you before.”

      Seth’s foot taps mine beneath the table. It is the closest thing to a warning my Beta will give me since I am the king, after all. It isn’t as if he feels he can get away with mashing his heel into my toes or something of that nature. 

      Zabrina thinks I am being silly, I guess, because she giggles behind her hand. “He is a wonderful guesser then because it’s just divine.”

      I say nothing in response, and she takes a drink of her wine, draining it. Her glass isn’t empty for more than two seconds before her entire disposition changes and she angrily snaps her finger at the servant standing behind her, a woman she’s brought with her for the express purpose of waiting on her, and the woman springs into action to pour her more.

      “That’s more like it, Maud,” she says, her tone showing her irritation. “The ham might be flavorful, but that doesn’t mean I won’t get thirsty.”

      The servant girl says nothing, only falls back into her place, near the wall. I can’t help but look at her, standing there, her eyes downcast. She can’t be more than fourteen, maybe fifteen. She looks terrified, and I have to wonder if Zabrina is the type of woman who would strike her servant if she didn’t do what she wanted.

      I believe she is.

      The servant isn’t the only woman Zabrina has brought with her. She has also brought along three friends. She calls them her ladies, and they are just as annoying as she is. I have no idea what their names are. She introduced them earlier, but I wasn’t paying attention. All I know is, between the four of them, I’m bound to be irritated to no end if Alpha Jordan intends to stay in the castle more than a night or two.

      He has only asked to stay here on his way through the area on business, but now that I know his true intention, I have a feeling he will have some sort of calamity befall him.

      Something will be wrong with one of his vehicles. One of his drivers will fall ill. He will suddenly lose all sense of direction and have no idea where he was going….

      He will be forced to stay in the castle until I say I will marry his daughter.

      He will be forced to stay here until the day after never then because that simply will not happen.

      Though it’s obvious that the other Alphas are growing weary of my excuse, that I simply will not marry again after what happened with Rebecca, it will have to appease them because it’s the truth.

      I will not take another bride.

      If I am to have an heir… it will have to come another way.

      My mind returns to the girl.

      The soft round mound of her breast. Her erect nipple. The way her bottom moved as she reached for her robe.

      I let my mind get away from me for a moment and imagine myself following her into the bathroom, coming up behind her to cup her breasts. She leans back into me as my mouth comes down on her neck. She moans my name softly as my teeth nip at the tender flesh of her shoulder, my tongue tracing up to her ear. 

      My hands caress her full breasts, my thumbs working her nipples, plucking and pulling as her groans get louder, her arousal stronger. I smell it in the air around us. Her open mouth against my cheek as she hunts for my mouth, longing to taste me, moans with desperation.

      I slide a hand down her flat belly, pressing her against my erection as I spread her legs and slip a finger between her dripping wet thighs. She’s already in spasm when my finger enters her. I feel her muscles tense around me as her arm comes up to loop around my neck. She begs me to take her, to bend her over right there and press my cock inside of her so deep that I stretch her completely and fill her fuller than she’s ever been before—

      “Alpha?”

      Seth’s voice has me blinking, and I realize I’ve completely lost track of the conversation around me. My dick is so hard beneath the table, it may as well have five legs. I won’t be getting up anytime soon. “Yes?” I ask.

      “Are you all right, Sir?” he asks me.

      “I’m sorry. I have a lot on my mind,” I tell him. “With… the situation with the… attacks.”

      Seth arches an eyebrow, and I know he doesn’t believe me, but Alpha Jordan says, “It is an abysmal situation that is certain. You know, I heard twenty-five civilians were killed last week alone?” He launches into a discussion of what he has heard about attacks in his own territory.

      I want to ask him if he thinks that it has anything to do with his daughter rejecting her mate, but I don’t bother. 

      We’ve already had that discussion today, and it fell on deaf ears.

      It doesn’t take too long before the talk of war has deflated my erection, and I decide it is time to leave the table before it returns. If my mind returns to the girl again before I can make it back to my room, I might be there all night.

      “Well, I say,” setting my napkin aside, “I will take my leave.”

      “But…” Zabrina says, a wide-eyed disappointed look on her face, “I thought we might go for a walk in the garden, Your Majesty.”

      “Not tonight,” I tell her. Not any night, I want to add but don’t. “The rest of you are free to stay and enjoy the musicians in the great hall, but I have had a long day and will be retiring for the evening. Beta Seth will be happy to entertain you.”

      Seth is never happy to do so, but he knows it is part of his duties. “Yes, of course,” he says. “Let’s finish our dessert first, shall we?”

      I haven’t even made it through the final course, but I don’t care. I’m the king, and I shall do as I please.

      My shoes echo down the hall as I head toward my room. Most of the lights are off now, and the pieces of artwork cast strange shadows. It’s times like this when I sometimes wonder, if Rebecca is still here, might I see a glimpse of her?

      But I never do….

      I reach the girl’s door first, and even though I intend to keep walking, I find myself stopping outside of the door. I wonder if she is still awake. I wonder if she is lying there, thinking about what her duties are supposed to be, now that she is here. Is she frightened? Is she excited? 

      Has she thought at all about me the way I’ve been thinking about her?

      Under normal circumstances, I would think, of course she has. I am the Alpha King. Any woman would be lucky to have the opportunity to be bedded by me.

      But there’s something different about Isla. Something unique.

      I lift my hand and rest it on the door, wanting to go in. I just want to see her, or so I tell myself.

      But it’s too soon.

      She is young and vulnerable, and I don’t want to scare her.

      Everyone says I am ruthless and terrifying. 

      Perhaps that is true, but I don’t need to be that way to her.

      Not yet anyway.

      I make myself keep walking. I may ravish her—but tonight it will have to be in my dreams.
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      *Isla*

      

      I lie awake for hours, staring at the ceiling, pondering what it is that Poppy has told me about the Alpha King. It’s hard to believe it could possibly be true.

      Yet, how can I doubt it?

      Back home, I never knew much about him. I had too much to worry about to ever spend much time thinking about the Alpha King. Whenever anyone mentioned King Maddox, it was always in one of two contexts—how unbelievably good looking he was. 

      Or how unbelievably cruel he was.

      Now… Poppy has revealed to me that everyone in the castle believes he is responsible for the death of his mate, Luna Rebecca, the woman everyone says was the sweetest, kindest, gentlest soul any of them had ever met.

      How is that possible?

      I don’t know, but as I lie here on my back, staring at the ceiling, I have to wonder… will a similar fate befall me?

      I’m to be his breeder. 

      What will that entail exactly? 

      A shudder begins at the top of my neck and travels down my spine. I know the gist of it. I understand that it will be my job to lie with the king, to spread my legs for him, to pleasure him.

      He is an attractive man, and I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t find myself experiencing sensations I never had before when he was in my room earlier. 

      Even though I had no idea who he was, just being in his presence made my muscles clench in ways they never had before.

      I felt a tightening in my core that I never had until that moment. 

      My hand slides down between my legs just thinking of it now, and I’m glad I’m alone, lying in this massive bed with these plush, comfortable blankets. I press my fingers against the outside of my most sensitive area, hoping that doing so will make the ache I’m feeling go away.

      It doesn’t seem to help. Just thinking about the king makes my flesh bead up with a sheen of sweat. I need to push the blankets down away from my face so I can breathe.

      I wonder what it would feel like if it were his hand on me and if these pajamas were not in the way.

      This certainly isn’t making the ache go away….

      “Knock it off, Isla,” I whisper to myself. “You’re just making it worse.”

      I try rolling over and remind myself that I’m in a strange place, away from my family, and I have no idea when I might see them again.

      That’s enough to make the ache dissipate. I miss my parents and my brothers so much. How I wish that I could’ve stayed at home and paid off my parents’ debt from there.

      Alpha Ernest should’ve been more straightforward with me.

      But now, the damage was done, and here I am.

      I hope that Alpha Maddox will allow me to go home for a visit soon. I imagine my mother’s face. I hope she’s not crying. I miss her so much, and I know she has to miss me, too.

      Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and try to go to sleep. Otherwise, I might cry.

      Since it’s been such a long day, I am exhausted, and I am just about to doze off when I get the sensation that someone is standing outside my door. Not the one right across the room from me, but the other one, the outer door. 

      It’s so far away from me, I really shouldn’t be able to tell, but I get the idea that someone is there just the same.

      And I know who it is.

      I hold my breath, not moving at all, as I wonder what might happen if he enters the room.

