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Dedication

To every outcast—stand. Speak. Heal. Claim your crown.
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Author’s Note

Thank you for stepping into this moonlit world of fated bonds, found family, and hard-won healing. This story leans into themes of trauma, consent, power, and recovery; it contains depictions of past abuse and violence. Please take care of yourself as you read. If these pages move you, sharing a review or a message means more than you know. And to every stray who stayed—this one’s for you.
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Chapter 1: Stray Among Wolves
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Elara Vale sinks onto her narrow bed, bones aching, the small cottage suddenly too quiet. She blinks hard against the heat building in her eyes, refusing to let the tears spill. How had her life narrowed to this?

At six months old, she had been left on the front steps of the pack she now called home. Alpha Voss had taken pity, lifted her into his arms, and raised her as though she were his own blood. He already had three sons: Maddox, the eldest and heir; Ryker, the middle boy; and Jace, the youngest. When Elara arrived, Jace had been seven months himself, and everyone assumed the two cribmates would grow inseparable, almost like twins.

The Luna and Alpha doted on their boys beyond measure, but they had longed—especially Alpha Voss—for a daughter. Fate seemed to answer when a baby girl appeared on their doorstep. But after Alpha Voss’s sudden death two years ago, whatever shelter Elara had enjoyed evaporated, and her world began its slow collapse.

Now Maddox, the eldest, wore the Alpha’s mantle. As his power rose, Elara’s standing plummeted. Whispers of favoritism toward her had always dogged Alpha Voss, so more than a few were glad to watch her slide to the bottom of the ladder. She’d been ordered out of the only home she knew—the pack house—and sent to a cottage two miles away at the edge of the pack’s land. Branded the “pack cleaner,” she was treated like grime under their boots. Without the Alpha’s protection, she was a misfit in a place that never forgot she wasn’t born to it, and people reminded her whenever they could while she tried to make do with the hand she’d been dealt.

Today had been brutal. She’d left her cottage at 5 a.m. to reach the pack house in time to start her tasks, then scrubbed her way through every room. Only after the title became hers did she realize how filthy some werewolves could be. She kept her head down and her mouth shut, terrified of what backlash a complaint might bring.

Day in, day out at the pack house, Jace—the youngest brother—made a sport of targeting her, needling her with jabs and tripping her when no one looked. Elara had learned the hard way to swallow his taunts and even the occasional shove or slap. She carried the scars to prove it.

The one bright sliver of each day came in the stables. Among horses, her breath steadied; around animals—especially horses and cats—she felt more herself. Loving cats was an odd quirk for a werewolf; most, though they hated to admit the canine kinship, rarely bonded with cats the way dogs did. Elara was different. One afternoon on her long walk home, she’d found a crying kitten tangled in the brush. She’d meant only to nurse him back to health and let him go. Instead, the little stray—now named Tobias—claimed her heart and became her refuge.

Right on cue, as her head dropped into her hands, a warm bundle of fur wound between her calves, punctuating the quiet with a soft, reassuring meow.

“Hey there, you,” Elara murmured, forcing a smile as she scooped Tobias up and tucked him beneath her chin. His rough tongue rasped her neck, drawing a small, surprised laugh. She set him across her thighs; he answered with a satisfied yawn, stretched into her scratches, and curled into his favorite perch.

“You’re all I need, Tobias,” Elara whispered, a fragile grin breaking as she brushed away a rogue tear. She lay back, pulled him close at her side, and curled into herself. Still in her work clothes, front door unlocked, she slipped under quickly. Her last drifting thought was blunt and aching: she wanted—no, needed—someone to love her. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold on. The pack despised her and wouldn’t let her go, and she wasn’t sure she could leave even if they did. Could she survive as a rogue—packless, unclaimed? Rogues were branded untrustworthy, dangerous, even murderous—shunned by most packs.

Eighteen years old, she curled small on the narrow mattress, a wisp of a girl. Food had long been an afterthought, and her slender frame could be mistaken for fourteen more easily than her true age. She had no one to impress; she heard that often enough, so she learned not to worry.
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Chapter 2: A Cleaner’s Fear
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For the past week, Elara couldn't help but notice the palpable air of excited anticipation that permeated the pack. Though she was kept completely in the dark, an unmistakable "buzz" indicated that something significant was imminent. However, she could never get close enough to anyone to hear the details; the moment Elara entered a room, the other pack members typically made a swift exit.

