
  
  
Praise for The 5-Time Rejected Gamma & the Lycan King




“The 5-Time Rejected Gamma & the Lycan King by Stina’s Pen is a captivating, unusual, and well-written paranormal romance. This novel was a tale of love, royal politics, crime, sizzling romance, family, and friendship. The length of this book was formidable, but I couldn’t put it down because it captured my attention. I loved the plot, storyline, and progressive development. The characters were also impressive, and I had many favorites. The unpredictability, twists, and shockers kept me glued and expectant, and I loved Stina’s Pen’s writing style.”

Jennifer Ibiam, Readers’ Favorite




“Stina's Pen blends contemporary settings with a fantasy-oriented romance rooted in a classically styled sovereignty in The 5-Time Rejected Gamma &the Lycan King. The plot and story are worth committing to when readers happen to adore love connections cemented by destiny and enduring love with the power to transcend visceral hate and past pain.”

Asher Syed, Readers’ Favorite




“I can’t put into words how riveting this was from the first word. I laughed, cried, gasped, and [was] surprised. Well balanced with action, love, romance, loss and redemption. It’s inspiring and fantastic!”

Amanda Marie, iReader




“Just WOW. I could not put this book down. Thank god for my family as I was able to finish it in one day by reading through the night.”

Jessie Carey, iReader




“I can’t wait for Book Two! I look for books like this at stores and come back very empty handed. Thank you for the suspense, love, devotion, empowerment, bravery and so much more!”

Christina Moreno, iReader




“Absolutely loved this book. Loved the storyline, the characters, everything from start to finish.”

Melissa Fernandez, VolcanoEbook




“This book was recommended to me and I will no doubt do the same to anyone having problems finding a book. The words I want to use to describe this just aren’t enough. I will definitely be looking for Book 2.”

Angellica Keeney, NovelCat




“I have read a lot of werewolf stories and none was as close to my heart as this one. I am pretty fed up with the damsel in distress female lead characters and the self-entitled male ones, but this story was finally different. This will remain one of my all-time favorites and rest assure that I will come back to reread it sometime.”

Lilla Czinege, NovelCat




“This is the sixth time I’m re-reading this, and I cannot tell you how great this novel is. I love the characters depicted in this story. It just keeps you in a good mood while reading it.”

Sneha, GoodNovel




“Of all the books I’ve read, this is the first one that, once I finished reading, I started back on page one. I have read it twice this week and seriously considering reading it a third time before starting the sequel.”

Zachary Douglas Th, GoodNovel




“I’ll be honest I’m an as*hole of a critic when it comes to rating stories. However, the plot development and character development/growth are extremely well done. One of the three stories I couldn’t put down at all.”

Chris Taylor, GoodNovel




“There’re no words to describe this amazing book. I enjoyed the reading and will reread it.”

Terry, MoboReader




“This is a great story with a solid, STRONG female lead. Likable and hatable characters abound. Solid plot with building intrigue. I want more!”

Mel, MoboReader











  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. 



Copyright © 2021 by Stina’s Pen 



All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

Without limiting the author's and publisher's exclusive rights, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.



First Edition: July 2021

Second Edition: July 2024



Cover design by Lesia







  
  
Content Warning




This series contains profanity, violence, and sexual content. 

Proceed at your discretion.








  
  
For those who need a beacon of hope,


a boost of morale, and


a few more fictional friends in their lives.










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Chapter 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Chapter 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Chapter 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        Chapter 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        Chapter 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        Chapter 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        Chapter 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        Chapter 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        Chapter 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        55.
        
        Chapter 55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        56.
        
        Chapter 56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        57.
        
        Chapter 57
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        58.
        
        Chapter 58
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        59.
        
        Chapter 59
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        60.
        
        Chapter 60
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        61.
        
        Chapter 61
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        62.
        
        Chapter 62
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        63.
        
        Chapter 63
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        64.
        
        Chapter 64
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        65.
        
        Chapter 65
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        66.
        
        Chapter 66
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        67.
        
        Chapter 67
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        68.
        
        Chapter 68
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        69.
        
        Chapter 69
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        70.
        
        Chapter 70
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        71.
        
        Chapter 71
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        72.
        
        Chapter 72
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        73.
        
        Chapter 73
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        74.
        
        Chapter 74
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        75.
        
        Chapter 75
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        76.
        
        Chapter 76
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        77.
        
        Chapter 77
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        78.
        
        Chapter 78
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        79.
        
        Chapter 79
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        80.
        
        Chapter 80
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        81.
        