      It’s too soon, isn’t it? This is my first night here. Surely, he won’t come in and want me to have sex with him on my very first night in the castle, will he?

      Won’t he at least give me one night to get settled?

      It’s not as if I’m so beautiful that just catching one glimpse of me earlier will leave him so intrigued he won’t be able to forget about me.

      He’s the king! He can have any woman he wants. Is he in that big of a hurry to make an heir?

      After a moment, I get the feeling that he has moved on, and I allow myself to breathe again.

      A wave of relief washes over me, and I thank the Moon Goddess that I won’t be called upon to service the king tonight.

      “What a relief,” I whisper. “I’m so glad that didn’t happen.”

      At least, that’s what I’m trying to convince myself.

      The ache is back between my legs, and something tells me, when I fall asleep tonight, I won’t be dreaming about my family.

      I’ll be dreaming of the Alpha King—and he’ll be on top of me.

      

      * * *

      

      Maddox

      

      I wake up the next morning with a hard cock and the memory of a very vivid dream about Isla.

      This girl is affecting me in ways I never would’ve thought imaginable, and I don’t know why. It isn’t as if I’ve never seen an attractive woman’s naked ass before.

      Still, I have to take another cold shower before I can go to the office, and my hand was already sticky from my dirty thoughts of her the night before when I couldn’t fall asleep.

      As I pass her room on my way to the office, I hear someone moving around behind the door and imagine it must be her.

      The urge to burst in and go to her floods my mind. She belongs to me, after all. I can take her anytime I want to.

      I could never force a woman to do anything against her will, though. I might be brutal on the battlefield, but not in the bedroom.

      Well, not like that anyway.

      I keep my feet moving. Temptation is high, but I will persevere. 

      In the office, I start working and manage to get through several reports before Seth knocks on my door. I sigh and tell him to come in, knowing it’s him because of the way he knocks. It’s always the same every morning.

      He walks in looking like hell, and I have to wonder how long he stayed up entertaining our guests. “Good morning,” he says because it’s expected, not because he means it.

      “Seth,” I say, trying not to laugh. “What the hell happened to you?”

      He shakes his head. “Zabrina happened to me, Alpha. That woman doesn’t know how to… shut up.”

      A chuckle erupts from my mouth. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. But I’m not really.

      He shakes his head and sits down across from me to give me an update. “We’ve heard that there are more attacks happening along the borders of Duster Pack and Pine Tree Pack. Alpha Hayes seems to think he can infiltrate Alpha Bhamers territory and just take it.”

      I stare at him for a moment. Alpha Hayes of Duster Pack is one of the bigger threats to the peace of our kingdom. I don’t like it when one Alpha attacks another, but in this case, I know why he’s doing it. Alpha Hayes wants to prove he’s capable of being the greatest leader in the kingdom.

      Greater than me.

      He’s not the only Alpha who has this affliction, but he’s one of the more serious ones. And it doesn’t hurt that he has five strapping sons, so if he were to become king, there’d be no question that the bloodline would continue.

      I am meant to have a child by now…. If I don’t have one soon, the Alphas will be able to rebel against me and see it as justified.

      Thirty is the cut-off, and I’m almost there….

      “Anything else?” I ask Seth as if his announcement isn’t surprising or troubling to me.

      He raises his eyebrows. “No, that’s all. Except Alpha Jordan spent a great deal of time last night trying to get me to speak to you on behalf of his daughter.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not interested in Zabrina.”

      “I know you’re not,” he says. “But… if you’re not planning on using the girl you purchased—”

      “I didn’t purchase her,” I correct him, feeling anger bubble up inside of me. “I merely accepted her in exchange for a debt.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” he asks.

      Narrowing my eyes, I tell him, “No, it’s not.”

      He shrugs. “Anyway… you know you only have ten months left before you turn thirty.”

      “I am aware of when my birthday is, Seth.”

      “So, you need to do something, Alpha. Or else, we’ll have even more problems on our hands.”

      He’s right, but I don’t want to talk about it. “Go down to the military barracks and tell Commander Taylor to send a detail to Duster. I want to keep an eye on that situation and make sure that it doesn’t escalate out of control.”

      He seems surprised at my dismissal of his comments without a remark. “Yes, Sir,” he says. “But Zabrina wants you to have dinner with her again tonight… alone.”

      “And Zabrina can want whatever she’d like,” I tell him.

      “You may as well give her a try. If you don’t, he’ll just keep asking and complaining. Why don’t you have dinner with her, and if you don’t like her, you can tell Alpha Jordan it wasn’t a match?”

      The thought of having to sit through a dinner date with Zabrina makes bile rise up in the back of my throat. 

      But, as usual, Seth has a point. “Fine,” I tell him, shaking my head. “Arrange it. But you’d better think of a way to get me out of there quickly.”

      I can tell he’s fighting a smile. “Yes, Sir,” he says, getting up to leave the room.

      I watch him go and then swear under my breath. This is the last thing in the world I want to do.

      Having a baby with Isla would make things much easier, but I don’t even know why she’s here. I could go speak to her, but that would be dangerous.

      I return my attention to my work, hoping to lose myself in what needs to be done. But my mind keeps flickering back to her. The soft curve of her breast, the tight muscles of her bottom….

      I’m in trouble.
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      *Isla*

      

      “Good morning, dear,” Poppy says, pulling the curtains in front of the window open. I squint at the bright light and try to wake myself up. It took me forever to fall asleep last night, and now that I am awake, I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus. My head is throbbing, and all I can think about is the dirty dreams I had about the king last night.

      I mutter, “Good morning,” and manage to get my eyes to open as I sit up.

      “Your breakfast is on the way. Would you like to take a shower while we are waiting? I will get your outfit ready for the day. I’m not sure what the king’s plans are, but we have permission to go outside. I can show you the gardens.” Poppy smiles at me in an encouraging manner, and I find myself growing a little excited to get outside of this room.

      “I think that would be lovely,” I tell her.

      “Good,” she says. “I’ll go warm the shower.”

      Before I can protest, she is off and in the other room turning on the water. I can manage. I’ve never had anyone do anything like this for me before, and I’m not sure what to think about it now.

      But I can’t stop her from doing her job. We all have a job around here, apparently. I would love to change jobs with her. She has already told me that she would like to be the king’s breeder.

      I certainly don’t want this job.

      But it’s mine, and there’s nothing I can do about it now.

      I make my way into the bathroom, and as Poppy hums a song out in the bedroom, I go about taking a shower, making sure to wash better than I ever have before. I also inspect my body for any unsightly hairs. I have no idea exactly what the king might expect of me, but I don’t want to be embarrassed if he should see me naked.

      The idea of the king seeing me naked has my face flushing. I wonder if I will get a chance to tell him I’ve never been with a man before, or if he will even care. Perhaps he won’t treat me any differently than he has any of the other women he’s been with, and he will hurt me in the process.

      I try not to worry about it. I suppose that it’s just part of the job, and nothing he does to me will last forever.

      When I’m done with my shower, I get out and dry off, getting as much water out of my hair as possible. I stare at myself in the mirror. There are all kinds of cosmetics and lotions, perfumes and powders on the dresser. I don’t usually wear much makeup, and I’m not even sure that I’m skilled enough to put it on, but I feel like I need to do something. I can’t let the king see me with nothing on my face again.

      “Are you all right?” Poppy shouts through the closed door to me.

      “Yes,” I tell her. “I am just trying to decide how to do my makeup.”

      “Can I come in?” she asks me.

      “Of course,” I tell her.

      She comes in and says, “I can help with that, if you want.”

      My ears perk up. “Really?” I ask her. “I’m not very good at it.”

      “Sure!” she says, coming over to me. “No problem.” She directs me to sit down on a stool, and then she starts working on my face, talking as she goes. “With your coloring, you should wear brown eye shadow. It’ll make your blue eyes pop. And red lipstick will look lovely with your coloring, especially with your light hair.” I sit still and let her do her thing, and when I look at myself in the mirror, I can hardly believe I’m looking at myself.

      “Wow….” I mumble.

      She laughs. “Pretty good, huh? Of course, you’re already beautiful. I just made your eyes pop.”

      “Thank you so much, Poppy!” I tell her. I think about hugging her, but I don’t know her that well yet.

      “No problem!” she declares. “Now, let’s get you dressed.”

      She’s laid out a blue dress for me, and while I don’t need her help putting my clothes on, when she volunteers to style my hair and pick out my shoes and jewelry, I let her. When she’s done, I hardly recognize myself.