Walking into Jace’s private quarters to clean, she made brief eye contact with him sitting at his desk across the room. She instantly dropped her gaze and held her breath without conscious thought, quickly applying herself to her chores. Elara fervently hoped he would simply allow her to finish, but she knew that nine times out of ten, this was merely wishful thinking. Her fear was immediately confirmed when she heard the chair legs scrape harshly across the floor as he rose. Still avoiding his eyes, Elara persisted with her task, only to feel her scalp ignite as a fistful of her hair was seized, yanking her head back sharply.

Jace violently tossed her onto the freshly made bed before clambering onto her, straddling her waist and savoring the sight of her pure, instinctive recoil of terror.

“Listen to me, you miserable little wretch,” he snarled, his hand clamping tightly around her cheeks, forcing her to look directly into his face. “We have a very important visitor today, and I don’t want filth like you polluting the place.” He then threw his other hand around Elara’s neck, instantly constricting her air supply. As she began to thrash instinctively, Elara fought the urge to panic, knowing she would only waste the precious, limited oxygen she had. But remembering his declaration that he didn't want her presence fueled the terrifying realization that he might actually be trying to kill her, and her survival instincts flared.

Mere seconds before Elara would have blacked out, Jace abruptly released his hold with a harsh, barking laugh. Elara gasped, desperately sucking in the vital oxygen. A single tear escaped, which she angrily scrubbed away. She knew, above all else, never to weep in front of him. Fortunately, he seemed satisfied with his violent warning, climbing off the bed and exiting the room. Heading into the en suite, Elara could already see deep purple contusions beginning to bloom around her throat. No one would ever question them; they all pretended not to notice. Still, she self-consciously drew her mid-length hair closer to her neck, hoping to conceal the marks until her werewolf healing could work its rapid magic.

Doing her best to push the horrific encounter aside, Elara continued with her day by moving on to the stables to tend to the horses, a job that required her to muck out their stalls and provide their feed. A loud commotion outside caught her attention, but she paid it little mind until she realized, upon preparing their meal, that the carrots she had pre-staged on the kitchen counter were still sitting there; she had completely forgotten to retrieve them.

Elara cautiously glanced out the barn door. Gathered on the grass verge behind the pack house was what appeared to be every single pack member. They were all facing away from her, yet a familiar fear still pounded fiercely in her chest as she contemplated the necessary run back to the kitchen for the carrots and then the dash back again. After finally mustering her courage, Elara ran faster than she ever had to grab the forgotten vegetables, and then made the return trip with the same blinding speed. She couldn’t help but slide down onto the floor when she reached the sanctuary of the stables, relieved that it seemed no one had spotted her.

Across the field, just as Elara had surmised, stood every other member of the pack, all gathered to stare at the most revered man in the werewolf community: The Alpha King, Lucian. At twenty-eight years old, he was, naturally, the son of the former King and Queen. Most werewolves discover their fated mates before the age of twenty-five, and once Lucian passed that milestone, concern grew that he might never find her. With his father no longer able to effectively govern the werewolf world, the position had been relinquished to his only son.

Three years had passed since Lucian ascended to the title of Alpha King, and he had acquired quite a reputation. This was due to the fact that, from the very beginning of his reign, many did not accord him the proper respect, believing he was unworthy of the throne without a mate (the term for a soul mate). It was tradition for new Kings to visit every single werewolf pack, and at first, Lucian viewed it purely as an obligation of his new role. Now, however, he saw it as an opportunity—a hopeful quest to finally locate the mate he deeply longed for.

The Moonlight Pack he was currently visiting was the final one on his list, and he had nearly relinquished all hope of ever finding his soulmate. His stomach churned at the daunting possibility that she might be a rogue. Nevertheless, he had mandated the presence of every single pack member upon his arrival, and sadly, none of the people standing before him in this gathering was his mate. He shook his head sorrowfully at his Beta and closest confidant, Ronan, signaling that she was not here. Without a mate, how was he supposed to produce a rightful heir to the throne?

Lucian tried to field questions and offer polite smiles to the pack members, but his patience was wearing thin, particularly with the blonde girl who was clinging dramatically to his arm. She had deliberately chosen a low-cut garment to accentuate her rather ample cleavage and was wearing an almost comical layer of heavy makeup. This was never what Lucian found attractive, he mused as he firmly peeled himself from her grasp.

The moment he stepped away from the girl, it was as if he walked into a completely different reality: the most intoxicating, glorious scent imaginable flooded his nose, causing his jaw to slacken and his eyes to widen. He couldn't get enough of it; it was utterly captivating, and he needed more—immediately!

Lucian looked over at Ronan, his eyes widening further, a look Ronan immediately mirrored in shock, understanding perfectly what was happening. Lucian strode purposefully toward the Alpha, Maddox, who shifted his weight nervously.