        Chapter 81
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        82.
        
        Chapter 82
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        83.
        
        Chapter 83
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        84.
        
        Chapter 84
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        85.
        
        Chapter 85
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        86.
        
        Chapter 86
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        87.
        
        Chapter 87
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        88.
        
        Chapter 88
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        89.
        
        Chapter 89
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        90.
        
        Chapter 90
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        91.
        
        Chapter 91
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        92.
        
        Chapter 92
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        93.
        
        Chapter 93
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        94.
        
        Chapter 94
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        95.
        
        Chapter 95
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        96.
        
        Chapter 96
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        97.
        
        Chapter 97
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        98.
        
        Chapter 98
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        99.
        
        Chapter 99
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        100.
        
        Chapter 100
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        101.
        
        Chapter 101
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        102.
        
        Chapter 102
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        103.
        
        Chapter 103
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        104.
        
        Chapter 104
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        105.
        
        Chapter 105
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        106.
        
        Chapter 106
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        107.
        
        Chapter 107
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        108.
        
        Chapter 108
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        109.
        
        Chapter 109
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        110.
        
        Chapter 110
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        111.
        
        Chapter 111
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        112.
        
        Chapter 112
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        113.
        
        Chapter 113
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        114.
        
        Chapter 114
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        115.
        
        Chapter 115
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        116.
        
        Chapter 116
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        117.
        
        Chapter 117
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        118.
        
        Chapter 118
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        119.
        
        Chapter 119
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        120.
        
        Chapter 120
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        121.
        
        Chapter 121
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        122.
        
        Chapter 122
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        123.
        
        Chapter 123
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        124.
        
        Chapter 124
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        125.
        
        Chapter 125
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        126.
        
        Chapter 126
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        127.
        
        Chapter 127
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        128.
        
        Chapter 128
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        129.
        
        Chapter 129
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        130.
        
        Chapter 130
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        131.
        
        Chapter 131
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        132.
        
        Chapter 132
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author’s Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Book Two: Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Stina's Pen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter 1



“Would you like to do it, Your Highness, or should I?” She looked at the lycan king indifferently, whose lilac eyes of affection were suddenly intruded on by confusion. 

“Wh-what do you mean?” he asked while trying to concentrate on the beautiful voice of the woman in front of him—his mate. He was here for a meet-and-greet session that he dreaded. The worst thing was that this session among alphas, lunas, and gammas from every pack was to last for the entire night!

“Why couldn’t they just skip this night and officially start the one-month collaboration tomorrow?” the king thought to himself every year.

Her brows rose as she studied his expression. “Huh. You do look confused.”

His own brows furrowed, confused and irritated now. “Again, what do you mean? And what is your name?”

The alphas, lunas, and the best warrior of each pack, called gammas, had just arrived, and he, as their benevolent king, was here to greet them. Although, if he were given a choice, this king would have rather been going through the reports of rogue attacks that were steadily piling up on his desk. He couldn’t wait to get the night over with. If he made his rounds quickly enough, he would still reach home in time to get through three or four files before bed. But when he walked through the doors of the gathering hall, his impatience, reluctance, and pure hate for the meet-and-greet vaporized in an instant.

“My name is Lucianne Freesia Paw, Your Highness. I take it that you’re going to do it then?” she said simply. To the king, her name felt like the first spring breeze after many long months of harsh winter, the soft light penetrating through the gray clouds, the breath of life in a cold, dark world. 

“Do what?” His confusion couldn’t be masked even if he tried. He felt like his mate was already ten feet away when he had only taken the first step.

When he entered the hall, every wolf and lycan present looked in his direction, and they either nodded or bowed, but he merely glanced over them. The animal in him was following a scent that had never graced his nostrils: butterfly pea and jasmine. “What a unique combination,” he thought to himself. His footsteps gained speed as the scent got stronger.

Then, he stopped right behind a five-foot-one brunette in a navy-blue dress. Her back was small, half of it covered with dark, luscious curls falling effortlessly from her head. There was only one word in his mind—mate.

The figure started turning around, and his heart stopped.

She was surprised by his sudden presence and took a step back.

The animal in his head growled, “Mine.”

Lucianne spun around when her alpha and luna bowed in her direction. Upon turning, she came face-to-face with a white shirt covered by a black coat, and a strong scent of acacia wood and forest trees graced her nostrils. Shocked at the proximity, she took a step back to see who it was. Realizing that the dark-haired man with slightly tanned skin and lilac eyes was the king himself, she understood her pack leaders’ action. She, too, bent her knees and lowered her head as a form of respect to the highest ruler of all werewolves and lycans.