      Half of my hair is pulled up on top of my head in a silver clip that matches my earrings, necklace, and bangle bracelets. The rest is falling down my back in loose curls. My shoes are silver sandals that match the rest of my accessories perfectly.

      I am beginning to feel like a princess!

      But then, I remember, I’m just the Alpha King’s breeder. Not his romantic interest. No matter how beautiful I may look or feel, I am still just little ol’ Isla Moon from Willow Pack. No one important….

      “Let’s go outside and get some fresh air,” Poppy suggests. I nod and force myself out of the stupor I’ve fallen into. 

      We walk down the winding halls, me following behind Poppy because I have no idea where we are going, and eventually, we make it to a door that leads outside. I’m glad I didn’t bump into anything along the way this time. Not that Poppy would hit me.

      Guards stand at the door, but they don’t blink as we approach, and Poppy pulls the barrier open. We step outside into fresh air and sunshine.

      Immediately, I feel better. I’m so glad that the rain from the day before has passed.

      “The garden is this way,” she tells me, and I follow along behind her as we make our way over to a huge section of velvety green grass with little walking trails that are lined by thousands and thousands of flowers of every color and variety. The scent is magnificent, and I can’t help but stop to smell each kind, from red roses to orange marigolds. 

      We walk along, taking in the beautiful scenery and smelling the flowers, chatting about how lovely everything is, including the fountains and statues we find around every bend. I can’t help but smile. It’s such a beautiful day with birds chirping in the trees and hardly a cloud in the sky.

      And then… we realize we are not alone.

      “Who are you?” a female voice snarls at me from behind a large oleander bush.

      I arch an eyebrow at her, not sure who she may be either, but it seems clear she’s someone important. She is dressed in a long red gown, her light hair pulled up on top of her head. A thousand jewels adorn her neck and ears. Her arms tinkle when they move, she’s wearing so many bracelets.

      On either side of her stand two beautiful dark-haired women with the same evil glare in their eyes as the three of them take measure of me and Poppy.

      “I… I’m no one,” I stammer, looking down at the ground. I don’t want to offend her, since clearly she is a guest of the king or lives here.

      “You must be someone,” she says, her hand on her hip as she steps around the bush. “Only a few important people have access to the king’s garden.”

      “I… I…”

      “She’s Isla,” Poppy says. “She’s a very important guest of the king.”

      “Are you speaking to me, servant girl?” the woman barks back. “I don’t need to hear an explanation from the likes of you!”

      I don’t know who this woman is, but I don’t appreciate the way she’s speaking to Poppy. “She’s simply answering your question,” I say, finally meeting her gaze. “I am Isla. And I am a guest of the king. That’s really all there is to it.”

      “A guest? From where?” she asks me. “Are you an Alpha’s daughter?”

      I almost laugh. “No,” I tell her. “I’m not. I’m from Willow Pack. I arrived yesterday. May I ask who you are?”

      “No, you may not!” she says, taking a few hasty steps toward me until she’s right in front of me, nearly toe to toe. Her two friends come along. “Just know that I am the most special guest of the king of all of his guests, and one day, you will be calling me Luna!” With that, she tugs on her skirt and flips around, the dress flying up like a cape. The other two women glare at me for a moment before they all three turn and leave.

      I stand there staring after her for a long moment, wondering who in the world she was and what she meant about becoming the Luna.

      Is Alpha King Maddox engaged?

      “What a bitch!” Poppy exclaims. “I hate that woman already!”

      I can’t say the same because I don’t know her at all, and while she wasn’t nice to me, I don’t usually judge people so quickly. “Who is she? Do you know?” I ask.

      “I do,” Poppy says, folding her arms and narrowing her gaze in the direction the three women left. “That was Zabrina from Elm Pack,” she tells me. “Her father is Alpha Jordan. They also arrived yesterday. They’re allegedly here for some meetings with the king about the threats of war, but it seems to me that perhaps Alpha Jordan has something else in mind.”

      I shake my head. I can’t bear to think about Alpha Maddox marrying someone like Zabrina. I may not be head over heels in love with the idea of being his breeder, but I can’t allow myself to think about him being with that woman either.

      Or any other woman, for that matter.

      After the dreams I had about him the night before, the thought of him so much as kissing another woman makes my heart drop to my stomach.

      “Well,” Poppy says, “I guess she’s in for a rude awakening.”

      “Why is that?” I ask. “She’s beautiful. Maybe he’ll fall in love with her.”

      Poppy scoffs. “Nope. It won’t happen. King Maddox will never marry her, no matter how beautiful she is.”

      “How do you know?” I ask, finally turning to look at my companion.

      “Simple,” she says with a shrug. “After Luna Rebecca died, he said he’d never marry anyone again. So that means he can’t marry her.”

      I stare at her for a moment before I nod and look away.

      I’m glad that he won’t be marrying Zabrina. But I can’t help but think, if he’s never going to marry anyone again, that also means he won’t be marrying me.

      While it is a farfetched dream for me to even consider Alpha King Maddox might fall in love with the likes of me, it was a dream I had considered.

      Until that moment.

      Now, I know for sure; all I will ever be is his breeder.

      And nothing more.
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      *Maddox*

      

      Sitting across the small table on the balcony near the dining room from Zabrina, I try to be polite, but it’s difficult. She will not stop talking, and I couldn’t care less about what she has to say.

      “So then, I told Daddy that I really wanted the shoes in silver and gold. Because you never know what color will look best, you know?”

      I nod. No, I don’t know. And I don’t care. I really, really don’t give a flying fuck.

      “So he bought them, even though they cost ten thousand dollars for each pair. But then… it’s just money.” She giggles and takes a drink of her champagne. “You know what I mean, of course?”

      I smile. I do know what she means, but then, I also try not to waste money. I have an entire kingdom to think of, not just myself.

      Picking up my knife, I slice through my steak, watching the pink juice spill all over my plate. For a moment, I contemplate what it would look like to run the knife across her jugular, watching a different kind of juice, a dark crimson juice, pour out.

      I set the knife aside and remind myself I’m not on a battlefield. Sometimes, when you’ve seen everything I have, it’s difficult to remember….

      My mind flickers to Rebecca, and I have to push the memory away. She certainly knew the secret darkness that haunted me since I returned from the war in the east….

      “You should drink some more of your champagne,” Zabrina says, her eyes on my half-finished glass. “You know, it’s a special bottle I brought with me from our pack lands. You’ll love it.”

      I smile at her and raise my glass to my lips. I usually like champagne, and she’s right to say that her pack is known for their wonderful champagnes and wines. But something about this particular glass tastes off. I can’t quite put my finger on it. When her lady-in-waiting brought it to me, I was anxious to taste it and finished my wine to have a sip, but now… I wish I hadn’t. It’s bitter, and I don’t know why….

      But I don’t want to be rude, so I take another drink. Maybe I should just finish it off so I can have some more wine. But knowing Zabrina, she’ll insist on a refill.

      I set my glass down, nearly empty, and Zabrina’s eyes twinkle. “Do you like it?”

      “Sure,” I tell her, and she looks pleased.

      Eventually, the staff brings out dessert, and I am overjoyed to know that this is the last course. As soon as it is finished, I will dismiss myself and get out of here. I’ve done my duty as a host.

      “So…” Zabrina says, “I was thinking, after dinner, we could go for a stroll in the garden.”

      “The garden?” I repeat. “Tonight?”

      “Yes, I was there earlier today, and it’s so beautiful. I’d love to have you join me for a moonlit stroll.”

      In my mind’s eye, I see Isla’s face. If she were the one asking, I’d be tempted to take her up on the offer. I imagine her smiling face as she looks up at me, the silvery moon playing off her golden curls. I feel a twitch in my pants just imagining it.

      “Not tonight,” I tell Zabrina. Suddenly, all I can think about is Isla. Did she have a good day? Is she beginning to relax now that she’s been here a night and day? Or is she still terrified? I could tell when I met her the day before she was frightened. She shouldn’t be. I will take very good care of her….

      “You really should finish your champagne,” Zabrina says, slicing into her pie.

      Reluctantly, I lift the glass and finish off the drink. Setting it down, I am tempted to sarcastically ask her if she’s satisfied. I don’t, though. I only smile at her.

      She smiles back, and I swear I see something wicked in her grin.