“You keep horses? They’re one of my favorite animals. Would you object if we took a look?” Lucian asked, posing it far more as a command than a question. Despite Maddox knowing Elara might be inside, he couldn't refuse the King of all werewolves; Lucian was known to have people killed for far less.

Lucian eagerly advanced, leading the trail of pack members toward the magnificent aroma that he already loved so intensely.
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Chapter 3: Scent in the Straw
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Elara lingers for a few minutes, slipping carrots into soft muzzles and laughing under her breath as the horses nudge her palms. Then a low murmur of voices drifts closer down the aisle. Her heart jolts into a gallop, panic spiking—had someone seen her?

Refusing to be caught out in the open when she’s supposed to stay invisible, she casts a wild glance around and darts into an empty stall. She drops to the packed earth; straw dust and grit cling to her clothes and skin. She almost welcomes the filth, praying it might muddle her scent enough to trick them into thinking she isn’t here. She’s barely settled when the stable doors swing wide. Lucian shoulders them open as if they weigh nothing, his gaze sweeping the shadows for the source of the scent, the rest of the party trailing close behind.

Dirt could blunt a trail, but it could never erase the signature of a mate. Even muted, Elara’s fragrance threads straight to Lucian’s instincts, and he would scour every stall of this barn until he found her. He can’t see her yet, but he knows—she’s here.

“Where is she?” he growls, voice a blade. “I said I wanted everyone waiting outside when I arrived.”

“W-who, Your Majesty?” Alpha Maddox stammers. He recoils as Lucian’s eyes darken with anger.

Lucian strikes, his hand locking around Maddox’s throat, cutting off air—like Jace had done to Elara, except Lucian’s grip only tightens. Maddox’s face purples. No one intervenes. Their loyalty belongs to their Alpha, yes, but their survival belongs to the Alpha King. Crossing him promises consequences none of them can afford. The thought twitches a smirk across Lucian’s mouth.

Elara listens, rigid with fear. A guilty, fleeting curl of satisfaction warms her at the idea of her tormentors finally paying for their cruelty. But the man commanding the room is powerful—furious that she ignored his order—and terror nails her in place.

She slips a hand into her pocket and draws out the necklace Alpha Voss had given her before memory began—she can’t remember receiving it, only that it has always been hers. It’s her most treasured thing, though she never wears it for fear Jace will take it. A heart-shaped purple stone set in silver leaves, cool and smooth beneath her thumb, it calms her instantly. As a child she used to loop the chain around her finger and swing it when she was bored. She does it now to push away the sounds only yards from her—until the chain slips, flying off her finger and skittering across the stall.

Terror chills her at the thought of being discovered, but abandoning the necklace isn’t an option. She drops to hands and knees and crawls, slow and silent, toward the charm where it glints in a sunbeam spilling through the open door.

—
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LUCIAN RELEASES MADDOX and prowls deeper into the stable. His eyes rake the space, then hitch back when a tiny sparkle flashes from a rear stall. He nearly misses it, but something about that glint calls to him, and he narrows his focus. He advances—and stops. A tangle of messy chestnut hair edges into view. Its owner: a slim girl on all fours, inching across straw. He steps until he’s beside her. She stills, notices the shine of his boots, and lifts her gaze slowly through long dark lashes, fear bright in her eyes.

Elara is instantly spellbound by the striking man towering over her. Deep down, she knows—this is her mate. But doubt gnaws, fed by Jace’s poison: that she would never be chosen, that she didn’t deserve a mate, that no one would ever love her—not even her parents had.

Lucian, on the other hand, was certain before he saw her. The scent alone had told him. Looking into her wide, doe-brown eyes—too big in a face thinned by grime and hunger—seals it. She looks breakable, miniature, like a girl of thirteen, though he knows she isn’t. He can’t explain how he knows—he simply does. He extends a hand and lifts a trembling Elara to her feet. Fury simmers under his composure at how underfed she is. She is their queen. Something here is very wrong.

“I’m Lucian,” he says gently, lifting her hand and brushing a kiss across her knuckles, looking past the sleepless shadows beneath her eyes and the dirt streaking her skin.

“Elara,” she whispers. Without werewolf hearing, he might have missed it. He doesn’t—and the sound melts him from the inside out.

“Do you know who I am?” Lucian asks—not his title, but what he is to her. For a heartbeat he forgets he’s a king, forgets the ring of onlookers straining to hear.

“I’m not sure... I mean... I think so—yes,” she stammers, unnerved by his looming frame and, somehow, comforted by it too.

“Would you like to go to the pack house and gather your things?” he asks, easing his hold but not letting her go.

