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      I was a Lycan prince. A brother. A son.

      What I wasn’t anymore was a warrior.

      But there was a time when I was fierce and unrelenting, a wolf shifter who was primal and respected because of my strength.

      I felt unstoppable.

      But all of that changed in an instant when a near-fatal injury during a brutal fight silenced my inner wolf.

      Now, I was lost, shattered, since my beast had gone dormant, the power it took from me making me feel wholly… human.

      I felt like a broken male, my mind a dark, twisted place where anger and despair were the only things that kept me company.

      No one could ever understand. No one could help me.

      Without my wolf, I was just a shell. A beast without a purpose. A predator without prey. And as the days passed and I healed physically, mentally I found myself becoming destructive. The rage simmered in my blood, and I knew eventually I wouldn’t be able to control it.

      But the hardest realization was that since my wolf was gone, I’d never find my mate. I knew she was out there somewhere. But because my wolf was silent, I’d never recognize her as mine.

      That was until something shifted in me. I felt… something I hadn’t felt in forever.

      Curiosity. Interest. Desire.

      And it was all because of a quiet, beautiful woman who worked for the royal family. I didn't want to be gruff with her, didn’t want her to see how dark I’d become. But I snapped, growled at the female, and hated myself for it.

      And she stood up to me when no one else would.

      She couldn’t be my mate if my wolf stayed silent. But I desired her like I’d never desired another creature before.

      Maybe I wasn’t as broken as I thought.
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      The cold night air cut through the trees, the sharp, icy wind carrying the promise of blood and violence.

      I felt my wolf pacing back and forth in me, his bloodlust shimmering along every nerve, his mouth salivating and dripping from his fangs.

      My boots pounded against the hard ground as we made our way to the Assembly facility in Vermont. The crack of branches and the crunch of earth underfoot drowned out the roar of my pulse in my ears.

      The shadows moved around me, the dark, twisted figures of my pack surging through the forest, their eyes glowing with feral light. The sound of their snarls and howls split the air as they waited for commands.

      I felt the heat of my brothers at my back, the rage in their blood, and the fierceness of their inner wolves calling to mine. The primal need to destroy, to rend and tear, to feast on the flesh of our enemies pounded through my veins. 

      I felt my wolf rising close to the surface, my muscles coiling, my senses sharpening as my claws itched to break free, to dig into flesh and rip it apart.

      And then we attacked.

      Red mist of rage was thick in my vision as I barreled into the first human I could reach. He went down hard, his body slamming into the ground with a wet, satisfying crunch, his breath exploding from his lungs in a mist of blood and spit. 

      I drove my fist into his chest, the bones of his rib cage splintering beneath my knuckles, his weak, human heart shattering under the force of my blow. I felt the hot spray of his blood on my face and neck, the coppery tang coating my tongue as I bared my fangs and laughed. I tipped my head back and roared, feral. Primal.

      The fight exploded all around me, every space filled with Lycans and vampires fighting side by side to take down our enemy.

      I was lost in bloodlust as I killed without thought, tore hearts and throats out and bathed in the blood.

      I barely registered the movement behind me, the glint of metal catching the moonlight, before something slammed into my side, the sharp, wicked points of spiked brass knuckles biting into my ribs, shredding muscle and cracking bone. The pain was instant and brutal, a white-hot lance that shot through my body, stealing my breath and dropping me to one knee.

      I snarled, my claws digging into my palms as I started to let my inner beast come to the surface and break free. The human who had struck me stepped back, his chest heaving, his eyes wide with fear and adrenaline as he stared down at me, clearly shocked he’d gotten the upper hand.

      And then his lips curled into a twisted, triumphant grin.

      I lunged for him, my hand closing around his ankle, my claws digging deep into his flesh as I pulled him down. His scream was high and sharp as he crashed to the ground. I twisted and sank my fangs into his throat. The hot, coppery rush of his blood flooded my mouth and my inner wolf howled in pleasure.

      I didn’t stop tearing at him until I felt the weakening pulse of his dying heart thudding against my tongue.

      But even as his life drained away beneath my teeth, the pain in my side flared again, spreading like fire through my veins, my bones grinding together, my vision blurring as my wolf howled again.