      I take another bite of my chocolate cake, but I hardly taste it. My mind is still on Isla. I imagine she is lying in her bed now, naked, touching herself… running her hands along those curves, up the side of her breasts, along her round bottom, to her wet, aching core. She plunges three fingers in and cries out, whispering my name.

      Under the table, my dick springs to life. I feel like a man about to peel his skin off.

      “Are you all right?” Zabrina asks, still smiling at me.

      “Actually, no,” I tell her, setting my napkin on the table. “I’m not feeling well. I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me.”

      Her face falls. “What? But… our stroll….”

      “Not tonight,” I tell her. “I’m sorry, Zabrina, I truly am, but I must go.”

      “But—”

      I don’t wait to listen to her protest anymore. I have never felt this way before in my entire life. Though I’ve certainly been turned on before, the urgency I feel inside of me is all-encompassing. I fly up from the table and shoot out the door and down the hall as fast as my three legs can carry me.

      As I speed down the hall toward Isla’s room, I am reminded that occasionally Rebecca would get me in such a frenzy, I’d have trouble controlling myself in public. She was so beautiful, such a graceful dancer, and her intoxicating floral perfume would drive me mad. I’d want to take her into a hallway bathroom and ravage her on the sink during a dinner party. I never did.

      Even in all of those times with my wife that I had trouble controlling myself, never once did I feel the earnestness I feel right now. My cock is so hard, I feel like my suit pants are about to be torn to shreds much like they are when we don’t strip before we shift.

      I am almost to her door now, and I can’t contain myself. I know that I’m liable to scare her, and with my heart pounding in my chest and my dick ready to spring out of my pants, I’ll likely hurt her if I can’t find a way to control myself, but in my mind, she’s lying in there, spread wide open, waiting for me, her hand stroking her pulsing pussy.

      No, I need her. I need her now.

      I won’t be able to control myself.

      The door is no barrier to me, even if it’s locked, and I don’t even bother to knock.

      

      * * *

      

      Isla

      

      Lying on the bed for the second night in a row, I look up at the ceiling and try to wrap my mind around where I am, why I’m here, and how I’m going to manage this new assignment I’ve been given.

      It’s not easy. I’ve never been with a man before, and I’m terrified of what it will be like to spend my first night with the king.

      I would like to think that all of those rumors about him being cruel have more to do with the battlefield than the bedroom, but I have no way of knowing.

      Poppy mentioned earlier that there’s an herbal medicine I can take to help me get over the struggle of following my instincts and giving in to the king in the bedroom. She told me that it will help me with my inhibitions.

      She also said it tastes bitter, so it’s best to swallow it in a capsule, which I am also leery of. I often choke on pills. So she suggested we dissolve it in a drink. She said it would still be bitter, but not too bad.

      I will think on it. I would hate to have my first experience tainted by any sort of drug, even if it’s herbal.

      She called it red wolf’s blood, but she said it comes from a plant, and it’s just called that because of the plant it comes from, some form of ginger. 

      I don’t know much about plants; I’ll have to take her word for it.

      Still staring up at the ceiling, my mind goes back to the woman I met in the garden, the one that said she will be the next Luna.

      Who is she? Why is she here? And why in the world can’t she be the one to have the king’s baby, then, if she’s truly set to marry him?

      Poppy said she’s just blowing hot air, that the king isn’t engaged to marry anyone, and she must just be wishfully thinking aloud.

      I’m not so sure.

      The woman was beautiful, likely an Alpha’s daughter.

      I am no one. Why would anyone want me to carry their child?

      If the king decides he doesn’t want me after all, I won’t be surprised. He may come in to bed me, take one look at my thin little body, and turn around and leave the room.

      Thinking about King Maddox coming into my room to bed me has my mind going to all different sorts of places, though. Once again, I find my heart racing as my hands slide over my body. I want to imagine that he is touching me. Inhaling deeply, I think I smell his cologne.

      Then… I realize I do smell his cologne.

      That is just before my bedroom door opens.

      I sit up, my eyes piercing through the darkness of my room. A sliver of moonlight leaks in through the curtains, and I can see him.

      King Maddox is in my room. He’s wearing a pair of suit pants and dropping his tie on the floor as he unbuttons his white shirt, his shoes and socks left somewhere along the way.

      His eyes are practically glowing in the near darkness as he stares at me, and I can tell by the way his nostrils are flaring and the bulge in his pants exactly what he wants.

      My dreams of a moment ago are about to become a reality.

      But he seems too aroused, I am afraid.

      What if he hurts me?

      “Your Majesty?” I ask quietly, but he doesn’t respond, not verbally. He rips his shirt off and tosses it on the floor, revealing his perfectly sculpted chest muscles, which ripple in the moonlight as he climbs onto the bed.

      Inhaling deeply, I hold my breath, the scent of his woodsy cologne coating my lungs, my eyes focused on his face. The look in his eyes makes me think he’s not thinking clearly. His pupils are wide, and his eyes are moving slightly, shifting back and forth.

      He pulls the blankets down off my body, revealing the thin light pink nightgown I am wearing. That and a pair of silk panties is all I have on, and I feel my nipples harden as the cold air of the room hits them.

      Or maybe it’s because of the way he is looking at me….

      His mouth crashes down on mine, drawing all the air out of my lungs, and as he lifts a hand to my breast, I don’t know if I should rip myself away, scream, and try to run, or if I should simply lay back and enjoy it.

      After all, I do belong to him, don’t I? And his hand feels so good as his thumb rubs against my erect nipple through my nightgown.

      But… I’m also terrified. I don’t know what to do—I’m not sure I’m ready for this.

      He tastes of wine and something else… something bitter… and as he releases my mouth, his eyes shine down on me, and I know it doesn’t matter whether I’m ready or not.

      He’s claiming me.
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      *Isla*

      

      Alpha King Maddox is on top of me, and even though I’m terrified, the more he touches me, the more I want to be touched.

      His warm mouth latches on to mine, his tongue probing deeper and deeper. The taste of wine and something else, something bitter, glides over my tongue as his twirls around mine. I am afraid to touch him, so my fingers intertwine with the bedsheets as I try to stabilize myself. He’s kissing me so deeply, I’m growing dizzy and breathless.

      Finally, he releases my mouth, and his lips slide over my neck. I find myself arching my back, leaning into him, the ache between my legs growing with every touch of his fingers against the thin fabric of my nightdress as he continues to thumb my erect nipple.

      I can feel his erection against my belly, and the urge to spread my legs for him is undeniable, but I can’t at the moment because of the way he is lying on top of me. He is a mass of muscle, heavy and solid, and I couldn’t free myself if I tried.

      Not that I want to try. The more that he licks, sucks, and nips at my neck, the more clouded my thinking becomes. I remind myself that this is exactly why I am here. I am his breeder, after all. He owns me. He can take me any time that he wants to.

      While I don’t understand his urgency tonight, it’s not my place to question the king.

      The Alpha’s hand slides down my stomach as he lifts himself slightly off me. His hand glides beneath my nightgown, leaving a steaming trail across the flesh of my stomach. I whimper slightly, and then, his hand is on the outside of my panties. I’m so wet, he has to know that my body is longing for his. He presses against the outside, his fingers spreading me even with the barrier of cloth between us. I wish he would slide his fingers around the thin garment and touch my bare skin again, but for now, him pressing against me, stroking up and down, feels so good, I can’t help but grind against him.

      He nips at my ear. “Do you like that, little flower?”

      I moan an answer as his other hand slides my nightgown down off my shoulder so that my breast is exposed. When his mouth comes down around my nipple, I lift a hand for the first time and press it against the back of his head. His tongue laps at my sensitive skin as he sucks. I hold him there, my fear fading as pleasure takes over.

      I feel his finger slip around the silk of my panties, and then he is exploring my folds, sliding around in my wetness, teasing me by touching the entrance to my pulsing core but not coming in.

      He lifts his head and finds my mouth again as he presses one finger inside me, just up to the first knuckle, not far at all. It stings a little, but the pleasure far outweighs the pain, and I want more. I want more than just his finger. His hard cock continues to rub against me, hitting my thigh as he kisses me deeper and deeper.

      And then… there’s a knock on my door.

      Maddox groans into my mouth, clearly displeased. We ignore it, and he continues to kiss me. My hand is resting on his back, and all I feel beneath my palm is a wall of rippling muscle.

      The knocking continues until I hear Beta Seth’s voice. “Sir, I know you don’t want to be interrupted, but it’s very important.”

      Maddox lifts his mouth away from mine. “Not now, Seth!”