“I don’t live at the pack house. I stay a couple miles away, on the edge of the pack,” Elara replies just as softly, the sparks racing across her hand lending her a flicker of courage.

“Why, my princess?” he murmurs, brushing his knuckles across her dirty cheek. The light touch sends a shiver along her spine.

“She’s always acted like a lone wolf, so she asked to live away from the pack house, and of course we granted it,” Alpha Maddox cuts in. Lucian watches Elara’s face crumple, and he knows Maddox is lying.

“Elara...?” he prompts, brows drawn, inviting the truth. She hesitates, trembling, too busy wishing he’d say her name again. It rolls off his tongue warm and golden, the opposite of how it feels coming from anyone else.

“Yes... it’s true. I wanted to be on my own,” she says. The way she can’t meet his eyes tells Lucian it’s a lie, but he chooses not to press. Not yet.

“Then you’re coming with me. We’ll take you home so you can pack, and we’ll leave tomorrow,” he says. It carries a hint of command, softened to keep her from fearing him.

“You’re staying at the pack house tonight. It doesn’t make sense to go all the way out, bring me back, and turn around again. I’ll go by myself,” Elara says—sure at first, until the shock on the faces around them registers. Defying the King drains her nerve.

“I’ll stay with you tonight. It’s fine,” he answers, grinning, sharp teeth flashing as his large hands bracket her face and his thumb drifts over her lower lip. Elara inhales sharply—partly from the electricity sparking under her skin at his touch, partly because she thinks of Tobias waiting at home. What will Lucian do if he sees him? Surely he won’t allow Tobias to come. But she cannot leave him.

“I’d like privacy,” Elara mutters. The gathered wolves gasp now, stunned at her denying the King of all werewolves. She braces for death, body shaking.

Lucian withdraws his hand from her face, but he doesn’t punish. He bows to his princess, granting the choice. “Okay, my princess. You can stay alone tonight, but as a compromise, I’m taking you home,” he says, smiling as he takes her hand again and kisses the back of it like before.
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Chapter 4: Purrs and Promises
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Elara falls back on the one skill that has kept her alive—obedience. She gives Lucian a small nod, a silent yes to his plan to take her home, and moves toward the stable doors. The wolves she’s spent years skirting around now peel away from her path like a tide parting. For once it isn’t disgust that makes them step back—it’s fear of what Lucian might do if he learns how they’ve treated her.

A black SUV idles at the front of the pack house, waiting to carry her home. The thrill of the moment drains, replaced by a rising tide of anxiety—especially about Tobias. Either missing it or choosing to ignore it, Lucian opens the rear door and guides Elara onto the leather seat, unconcerned with the smear of dust and straw she leaves behind.

The ride hums with silence. Lucian’s mind rattles with questions—hundreds of them—but the awkward hush blankets the car. He reins himself in from a full-on interrogation. One or two won’t hurt, right?

“So... you don’t have parents?” he asks, studying his hands as if the question means little. The instant it’s out, he curses himself. Around Elara, he’s different—off-balance. He’s never second-guessed a word in his life; he’s the King. And yet one glance at this girl has his heart swelling and breaking in the same beat.

Elara knew it would come, the question that always lands like a stone in her stomach. Her mouth parts, but she can’t meet Lucian’s eyes. Shame flares hot in her chest. The mystery of her parents has always been a tender bruise—one Jace loves to press, reminding her that even her own mother and father hadn’t wanted her.

“They left me on the pack house steps... no letter, no reason. I was just... unwanted,” she says with a little shrug, as if the word doesn’t sting while tears pool at the rims of her eyes.

“Unwanted,” Lucian echoes, tasting the word like it’s poison. He reaches for her hand. She flinches at the touch—enough to make his brows knit—but he lets it pass. Heat and current crackle between them, but neither of them names it.

“I’m used to it. I don’t expect anything else,” Elara tries, aiming for a light, joking tone that wobbles on the last word. Lucian sees straight through the brittle smile. He doesn’t press, only squeezes her hand, then lifts both of hers and kisses the place where their fingers meet. A soft gasp breaks from her at the sudden flare of sparks.

“I want you,” he whispers against her knuckles, holding her gaze so she can read the truth in his eyes. The intensity rattles her. Panic snaps through her, and she yanks her hands free of his.

—
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BY THE TIME THEY REACH the cottage, Elara’s nerves are frayed to threads. She leads Lucian straight to the kitchen, where a tiny two-person table sits by the window. She gestures for him to take a chair while she fusses at the counters, trying to tidy without drawing attention to it. No one ever comes here; it’s never mattered what this place looks like. Only now, with Lucian watching, does she realize that for all the hours she spends cleaning other people’s homes, she’s let her own go.
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