      I staggered to my feet, clutching at my side, my fingers coming away wet and slick with my own blood. The sharp, metallic tang of blood choked the air inside the barn, thick and coppery, clinging to the wooden beams like smoke after a fire. There were shouts and roars, the fighting still strong and not appearing to dim in the slightest.

      Footsteps echoed off the stone-packed floor, then a shadow broke from the far side of the barn. The wound in my side was bleeding profusely, and that's the only reason I gave myself for not being more attuned to my surroundings or the fact I didn't see the glint of a blade right away.

      Before I could dodge, the knife slashed across my chest, cutting deep—muscle tearing, heat and pain flaring sharp and instant.

      I turned too late. A second blow came fast. Then there was another and another, the blade cutting through me like a hot knife in butter.

      Steel kissed my face, biting a jagged path from my cheekbone down to my jaw. Flesh split. Blood poured from the cuts and covered my lips before seeping into my mouth and covering my tongue.

      My roar echoed off the walls, raw and animalistic.

      I struggled to keep the blood out of my eyes and my vision focused, tried in vain to push my wolf out and finish this fucker. But I went down, my knees hit the stone hard, the impact rattling through bone and sinew, but I couldn’t feel it. I could barely breathe past the white-hot agony that seemed to cover every inch of me.

      Everything swam and spun around me, the dim light warping, the sounds muffled and distorted like I was submerged in a nightmare.

      I felt my wolf fading.

      Retreating with my blood loss.

      My beast’s voice—once ever-present in the back of my mind— was quickly fading away like a wave carrying it out to sea. And then there was just silence where there should have been fury and strength.

      I reached for my wolf, desperate to bring it back, panicked because I'd never felt anything like this before.

      The wounds across my chest and face throbbed with every struggling heartbeat, and the scent and feel of my blood pouring out of me told me I was probably going to die in this battle.

      I collapsed onto the ground, my strength waning. My breath came shallow and fast, more like wheezing. 

      Every exhale felt final.

      And as I lay there, broken and soaked in blood, my wolf silent and unreachable, I knew it with bitter certainty.

      This was how I would die.
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      The world around me blurred in and out, the shadows stretching long. I was being taken somewhere.

      I couldn’t hear anything discernible, couldn't smell anything but blood saturating the air.

      Twisted shapes came in and out of focus, reaching out in the corners of my vision. The sharp, acrid stench of metal and antiseptic clung to my nose–a bitter, coppery taste coating my tongue as I tried to adjust my eyes.

      But my eyelids were heavy, the muscles in my neck straining as I tried to lift my head.

      Voices were talking all around me, but I couldn't make up from down let alone figure out what was being said. 

      Whatever I lay on was narrow, the soft, light sheet covering me draped lightly over my chest. But even the slight weight of the material pressed down on my chest, the pain unimaginable.

      With each shallow breath, a fresh wave of agony radiated from every inch of my body. It pulsed like a second, damaged heartbeat. Every passing minute, my vision became clearer. I started feeling every little thing around me, my senses becoming almost painful.

      I felt the sting of fresh stitches pulling at my flesh, the sticky warmth of my own blood seeping out of me and covering my bare flesh. The coppery tang was thick in the back of my throat as I choked down a ragged, gasping breath.

      I tried to move my arm, my fingers twitching against the sweat- and blood-soaked sheets. But my limbs felt heavy, filled with lead. My muscles were unresponsive, my bones like steel. The world tilted, the shadows around me growing longer, darker, their edges sharp and jagged.

      Pain. That was all I knew. That was all that mattered.

      A constant, unrelenting fire burned through my veins, seared my nerves, and left my muscles twitching and spasming beneath my skin.

      And my wolf… he was silent. He was gone.

      I was on my own.

      I felt the broken edges of my ribs scraping against one another, the sharp, white-hot agony like nails driving into my lungs. My vision swam as I gritted my teeth, just wanting to be taken under to unconsciousness, letting the darkness vanish everything present.

      And I did drift in and out, the blissful nothingness a sweet reprieve.

      “Hold him down⁠—”

      “Gods, he’s tearing the stitches⁠—”

      “Get the sedative⁠—”

      “His heart—he’s going tae tear his own heart apart⁠—”

      I felt the cold, wet press of a cloth against my forehead, the rough, calloused touch of someone’s hand on my chest. And then the sharp sting of a needle slipping into the muscle of my arm.