      “But, Sir… I need to tell you something immediately!”

      The king lifts his head and rests it on my shoulder, withdrawing his hand from my wet pussy. “Just a moment, darling,” he says to me, and I wonder if he even remembers my name.

      He steps away from me, leaving me exposed to the coldness of being without him. I pull my blanket back up over me, panting, wondering if this has all been a dream.

      I can’t hear what they are saying right outside of my bedroom door, but I do hear Maddox ask, “What the fuck?” loudly, and I know that whatever his Beta has told him, it isn’t good. A moment later, I hear another knock at the door.

      “Yes?” My voice cracks with nervousness as I keep the blanket tucked beneath my chin.

      “It’s Seth. Can I come in?”

      “Yes,” I say again.

      He steps inside, but his eyes are not focused on me, and I can tell he is as embarrassed as I am. “I beg your pardon, Miss Isla, but I need to gather the king’s clothing. He has an emergency to tend to.”

      “All right.” What more can I say? I can feel the heat reddening my cheeks, and it has nothing to do with passion. I am so embarrassed. Seth knows what we were doing, and even though I know that that’s why I’m here, it’s still difficult to get past the idea that the entire castle will know that the king and I are having sex.

      Well… we will be. Eventually. I suppose.

      He picks up the items Maddox left on the ground and then turns to go, only telling me, “Goodnight,” as he pulls the door closed.

      “Goodnight,” I whisper, but it doesn’t matter that he’s too far away to hear me because he wasn’t waiting for me to speak.

      I sink into the bed, making sure my clothing is righted. My heart is heavy as I wonder whether it was something I had done wrong. Perhaps King Maddox had used the mind-link to ask Seth to come and get him away from me.

      I roll over and close my eyes, hoping to fall asleep, but with every breath, I inhale the scent of the king, and I wish he were still here with me. Even though I was frightened to give myself to him, I am his to claim.

      At least, if he had done it, everything would be over. Now, I am here, alone, wondering what is wrong with King Maddox that he had to leave, wondering what is wrong with me that he didn’t stay.

      

      * * *

      

      Maddox

      

      “Whatever the fuck you interrupted me for, it had better be good, Seth,” I say as I follow my Beta down the hallway to my office.

      “I told you, Alpha,” he says, giving me a minute to button my shirt. I’ve scrapped the tie and my socks, but at least I have my pants and shirt on, as well as my shoes. “One of the kitchen maids found something in your glass when she was doing the dishes after dinner.”

      “I know. It’s wine!” I practically growl.

      Seth only shakes his head. “No, that’s not it. Just come to your office, and I’ll show you.”

      That’s what he said to lure me out of Isla’s room, and now, my balls are so blue, I can hardly think straight. What the hell is the matter with him? I was about to get it on with that beautiful girl, and she was actually into it—which wouldn’t be surprising, except she’s a virgin, and you just never know how they’ll act.

      We walk into my office, and I see a familiar wine glass on the desk. At the bottom of it, there are some crystals of something, some kind of powder.

      Now, I get what he’s so uptight about.

      “What the hell is it?” I ask him, wondering if someone has tried to poison me. Was someone trying to take my life?

      “We’re not positive, but I asked the healer to come in and look at it before I went to get you, and both of us think it’s probably red wolf’s blood.” Seth picks up the glass and sniffs it before putting it down.

      “That makes sense,” I say, not needing to smell it myself. I have already tasted it. I distinctly remember thinking there was something bitter in my glass at dinner. Red wolf’s blood is bitter tasting.

      It is also a powerful aphrodisiac. 

      I sink into my chair behind my desk and rest my head in my palm. No wonder I was so eager to go jump that poor girl’s bones. 

      I’d been drugged….

      She probably thinks I’m some sort of a horny monster.

      “So… the wine came from Zabrina,” I tell him. “She has to be responsible for this.” She must’ve thought she could seduce me. All I can do is shake my head.

      “Zabrina?” he repeats. “Did you see her put anything into it?”

      I stare at Seth like he is an idiot. “No,” I tell him. “She wouldn’t have done it in front of me. She had a maid bring it in.”

      “Right,” he says. “I guess we need to speak to that maid.”

      “I guess so.” I look at him expectantly, and he picks up the phone on my desk, calling the kitchen to find out if anyone there knows who she was. Once he has a name, he calls security to go get her and bring her into the office.

      It takes about fifteen minutes before the girl is located. I wasn’t paying too much attention to her at dinner, but I recognize her. Besides, the fact that she’s crying makes it obvious. “Sit,” Seth tells her as two guards walk her in. She’s still in her maid outfit, and she’s wiping at the tears on her cheeks.

      “What’s your name?” I ask her, not losing my cool because I know it’s not her fault, that she likely had no choice but to do as she was ordered. Still… if it had been poison, or if I’d been allergic to it, I’d be dead at her hands.

      “Alva,” she says. “Please, Sir—”

      “Hush, Alva,” I tell her. “No need for all of that. Tell me what you put in my drink.”

      “I don’t know,” she said, bursting into tears again. “I only put in what I was told to!”

      “And who told you to?” Seth asks.

      She is too busy crying to answer, and before she can speak, my office doors fly open, without so much as a knock.

      “What in the world is going on?” Zabrina asks, bursting into the room in a pink silk robe. Her father is right behind her. He is dressed at least. Alpha Jordan looks confused, but Zabrina just looks angry.

      “What’s going on is that someone put something in the Alpha King’s wine at dinner, and we’re trying to get to the bottom of it!” Seth exclaims.

      “Well, you can’t think Zabrina had anything to do with it!” Alpha Jordan says.

      “Did we say she did?” I ask him, tipping my head to the side to watch his reaction carefully.

      “No, but you think her maid did,” he says, gesturing at the crying girl in the chair.

      “The wine came from you, and was served by your girl,” Seth countered, looking at Zabrina.

      “So what? The glass isn’t mine, and for all I know, one of the pack floozies His Majesty has hanging around did it. Like that pathetic little blonde girl I saw in the garden today!” Zabrina had her hands on her hips like this was her office, and I was the intruder.

      Had she run into Isla in the garden? Was that what this was about? Was Zabrina trying to get to me before I could get to anyone else?

      “Listen,” I say, too tired and too pissed off to argue, “I know that your girl put the substance in my drink. I just need to know if you ordered her to do it or not.”

      “Of course, she didn’t!” Alpha Jordan says, but Zabrina’s face tells me everything I need to know.

      Still, she says, “No, I did not, and I will not take the wrap for her.”

      “Very well,” I say. “Then the two of you may leave.”

      Alpha Jordan looks like he wants to say more, but it’s Zabrina who speaks. “You pathetic little whore,” she says to the shaking girl in the chair. The two of them exit as Alva continues to cry.

      “Sh-she made me,” she manages to get out.

      “Of course, she did,” I say. “Nevertheless, you could’ve told me the situation. You could’ve let me know what was happening.”

      She nods. “I’m so sorry, my King.”

      “Yes, well, perhaps a few days in solitary confinement will make you think twice next time.” I gesture for Seth to take her away, and his eyes widen. He thinks I’m being unfair. But I don’t have a reputation for being a cruel king because I am kindhearted and fair.

      The girl cries louder as Seth helps her up and walks her out to the guards, who are waiting outside of the door. He tells them what to do with her, and her wailing echoes off down the hallway.

      He returns to me as I stare at a note on my desk. It’s not important, and I’m not even looking at it, not really. I just want him to leave.

      “Sir?” he says.

      “What, Beta?” I ask him, not looking up.

      “You know you’re punishing the wrong party. Won’t this teach Zabrina that what she’s done is all right?”

      “Don’t worry about Zabrina,” I tell him. “I have something else planned for her.”

      He knows better than to question me, and at the moment, that’s a good thing because I haven’t quite worked all the details out yet, but Zabrina will pay for what she’s done to me.

      One way or another.
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      *Isla*

      

      I am sitting at my table in my room, eating lunch, trying to get what happened the night before out of my head while Poppy talks about life at the castle and hangs up new clothes she’s gotten for me in my closet. I try to pay attention to her, but mostly I am lost in thought as I eat my salad.

      At least I have enough to eat while I am here. I don’t know how long I’ll be at the castle, but that’s something.

      “Really, though, Mrs. W. was the worst. You know, she wasn’t ever even married? They always call the heads of house staffs missus even if they’ve never been touched by a man. Really, what man would want to touch her? I mean other than to knock the shit out of her like Beta Seth did.” She laughs, and I laugh, too, even though I’m not really listening to what she’s saying.