A warm feeling crept up her shoulders before she felt the sparks where his hands made contact with her skin. To her dread, she realized that the man in front of her was her mate, who spoke in his clear, deep voice, “You don’t have to do that. Please stand. Don’t bow to me,” he said with visible pain in his eyes and disapproval in his voice.

Although surprised by his response, Lucianne couldn’t escape her reality of how the bond was going to end. “Here we go again,” she thought before proceeding to ask whether he wanted her to do it or he wanted to do it himself—reject her.

“Do what, Lucianne? Talk to me.” His voice was soft but demanding. His eyes were desperate and lost.

“Reject me, Your Highness,” she explained calmly. “Do you prefer it if I do it, or would you like to do it yourself?” The hope and life she had given him earlier seemed like it was about to be snatched away from him almost as soon as he’d found them.

The king’s lilac eyes turned onyx as a thunderous growl left the depths of his lungs and escaped through his lips, scaring everyone who was there. The room fell into dead silence. In a low, frightening tone, he asked, “Why the fuck would either one of us reject the other?”

Undaunted, Lucianne shrugged and said, “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I’m not your type, not good enough for you, not pretty enough, you may already have a chosen mate to be engaged to . . .”

“Stop it, Lucy!” her luna hissed from behind.

The king’s eyes met the luna’s when he snarled, “I didn’t ask you to speak.” The luna and her alpha mate lowered their heads as a sign of apology. No right-minded wolf would challenge a lycan, let alone the king of lycans.

The king faced his mate again. His eyes softened by how dainty and beautiful she looked. Why did she want to take herself away from him? “Who told you those things?” he asked in a gentler tone that still carried a sliver of danger.

Her eyes widened as she hastily explained, “Oh no, Your Highness. That’s not what I meant. It’s just . . . that’s what my previous mates told me before or after they rejected me, so I was giving you an idea of what I’m talking about.”

His angered eyes bored into her unperturbed ones, and his voice came out in a low rumble, “Do you want to reject me?”

She blinked, taking a moment to think. No one had ever asked her that. “That’s a very difficult question to answer, Your Highness. I don’t even know you. I admit that there’s the mate bond for now, and I do acknowledge feeling the sparks, but whether I want the rejection . . . I honestly don’t know. Then again, what I wanted never really mattered. My previous mates pretty much decided it for me. That, or they made my decision easy. I do prefer an earlier rejection when there are no memories made as of yet because it will hurt much less. Does that make sense, Your Highness?”

“No,” he replied firmly. “And stop calling me ‘Your Highness.’ You are my mate and I am yours. The mate bond is there now and forever. The sparks will get stronger. And neither of us are rejecting the other.” There was fury in his voice but also desperation. Desperation to not lose his mate when he had just found her. Desperation for her to accept him and stay with him forever.

She nodded grudgingly once and bit her bottom lip, diving into her own thoughts.

He sighed, his eyes regaining their lilac shade as his fingers reached for her chin and lifted. Their eyes locked. “What are you thinking about, Lucianne?” His voice no longer held anger, only gentleness and guilt.

Her mouth opened but she then closed it after a second thought. Offering a meek smile, she shook her head and said, “I was just thinking about the ceremony tomorrow. That’s all.”

“Lucianne.” He cupped her cheek this time. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. But don’t lie to me, please. Tell me. What were you thinking about?”

Her eyes dimmed and drifted to the ground, and the king’s heart clenched in a way that he wasn’t showing.

After composing herself, she muttered, “I can’t understand why you won’t reject me.”

“Because you’re my mate!” he whisper-yelled, not that it helped. In a room of lycans and werewolves known for their sharp hearing, there was no doubt that everyone heard their king.

“Okay,” she said, forcing a smile. No one had to tell him that she was unconvinced by how he felt about her. But why would she doubt him? The mate bond was supposed to automatically signify love and commitment. Why didn’t she believe him? His fingers developed a mind of their own as he reached out to her right arm, giving it a gentle brush in hopes of soothing her and chasing away her doubts. When he felt the unevenness of her skin, he wasted no time taking a step to her side to examine the cause.

There was a five-inch scar. Injuries and wounds could heal, but for some brutal attacks and accidents, a scar would remain. The king’s eyes darkened again as he released another growl that had the werewolves nearby taking a step back while holding their heads low.

“What? What is it?” Lucianne frantically asked, equally alarmed. She reached out to feel the scar on her arm, unsure what the fuss was about. Her eyes lifted to the king in confusion, whose onyx eyes were still glued there.