      I gasped, my back arching against the thin mattress, my teeth grinding together as the fire spread, the pain flaring bright and sharp, my bones vibrating with the force of it.

      When my consciousness slipped again, the shadows closing in, the world tilting, I welcomed it, but before it dragged me under, I caught a glimpse of something—someone—moving through the haze.

      A female bent over me, her hands gentle but quick as she used a wet cloth on my forehead again, wiping away the gore that no doubt covered me.

      Despite the strong as hell sedative, I forced my eyes open, my vision blurred, my thoughts fragmented. I focused on her. She moved with a quiet, practiced grace, her curves accentuated by the plain, simple servant dress she wore.

      Her hair was a golden color, the strands long, loose, and wavy. I inhaled deeply and smelled sunshine and honeysuckle. She didn’t realize I was watching her, and I let myself memorize her face, her features soft but sculpted, her full lips pink and pressed into a thin, determined line.

      I felt a low, guttural sound slip from my throat, a rumbling, half-choked snarl that vibrated through my chest. My teeth bared, my breath coming in sharp, ragged pants as my fingers curled into the thin, sweat-soaked sheets beneath me. It surprised me since I could not feel my wolf—and this was very much a base, animalistic reaction to the beauty taking care of me. The edges of my vision darkening again, the world tilting as the sedative wouldn't take its claws out of me.

      The image of the curvy, golden-haired woman was burned into my mind, and the sweet honeysuckle scent of her was the last thing I remembered before the shadows claimed me for good.
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      The tray was steady in my hands as I climbed the spiral staircase to Prince Lennox McGregor’s chambers, the thick runner silencing my steps.

      The stories whispered about the wounded Lycan heir by the staff in secret were enough to make even the bravest servant hesitate. But I didn’t shy away from the difficult tasks and volunteered to serve him so others didn’t have to.

      Since his return from the fight with the vampires and Lycans attacking the Assembly a handful of months ago, Lennox McGregor had been an unseen force of brooding anger and dark moods. His temper was as sharp as the claws of the beast he once harbored within.

      But I knew better than most that the stories only scratched the surface.

      I was one of the few who had been pulled into the fray and nursed Prince Lennox back to health in the dark, makeshift hospital set up in the lower levels of the McGregor family castle in Scotland.

      I’d witnessed him thrash against the bed as pain consumed him and as fever took hold. His broken, battered body strained against the cot, his teeth bared in a silent, agonized snarl as his bones tried to knit themselves back together without the guiding presence of his wolf.

      I had watched the rise and fall of his chest as he slipped in and out of consciousness, his massive form reduced to a shaking, twitching shell of the fierce warrior he had once been.

      And his wounds… without his wolf present, that massive, extremely powerful creature housed inside of him, his wounds were healing at a snail’s pace.

      No one knew why or how his inner beast had gone silent, and not many knew that truth, either. Because it put the McGregor line in danger with their enemies if the news got out a Lycan’s beast could just disappear—lie dormant with no rhyme or reason.

      I’d been tasked all those months ago–when they first brought him back from the fight–to tend to him. I’d wiped the sweat from his fevered brow, pressed cool, damp cloths to the jagged, blood-soaked wounds that criss-crossed his chest, and prayed to gods that had long since disappeared for Lennox to heal. I didn't know him, but he’d been suffering. I wanted to ease his pain.

      And as time passed and he healed, I wasn’t surprised to find out that he had no memory of me. Lennox had been barely aware, his mind shattered, his body broken, and his inner animal silent for the first time in his life. It was an unthinkable feeling, I was sure. I didn't know what I’d do if my own Lycan was gone.

      My mind kept thinking about all that had happened these past few months and what would happen in the future.

      My family had served the McGregor royal clan for generations, our small homes just outside the sprawling estate. Our lives intertwined with those of the royal family for as long as any of us could remember. I’d grown up in the shadow of this great, looming castle, its tall spires and thick stone walls a constant presence on the horizon and a silent reminder of the power and authority of the McGregors.