      Once her words catch up to me, I stop laughing. I didn’t like it when the Beta had that woman beaten in front of me, even if it was on my behalf.

      She continues on, and I try to listen, but I am thinking about King Maddox again. Why was he in my room? Why was he pulled out so quickly? 

      Why didn’t he come back?

      Will he come back?

      My question is answered by a knock on the door—even though that isn’t quite what I had in mind. He isn’t going to proposition me in the middle of the day—is he?

      Somehow, I know it’s him. Rather than jumping up and preparing myself, bowing or something, I sit here with my fork hanging over my bowl while Poppy goes to open the door, still talking about nothing. 

      “Yes?” she says as she opens it. As soon as she sees who it is, her eyes widen, and she drops her head, bending at the waist. “Your Majesty!”

      “Hello, Poppy,” he says, clearly annoyed. “Can you give us a moment, please?”

      “Of course,” she says, standing back up. He has to clear his throat for her to leave the room. What she thought he meant before, who knows?

      He turns to look at me, his eyes piercing through me, and that’s when I realize I’m just sitting there with my fork in my hand, looking at the king.

      I quickly drop my fork and leap to my feet, but he stops me. 

      “No, no, no, Isla, that’s okay,” he says, waving his hands in front of me. “You don’t have to do all of that. Especially not when it’s just me in here.”

      I look at him for a long moment before I sit back down, unsure of myself. I don’t know what to say, so I just sit there… quiet.

      “I… uh… just wanted to check on you,” he begins. “After last night.” His face is a little red, though I’m not sure why. 

      Why would he be embarrassed? He’s the king. He can do whatever he likes.

      “I’m fine,” I tell him.

      “Good. I just… I wanted you to know that someone slipped something into my drink last night. I don’t usually act like that.”

      I stare at him a moment, and then it all comes together, and I realize that’s why he was attracted to me last night. He was drugged. It makes perfect sense.

      What other reason could someone like him possibly have for being with me?

      I feel my cheeks redden, and I drop my eyes so I’m staring at his knees. “Okay,” is all I can get out.

      “I mean… I hardly know you, and even though I understand what it is that your Alpha brought you here for… I’m not that kind of a man. Usually.”

      I think I am getting what he’s trying to say. He’s apologize for scaring me, for leaping on top of me the way that he did. But I’m still unclear if that means he might do it again one day—once he gets to know me.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” is all I can say. 

      “So… if you… uh… I mean… I would like to get to know you better. If… that’s all right with you.” He stands there, staring at me, with his hands in his pockets, and I can’t imagine why a king would be nervous to say something like that to me.

      “Certainly,” I tell him.

      He looks at me for a few moments before he says, “I’m asking you, Isla, if you are interested in getting to know me. As a person. Not as a king that owns you.”

      I am shocked and in awe. Why? Why would he even care what I want? He doesn’t have to worry about my thoughts or feelings. He’s the king! He can do whatever he wants.

      Perhaps there is more to the terrible, cruel King Maddox everyone has always told me about that hurts others and does nothing to help his people.

      No, this doesn’t sound like the same person at all.

      “Yes, of course,” I tell him. 

      He nods a few times before he says. “Very well.” And then he takes a few steps backward toward the door. “I’ll speak to you soon.”

      I nod. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      He opens the door and disappears so quickly, it’s difficult for me to even follow his form out with my eyes.

      Just like that, he’s gone.

      So strange….

      And yet, I can’t help but feel a little giddy that I’ll be getting to spend more time with him soon. I understand that he’s the king, and I am no one, and perhaps he is just trying to be nice to me before he uses me for the reason that I have been sold to him, but still… being in the same room with him makes my heart palpitate. Now, I know I will get to spend even more time with him.

      I suddenly realize I have no idea how to talk to someone like him…. Maybe this isn’t such a good thing after all.

      Still… I want to see him again, and I am hopeful that I will get to.

      A few moments later, Poppy bursts through the door. “Well? What did he say? What did he want? Is he making plans to ravish you later this evening?”

      My eyes widen, and I can feel my cheeks heating up again. “Uh… no,” I tell her. “But he did ask if he could come and talk to me soon.”

      Poppy’s face falls. “Talk to you? About what? Why would he want to do that? You don’t even talk! No offense.”

      I shrug. “None taken.” I don’t point out that she doesn’t give me a chance to talk. “I don’t know what he wants to talk about,” I admit. “I guess I’ll find out.” I go back to eating my salad, and I can tell that it’s killing her that I don’t have more to say. 

      Oh, well. Let her stew.

      I smile to myself as she goes back to hanging up clothes and talking.

      I begin to daydream about sitting on a couch near King Maddox and talking about our favorite books or all the places he’s visited, and I can’t help but let my smile widen.

      Maybe being the king’s Breeder isn’t so bad after all.

      

      * * *

      Maddox

      

      Back in my office, my mind is on Isla, even as Seth goes over all of the information I will need for the meetings I have later. I know I should pay attention to him, but I can’t.

      She hadn’t seemed angry at me, and I couldn’t understand why.

      Most women would be shocked that a strange man had burst into their room with plans to ravish them, but not Isla. 

      Not that she’d seemed too eager to have me claim her the night before, either. She was clearly nervous last night, but perhaps there was a chance she found herself responding to me, despite the fact that we hardly knew one another….

      “Alpha?” Seth says, clearing his throat. “You’re not listening to a word I’m saying, are you?”

      I chuckle. “I’m trying to,” I tell him. “But you’re boring me to tears. How’s the maid we locked up? Did you do as I said with her?”

      “Put her in the nicest jail cell we had available and make sure she has everything she needs? Yes, I did. But Alpha Jordan is asking to have her released, saying he’ll send her back to his pack. He says this whole thing seems to have been a mistake, and he doesn’t want her to be punished for it.”

      I scoff. “A mistake? He knows, and I know, that it was no mistake. It was his daughter.”

      “I am sure he probably does, but he’s not going to stand by and watch her be punished either. What do you intend to do about Zabrina?”

      I can’t help the smile that pulls up the corners of my mouth. “I’m still trying to decide. But whatever it is, it will be fun.”

      He shakes his head at me. “Just be careful. Alpha Jordan is powerful.”

      “Last night, you were ready for me to punish Zabrina!” I remind him. “Now, you want me to be careful not to offend her father?”

      “I’ve thought about it,” he says with a shrug. “You weren’t physically harmed, thank the Moon Goddess. Neither was the girl.”

      “Her name is Isla,” I remind him.

      “Yes, of course. I know her name,” he says. “She’s fine. You’re fine. Perhaps… let’s just be thankful for that and let it go.”

      My eyes lock on my Beta’s face for a long moment. “Are you getting soft on me, Seth?” I ask him.

      He clears his throat and looks away, and I realize there’s something he’s not telling me. 

      “What is it?” I demand.

      He shakes his head slightly. “Nothing. Just some rumors.”

      “What kind of rumors?” I lean forward in my chair, my forearms resting on my desk. With all the other mindless garbage he’s told me, I don’t understand why he can’t tell me the important information he has, like what he’s hinting at now.

      “I’ve been told that some of Alpha Jordan’s allies have been speaking about the possibility of combining their forces to take over some of the smaller packs near them. My understanding is that the only reason they haven’t done so is because of their allegiance to Jordan. Not you. If you were to do something to make him angry, there’s a chance he might step back and let them do as they will.”

      I understand now why Seth was hesitant to tell me that. I feel the weight of it in the pit of my stomach. The idea that Jordan could potentially be more important to some of the other Alphas than I am angers me. 

      So does the possibility that Jordan knew this information but didn’t share it with me—and he might stand by and do nothing while more vulnerable packs are taken over. We were discussing how vile it is that some of the stronger packs are doing that on the other side of the kingdom just a few days ago, but he said nothing of this.

      “I want names,” I tell Seth.

      He opens his mouth to say something, but I can tell by his expression it’s going to be him disagreeing with me.

      “Now.”

      Seth nods and picks up a pad of paper and a pen from my desk, knowing it’s better for me if he writes this sort of thing down.

      When he’s finished, I take it and see the names of four Alphas whose packs are relatively large and one small one—Green Pack, led by Alpha Sage.

      “Thank you,” I tell him, putting the note in my desk.

      “What are you going to do?” Seth asks, clicking my pen quickly, which grates on my last nerve.