He gently pushed her hand away and began tracing the scar with his fingers as Lucianne fought through the sparks erupting from that area.

His tone took a dive when he asked, “Who did this to you?”

Lucianne shrugged. “It was just the rogues. Five, maybe six years ago. It’s just a dried-up part of the skin, isn’t it?”

He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the part of her flesh that was once torn so badly that its appearance never healed. “How are you okay with this?” he asked in dismay.

“Your Highness, I’m...”

“Xandar.”

“What?”

“Don’t call me by my title or my full name. It’s just Xandar to you, Lucianne.”

She hesitated. “Xandar,” she began, “a scar is normal among warriors, more so among gammas. If you check the bodies of the other gammas here today, you’ll find that many of them have scars as well. Some may be worse than mine. I know a few alphas and a handful of lunas who have such scars from fighting alongside their pack. This really isn’t a big deal.”

As he listened, his eyes softened at the way she shoved her own ordeal aside while putting other warriors and pack leaders under the limelight of bravery. No one knew that, at that time, her words only made their king more certain that there was no one more qualified to lead alongside him as his queen.

His heart ached when his sights returned to the scar. He inched closer and was about to kiss it when Lucianne abruptly retracted her arm as she took a step back. “Perhaps that is not the most appropriate thing to do, given this setting.”

Xandar had completely forgotten about the people around them, and was pulled back into reality by her words. A soft smile lifted his lips, shocking the lycans in the room.

The king never smiled. Never.

“You’re right,” he said. “I would like to meet your pack leaders, Lucianne. Introduce us?”

“Of course.” Returning his smile, she waved her alpha and luna over. Their heads remained low as Lucianne began, “These are Alpha Juan and Luna Hale of the Blue Crescent Pack, Your High—Xandar.” She abruptly decided against using his title when she saw, from the corner of her eye, that he was about to make a fuss.

“Heads up, leaders of the Blue Crescent Pack,” Xandar said with a smile, holding a hand in Alpha Juan’s direction as he continued, “I want to personally thank you for leading the rogue attack up north last year. The rogues would’ve continued to wreak havoc if it weren’t for your pack’s leadership and contribution.”

The king remembered reading a report on the successful annihilation of one of the strongest rogue packs and had long known Blue Crescent was at the forefront of the victory, having garnered the trust of the other packs and was respected for their leadership. Countless warrior testimonials credited Blue Crescent, saying that they “had learned a lot” in terms of strategy and combat.

Alpha Juan and Luna Hale went momentarily speechless by the king’s graciousness. It was no secret that one should just be grateful to not get killed. It was not customary for any lycan, let alone the king, to hand out praises.

Accepting the outstretched hand, Juan sheepishly admitted, “As your subjects, we are more than grateful to assist, Your Highness. But my luna and I cannot take credit for the success last year. We may be the largest in size in our pack, but our gamma, Lucy,” Juan gave a nod in Lucianne’s direction, “was the strategist, the best trainer and warrior, be it on the battlefield last year or within our own pack. I’m her subordinate when it comes to training. She was the one who led us to victory.”

When Lucianne knew what Juan was going to say, she tried to stop him through their mind link, but he didn’t bother accepting her link to begin with. Uneasiness coursed through her veins as she prayed for the moment to be over. She didn’t see it, but Xandar’s eyes lit with so much admiration. When he noticed that her eyes went to the ground, he frowned. “Lucianne, what’s wrong?”

Giving a slight shake of her head, she replied, “Nothing. Just tired.”

Wolves had to travel a long way to lycan territory, so it was a given that they would be drained when they arrived. Giving her a nod of understanding, Xandar then faced everyone as he announced, “My fellow subjects, I thank you for making the trip here. Let this night be the beginning of a worthwhile collaboration between packs and species. Please have some food if you haven’t already. I would like to meet everyone of you. Give me a few minutes. I’ll be right back to thank every pack that has assisted me these past few years. Enjoy the evening.”

The speech left everyone stunned. The king was never this welcoming. It was no secret that he hated this night every year, so this sudden change couldn’t be more mind-boggling.

Disregarding the stares, he turned to his mate. “Lucianne, you should get some rest. Let me walk you back.”

Her eyes flickered to her pack leaders in panic. She, like them, had a duty to be in the hall tonight, but Juan said, “Go, Lucy. You hardly slept last night. Link us if you need anything.”