      But now, I found myself being Prince Lennox’s personal servant, the only one he seemed to tolerate, even if he was cold and crass and intimidating.

      He was no longer just a distant figure of authority, a future ruler of the Scottish Lycan clan. He was a wounded, broken beast, a male caught between the world of man and wolf, his spirit shattered, his power diminished, his rage simmering just beneath the surface.

      The hallway to his chambers was darker than the rest of the house, the sconces flickering weakly against the oppressive gloom. His door loomed at the end, a heavy oak structure that seemed to absorb the light, its iron handle cold and unwelcoming. I’d been coming here several times a day for months, and I always hesitated, my pulse a chaotic drumbeat in my ears.

      What mood would he be in now? Silent and distant? Or rude and distant?

      I exhaled and brought my knuckles to the wood, knocking three times before hearing, “Enter.”

      The voice that cut through the silence was low, gravelly, and clipped with no trace of welcome. Clenching my teeth and stealing myself for what was to come, I pushed the door open and stepped into his dimly lit chamber. 

      The fire I’d started last night still burned in the hearth, casting long shadows across the walls. He always refused his curtains to be drawn to let natural light in, but I still asked every morning.

      “Would ye like yer curtains opened, My Lord?”

      “No,” he replied stonily.

      The air was thick with the aroma of burning logs and aged leather, along with the distinct scent of his natural, wild musk.

      He sat in a chair near the fire, his massive frame hunched over, his head bowed. The dark, short tangle of his hair fell over his scarred face, obscuring his features. He refused to let anyone trim his hair or his beard, and he now looked more like a mountain man than the prince he was.

      But I didn’t need to see his face to know the harsh, jagged line of the scar that cut down his cheek and along his jaw or the smaller, twisted ones that covered his neck and chest. They were a forever brutal reminder of the battle that had nearly taken his life.

      “Ye’re late,” he said without looking at me directly. His voice cut through the silence like a blade, each word deliberate and cold, the tone of a male who had grown used to giving orders and having them obeyed without question.

      “My apologies, My Lord,” I replied, my voice steadier than I felt, the familiar dance of defiance and submission playing out in my mind as I stepped further into the room, the tray balanced carefully in my shaking hands.

      Of course, that wasn’t what I’d wanted to say. I wanted to tell him that I brought him tea at the same time every morning, afternoon, and evening, and even if I was a few minutes behind, I always had good reason.

      He wasn’t the only thing that needed to be tended to in this estate.

      His head snapped toward me, the full force of his gaze locking onto mine as if I’d said my snarky remark out loud. Even in the dim, flickering firelight, his eyes burned with a fierce, smoldering intensity, the stormy depths a stark contrast to the broken male I’d nursed back to health.

      He didn’t say anything in response, but his expression was as biting as it was dismissive. Something inside of me rebelled against his look, like my presence in his chambers was a burden rather than a service.

      I said nothing but hoped he could see my irritation as I stepped forward and placed the tray on the table near his chair. The tea was probably lukewarm by now, the fruit bread at room temperature even though it had freshly come out of the oven just moments before I came to his room. And I knew it. The thought of his annoyance of that small fact sent a flicker of satisfaction through me—a dangerous, foolish satisfaction.

      The silence that followed was suffocating. His expression hardened, the shadows deepening the lines of his face making him seem even more menacing. For a long, unbearable moment, we said nothing, but his jaw clenched, and the muscles in his neck corded tightly.

      “Ye say nothing, but the look ye’re giving me is sharp. Ye should know better,” he said finally, his voice quiet but no less dangerous. He leaned back and stared at the fire once more.

      I didn’t know what came over me, but before I could stop myself, the words tumbled out of my mouth. “And ye’ve got a nasty temper for someone who should be grateful that ye’re surrounded by those who care for ye and who make sure ye have everything you need tae heal.”

      I felt the tension heighten in the room, and this coldness filled the bedchamber despite the fact that I was standing by the fire.

      His chair creaked as he shifted forward, his broad frame imposing even from the distance. The scars on his face caught the firelight, jagged reminders of battles fought and lost.

      “I’d prefer if no one came tae my room,” he said, his voice dropping to a low, threatening rumble. “But my father, the stubborn bastard he is, demands I’m looked after like a fooking child.”