      “Stop them,” I tell him.

      He nods. “Yes, but how?”

      I don’t want to tell him I don’t know yet, so I say, “Decisively.”

      Seth’s head rocks back and forth, and he stops his line of questioning. We move on to other matters, and my mind slips back to Isla.

      I need a stress reliever in the worst way possible, but I want to get to know the girl before I take her.

      Having an heir would help calm much of this madness, I know. The Alphas are in an uproar because they see an opportunity, but once I have a child, it will be more difficult for them to try to claim my throne.

      So… I need Isla more than ever to fulfill her duties.

      Yet, I want Isla more than ever to fulfill my desires.

      I hope the girl and I can get to know one another soon because I don’t know how much longer I can keep myself out of her room at night.
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      *Isla*

      

      The days pass slowly, and for a few, I don’t see King Maddox at all. I am beginning to think he has forgotten about my existence. I wonder how long it might take for him to realize he has a guest in his castle—or am I a prisoner—sitting in a room, withering away?

      Of course, Poppy brings me food and keeps me company quite often. Sometimes I am alone. I have books and the window. I like to look outside at the gardens. Sometimes, a gardener will be out there working, making the plants beautiful.

      Some might think it is boring, and to some extent it is, but it’s nice not to have to work all the time.

      I miss my family so terribly, though. I wish I could call them or otherwise receive word of how they are doing. I have no way of knowing what Alpha Earnest told them. For all I know, my parents might think I am dead.

      Thinking of my mother missing me, of her assuming the worst, makes my heart heavy.

      I sleep a lot, too. I find myself nodding off in the chair by the window with a book, or I climb into the plush bed and let my head sink into the fluffy pillows.

      I sleep so that I can dream. 

      I dream so that there’s a small chance I might get to see King Maddox.

      In my dreams, we are a couple. He cares about me, not just as his breeder, but as a person. He smiles and holds my hand. We laugh and spend time together in the garden.

      Sometimes, we make love, and it is always so soul-shattering that when I wake up after such dreams, I find my body clenching and spasming in places I didn’t know existed before I came here. My face is always flushed, and a thin layer of sweat always glistens on my skin.

      Thankfully, Poppy hasn’t walked in right after one of my dreams has ended—yet. I suppose I can always just tell her I was having a nightmare and had to run….

      The more I dream about King Maddox, the more I know that I am not doing him justice. When I get to know him in real life, if I get to know him, he will probably be nothing like in my dreams, and that will be disappointing.

      But right now, dreams are all I have.

      Dreams at night, and daydreams.

      I do plenty of that, too, imagining what it would be like to spend time with the king. I can’t think about my family without getting teary-eyed, so I spend my time thinking about him….

      I am sitting on my bed with a book in my hand one afternoon several days past when King Maddox stopped by my room to see if I would be willing to get to know him when there is a knock on my door. Poppy is straightening the room, something she does often, even though there’s no reason for it.

      She crosses to answer the door, and I feel a fluttering in my gut.

      What if it’s him? 

      My hair is pulled back in a braid, and I am wearing an outfit for lounging, linen pants and a blouse, both in shades of gray. It’s not the best outfit I have, but it’s comfortable, and I don’t look bad.

      I hold my breath as Poppy opens the door.

      It’s Seth. 

      I let my breath out. “Hello, Poppy,” he says as she bows to the Beta. “May I speak to Miss Isla, please?”

      “Of course, sir,” she says. He comes into the room and stops at the end of the bed, smiling at me. I start to get up, but he signals for me to stay. Turning toward the door, he says, “That will be all, Poppy.”

      She’s supposed to leave so he can speak to me alone, but she never seems to remember that until she’s asked.

      Poppy goes out and closes the door behind her.

      “How are you?” Beta Seth asks me.

      I nod. “Well, thank you. And you, sir?”

      He smiles at me, a slight chuckle under his breath. I’m not sure why. “I’m well, thank you. I have a note for you.” He withdraws a paper from the inside pocket of his jacket and hands it to me. 

      I stare at the paper, noticing my name is written on the outside. It is sealed with a red sticker so that no one can open it without me knowing.

      “Thank you,” I say, staring at my name. The slant of the writing makes me think it is a male’s handwriting, but I don’t recognize it.

      Could the note be from… King Maddox?

      “Go ahead and open it,” Seth prompts me.

      “Of course,” I tell him, blinking away my daze. I break the seal and unfold the paper.

      The message isn’t long. I glance down the length of the paper quickly before I read:

      

      Dear Isla,

      If you are available, I would like to have dinner with you tonight.

      —M

      

      That’s it. That’s all it says. 

      If I am available?

      “Well?” Seth asks me. “Are you free?”

      “I will have to check my calendar,” I say with a small smile.

      He laughs. It’s sad that we both know I have nothing else going on.

      “Yes, I’m free. I would be delighted to have dinner with the king,” I tell him, my stomach twisting as a spray of butterflies launches, trying to work their way out through my throat.

      “Good,” he says, still smiling. “He will be pleased. Be ready at seven o’clock, please.”

      “Yes, sir,” I tell him.

      He shakes his head slightly. “There’s no need for you to call me sir, Isla. You’re not a servant here.”

      “But aren’t I?” I ask, giving him a pointed look. “I might not be a maid, but I am a servant, I believe.”

      Seth takes a moment before he says, “In a way, we are all servants, here to do what our king and the kingdom require. But, no, you should not think of yourself as a servant. You are a guest of the king.”

      “Yes, sir… I mean… Beta Seth,” I correct, feeling heat rise in my cheeks.

      He chuckles at me again. Clearly, my awkwardness amuses him. I wonder if I will amuse the king as well. “See you later, Miss Isla.” He bows his head to me, and I give him a similar nod before he turns and walks out the door.

      Keeping King Maddox’s note in my hand, I take a deep breath. I am going to dinner with the king, and I have a note from him… in my hand.

      Only a few seconds after Beta Seth leaves the room, Poppy comes bounding in. “Well?” she asks me, a broad smile on her face. “What did he want?”

      “He, uh… I uh… I’m having dinner with… with… with—King Maddox.” I don’t usually have so much trouble speaking, but this time, it’s all too unreal for me to comprehend, so my mouth seems uncooperative.

      “What?” Poppy squeals and jumps up and down, clapping her hands. “When?”

      “Tonight,” I tell her.

      “What time?” she asks impatiently.

      “Seven,” I tell her.

      Poppy’s face melts, and her eyes widen in horror. “Seven?” she screeches. “But… it’s past five now!”

      I am confused. My forehead crinkles as I look at her. “And??”

      “And—it will take a few hours for you to get ready!” she exclaims.

      “Why?” I ask her. “My clothes are here, my makeup is here, everything is here.”

      She is shaking her head. “No, honey! You’ll need a good soak. You’ll need to make sure you don’t have a hair on your body, and you’ll have to make sure your makeup and hair are on point!”

      “No hair?” I ask her. 

      “No hair! Except for your eyebrows, eyelashes, and your head, of course. Now, come on!” She grabs my arm and hauls me off the bed to the bathroom.

      I don’t know what to say as she turns the bathtub on and gets the bath ready, dropping in salts and bath bombs and other fragrances. I am under the impression King Maddox and I are just going to dinner. I don’t expect there will be anything more tonight. He said he wanted to get to know me.

      He didn’t say anything about s-e-x.

      Does he expect that to happen tonight?

      Clearly, Poppy thinks so. She is going to a lot of trouble to make sure I am perfect in every way.

      “Do you know how to shave… down there?” she asks me, holding up a razor.

      I stare at her for a minute. “Why is that necessary?” I want to know.

      “You need to be neat and tidy! The king may want to… taste you!”

      I feel my face catch on fire as she thrusts the razor at me again.

      “I think I can manage,” I tell her. I’ve never had a reason to shave… down there before. But it’s not exactly a wild jungle either.

      She gives me a skeptical look, like she is afraid I will mess this up and leave the king revolted by my hairy mound.

      “You can go, Poppy,” I tell her.

      “But—”

      “I can manage,” I tell her, gesturing toward the door.

      Muttering under her breath, she says, “I hope you don’t mess this up.”

      “Your faith in me is overwhelming,” I say sarcastically as she goes out the door. I lock it.

      I can manage a bath, washing my hair, shaving… places… by myself. I will need her help with my makeup and in making sure I have the right dress. But I can do this.

      I think….

      Stripping off my clothes, I get into the bathtub and pour in some bubbles. I like bubbles. Once I am concealed in my cloudy white sanctuary, I shave my legs and my armpits. I contemplate Poppy’s advice and sigh.

      She’s probably right…. I shave… down there.

      Something tells me this is not going to be comfortable in a day or two….

      Satisfied that the king will not be revolted, I wash my hair and let the conditioner sit for a bit before I rinse that off, too.

      I am about to get out of the tub when Poppy bangs on the door. “Are you about done?”

      I mumble, “Give me a minute...” before I tell her, “yes.”

      Getting out of the tub, I wrap myself up in a towel and unlock the door. Poppy bursts in, a whirlwind of action as she goes about getting the rest of me ready. She dries my hair, curls it, styles it, and then moves on to my makeup, taking her time and making everything perfect.

      Then… I go out to see she’s laid out a beautiful sapphire blue gown that will make my eyes sparkle, as well as lacy, satiny undergarments. I get dressed, putting on silver heels and diamond jewelry. When I am all ready, she leads me to the floor-length mirror.

      I look like a princess. I feel like one, too.

      “You’re so gorgeous!” Poppy has tears in her eyes as she stands behind me, admiring me in the mirror.

      “Thank you,” I tell her. I turn to hug her. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “I know,” she says, patting my back, and I stifle a laugh.

      Poppy… so humble.

      A knock at the door has both of us jumping. My eyes travel to the clock. It’s seven—right on the dot.

      I know that it’s King Maddox at the door because of the way my stomach is reacting to him, and I can smell his spicy cologne as notes of it waft in on the breeze. I swallow hard.

      “You’re going to do great,” she says to me. “Did you shave?”

      “Shh!” Her voice is loud and carries. I nod as she giggles and goes to open the door.

      She bows low as she pulls the door open and steps aside, and I see Maddox standing there in a suit, looking so delicious, I want to taste him, too.
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      *Maddox*

      

      This is a mistake….

      I can’t help but think perhaps I should not have arranged to take Isla out on a date. After all, I haven’t dated anyone in… years. Not since Rebecca and I were first introduced. That was almost ten years ago.

      At the time, we’d just discovered we were fated mates, and I was so excited to get to know her. She was gorgeous, and I wanted so very much to touch her in every way possible.

      But Rebecca was a lady, and she had a reputation to maintain. I had to bide my time with her, waiting until we were engaged before we ever even kissed.

      We married a few months after we established our mated bond. After that… everything changed.

      Rebecca was a wild woman in the bedroom, completely uninhibited in every way. The woman I had been dating and the creature I encountered in the bedroom seemed like polar opposites, and I was shocked with all of the positions and kinky toys she wanted to try.

      Personally, I preferred two or three positions that Rebecca thought were boring. But… I did what she wanted, not wanting to be teased for being too “vanilla.”

      It was Rebecca’s cravings that eventually led to her demise….

      Something told me, Isla would be different. But I had no way of knowing for sure.

      The other night, when I had been drugged, I had pounced on her, and she’d responded favorably.

      Perhaps my little virgin Breeder would be different in the bedroom as well.

      Straightening my tie, I reminded myself that I wasn’t wooing Isla. She wasn’t a woman I was dating so that I could decide whether or not I wanted to marry her.

      She was simply a girl I was getting to know before I ravished her and eventually impregnated her, assuming all went as planned.

      I hadn’t even sent her to the pack healer’s office yet to make sure she was even capable of carrying my child. Nor had I checked Alpha Earnest’s claim that Isla was a virgin. I would find that out for myself soon enough. What she’d done before she got here was none of my business, so long as she wasn’t diseased. A simple blood test would reveal that much, so I should probably get that done.

      I just didn’t want to make her nervous when it was clear she was already frightened to be here.

      So… this date was for what? To calm her nerves? To make her think I am a nice guy? To see if we are compatible?

      I didn’t know for sure, but after I invaded her room and left her trembling beneath me, I felt I owed her a few niceties.

      “You look handsome,” Beta Seth says from my living room area as I walk out.

      I grumble at him. “If only you were the girl I am trying to impress.”

      He chuckles. “What’s not to like?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, Seth.” I would never admit that to anyone else. “What if she falls in love with me, and it turns out I can’t stand her?”

      He laughs louder. “I don’t think that’s possible. Isla is a lovely, sweet girl. I know the kind of girl you like, and she fits the description.”

      From what he’s saying, she’s not so much like Rebecca. Even when we just first started dating, before I knew what kind of animal she was in the bedroom, I wouldn’t have used the word “sweet” to describe her. Rebecca had a biting wit and was always thinking of something clever to say.

      Isla only speaks when spoken to, from what I can tell. She is timid and quiet. I can’t imagine she has a lick of quick wit to exchange in banter with me.

      I am about to find out.

      “Good luck,” Beta Seth says as I head out the door. I turn and smile at him and then go to Isla’s room, which is just down the hall.

      I’ve requested we have our dinner served in a private dining room overlooking the rose garden, one where we are less likely to have someone walk in on us. Zabrina was the type of woman who would hunt me down just to try to drive me crazy.

      I’d be happy when she left the castle…

      A sharp knock on the door, and I hear scurrying on the other side. My stomach twists a bit. I am nervous, and I don’t know why. It’s just a servant girl I’m taking out to dinner, after all—isn’t it?

      Visions of her naked bottom fill my mind, the way she felt beneath my body, the taste of her tongue in my mouth….

      “Your Majesty!” Poppy says, bowing low as she opens the door.

      I wish I could send her away sometimes, too. “Hello, Poppy,” I say, but my eyes aren’t on the maid.

      They are on the maiden.

      Isla is standing near her bed wearing a sapphire blue dress that makes her eyes twinkle. She is gorgeous, and I can’t even hear what Poppy is popping off about as I walk into the room.

      Suddenly, I feel like I should’ve brought a gift—flowers, jewelry, half my kingdom….

      “Hello, Isla,” I say to her.

      She dips her head. “Hello, Your Majesty,” she says, looking up at me through her long eyelashes.

      “Shall we?” I offer her my arm, and she comes forward, slipping her slender arm through mine, and I lead her to the door.

      “Have a good time!” Poppy shouts, as if she is Isla’s mother.

      The scent of vanilla and roses wafts through the air. She smells lovely, almost edible. 

      We walk down the hallway to the stairs, and I attempt to make small talk. “How have you been?” I ask her.

      “I’ve been well,” she says, “thank you. How have you been, Sir?”

      I sigh. “We’ve talked about this, Isla.” I chuckle a bit. “You can call me Maddox.”

      “Beg your pardon, si—um… Maddox.” 

      The way my name comes out of her mouth makes my groin tighten, though I can tell she is hesitant to use my first name. She’s so damn polite, she just can’t seem to take my word for it that I’m not offended by her lack of formality.

      “I’ve been busy,” I admit as we climb the stairs. I hold her hand, rather than her arm, making sure she doesn’t slip in her heels. She takes her time, gripping the railing on the other side. I can tell she’s not used to walking in this sort of get-up—heels and a gown. She looks natural enough in it, because she’s so beautiful, but clearly, her family is not of the social status that would generally get invited to the sort of affairs where one would be required to dress this elegantly on a regular basis.

      “I’m sorry you’ve had so much to do,” she says. I look at her, and she smiles shyly at me.

      “It’s always the case,” I assure her, and she nods. I think I see her smile falter a bit. Perhaps she doesn’t like the idea that I might not always have enough time for her.

      That was Rebecca’s biggest complaint.

      That and she wanted it so hard, I would have to be a jackhammer to completely satisfy her….

      We arrive at the dining room, and I open the door for her. Isla thanks me and walks in, her eyes lighting up at the beautiful space.

      It’s quaint, with only one table presently, with carved wooden accents on the walls and a painted ceiling depicting a lovely ball from a few centuries ago. The floor is walnut, the same wood as the carvings and the wainscoting, and as I pull out a chair for her, I see her eyes widen as she continues to look around the room.

      Soft violin music plays in the background. I had considered having live musicians, but I don’t want anyone else nearby. The candlelight flickers as I pull out my seat across from her, watching her take it all in.

      “Do you like it here?” I ask her.

      “It’s beautiful,” she says, smiling, her cheeks pinking. 

      “Out the window, there’s a lovely view of the rose garden.” I pull the drapes back so she can see.

      Isla gasps. “That garden is so beautiful! The one out my window is as well, but this one….”
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