      I bristled at the way he spoke of his father, even though I knew Prince Lennox loved his family dearly. I knew he’d die for each and every one of them.

      I should have been afraid. I should have apologized for running my mouth. But instead, I met his gaze, defiance simmering beneath the surface. “Then perhaps ye should ask someone else to bring yer tea, My Lord. Someone more pleasing to ye.”

      The faintest flicker of something crossed his face, too brief to name—surprise, maybe, or amusement quickly buried under a mask of disdain.

      “Careful,” he said again, leaning back into the shadows. He grabbed his tea and took a long drink from it.

      I expected him to bitch about it being lukewarm, but he kept drinking as he stared into the flames.

      My heart pounded so loudly I was sure he could hear it even if his wolf was silent. As was custom, I bowed respectfully and turned to leave, slipping out of his room and closing the door silently behind me.

      I shouldn’t care, but I found myself doing just that for the lord of the manor who intrigued me as much as he infuriated me.
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      The fire in my chamber crackled and hissed, the only sound in the oppressive silence. I leaned back in the chair, staring into the flames, my fingers drumming idly on the armrest. The tea and bread sat untouched on the tray.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Aisling. The servant with the sharp tongue and defiant eyes. No one dared speak to me the way she did with that sting in her voice. No one dared to because I scared the hell out of them now.

      But Aisling… she maddened me.

      Most of the staff tiptoed around me after I was wounded, their gazes averted whenever they brought me something. And I liked it that way. Unease kept people at a distance and spared me their pitying stares. But Aisling… she didn’t tremble. She didn’t cower.

      She stood in front of me, chin held high as she locked her blue eyes on me and dared to speak back.

      The only ones I didn’t give my icy demeanor to–or tried to tame it down–was my family. I knew how hard it was for them to see me the way I was, terrified they thought I’d die all those months ago.

      I tried thinking of anything but her, however my thoughts always came back to the curvy blonde who intrigued me.

      My fingers tightened on the armrest, the wood groaning under the pressure. My wolf remained silent, a void in the back of my mind. He had been since I was injured, since the pain—the thought I was truly going to die—left me broken and scarred.

      With how my curiosity had surged with her nearness… she might be my mate.

      But there was no pull. No surge of recognition.

      No primal connection that mated Lycans were supposed to feel.

      Just this infuriating need to see her again.

      I scowled, shoving myself out of the chair. The sudden movement sent a jolt of pain through my shoulder, a lingering ache from one of my many injuries that wasn’t healing fast enough.

      With my inner wolf going silent, unable to help accelerate my healing abilities, I’d never felt more human.

      My scars pulled tight as I stretched, a grim reminder of what I’d become.

      A broken male.

      The room was stifling, like a suffocating weight. I needed air. No, I needed a distraction. From my thoughts of Aisling.

      Because this restless energy clawed at my insides.

      I left my chambers, the early morning shadows of the manor slowly disappearing as I descended to the lower levels. I made my way to the gym on the lowest level making sure to steer clear of any staff.

      The gym was one of the few places where I could lose myself, where the strain on my body drowned out the chaos in my mind.

      Once on the lowest level, I pushed the heavy oak door open. It creaked inward, and the familiar scent of sweat and iron greeted me followed by the sound of heavy music blasting through the speakers.

      The room was brightly lit, the fluorescent lights glinting off the metal weights. I had hoped it was early enough I’d have the gym to myself. But to my annoyance, I wasn’t alone.

      Caelan, my brother and one of my triplets, was there sparring with Tavish, our other triplet brother. Their movements were fluid, precise, the sound of fists hitting bare flesh echoing in the space.

      No protective pads for them.

      Caelan’s mate Darragh wasn’t in sight, but I knew she was somewhere on the estate. Caelan didn’t like to be too far away from her, and I knew she felt the same.

      As it was when you found your fated mate.

      “Lennox,” Caelan called, his voice stuttering as he kept sparring.

      “Yo, brother,” Tavish said with a grin and ducked what would have been a brutal blow by Caelan. “Finally decided tae join us?”

      I grunted, heading for the weight bench. I wasn’t in the mood for their company, but I wasn’t about to retreat to the suffocating confines of my room, either.
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