The organ in Xandar’s chest squeezed at the mention of her lack of sleep, but he chose to say nothing. His hand fell on her waist, and she gasped but made no move to push it away, so he left his hand there and led her out of the hall








  
  
Chapter 2



“Why didn’t you sleep last night?” Xandar asked as soon as they were out of the building. 

“Border duty,” she answered simply.

His brows dipped, perplexity marring his face. “How is it that you had border duty the night before you were bound to travel?”

“The available members were either sick or had a family to look after. I didn’t want to flip anyone’s schedules upside down, so I stood in place.” She shrugged. Her selfless answer exuded the nobility of a queen, his queen.

But something still bothered him. “I hope you don’t mind me asking. . . You didn’t seem pleased when Alpha Juan gave you credit for last year’s success. I suppose my question is . . . why did you feel that way? Why didn’t you just thank your alpha and accept the praise?”

She snorted. Looking him dead in the eye, she declared, “I didn’t do it for the praise, Your Hig . . . Xandar. When Alpha Juan decided to wipe out the bad apples up north, I made it a point to my warriors that the ultimate goal was to keep innocent wolves safe. I drilled this thought into their heads day in and day out. They were to fight to protect, to fight with honor and nobility, not for the sake of pleasing anyone of a superior position.”

The strength of her voice had his lips curling up further as she continued, “I didn’t accept the praise because I didn’t do it for that. I didn’t do it for you either, Xandar. I respect you as my king, but I didn’t fight the rogues for you. I fought for those who couldn’t fight. That’s why I didn’t accept the praise. I never will, so don’t try to get me to do it.”

Internally, his animal released a deafening howl of immense joy and pride. He and his lycan were completely over the moon that the Moon Goddess had bonded them to . . . a goddess. Noble. Selfless. Brave. Beautiful. What piqued his interest most was her confident admission that she prioritized the lives of innocent wolves that she had never met over her ruler, who everyone was obliged to please.

Even so, she seemed unreachable. There was a distance she created, one that didn’t allow herself to get as close to him as he wanted her to. Then there was her willingness to reject him, or have him reject her. What was that about? Why would she ask for something like that?

He then recalled that she had mentioned her “previous mates.” Mates. So she was rejected more than once before. But why would she think he was like the rest of them? He was not a wolf. Surely lycans were more known for their willingness to accept the mate bond, weren’t they?

He admired her side profile in silence, taking in the most beautiful creature he had ever laid his eyes on, hoping to learn everything about her one day, but for better or worse, he was dead certain that he would never let her go.

When they reached the hotel, he insisted on walking her to her room, and his lilac eyes stayed on her scar as she unlocked the door.

“Thank you for walking me back. Have a good night, Xandar,” she said, her voice bringing his eyes up to hers.

She took only one step when Xandar reached for her hand and lifted it to his lips, making her stiffened as he planted a deep kiss there. A wave of sparks shot up her arm and coursed through her body, which intensified when he locked eyes with her and uttered, “Goodnight, Lucianne.”

Retracting her hand, she entered her room and shut the door behind her.

Xandar stood in his spot, where he heard her sigh behind the door. Cupboard doors opened and closed before her footsteps shuffled across the room, where a second door was shut. After more shuffling, the familiar sound of water from the shower got his lycan aroused as they pictured their mate naked in the bathroom.

Xandar strode away before his self-control vaporized, knowing he could easily break the hinges and knock down the door if he wanted to.

Ignoring his whimpering animal who’d rather skip the meet-and-greet and spend the night with their mate, he returned to the hall and started making his rounds, expressing his gratitude to pack leaders and warriors for their years of service to their respective packs and the crown. His gesture surprised them all, a reaction that the king found amusing. Granted, there were several excessively entitled alphas and snobbish lunas who tried and failed lamentably in displaying humility as they humble-bragged. But Xandar saw himself off the second he caught on. Never one to scrutinize another’s appearance before tonight, meeting his mate had Xandar starting to take an interest in his subjects’ scars.

The warrior from the Blood Eclipse Pack, Gamma Raden, had a scar on his face tracing down to his neck. If it went a little higher, he would’ve been rendered blind on one side.

“How did it happen?” the king asked in concern, gesturing to the scar.

Offering a gracious smile, Raden explained, “A rogue attack five years ago, Your Highness. Our pack was attacked, and we formed alliances with Blue Crescent and White Blood to eradicate the rogues.”

“Were many injured?” Xandar asked.

“We lost two wolves in the final attack, sadly, but the death toll was higher before our alliance. Although it’s displeasing to the eye, I must admit that this scar only brings me joy,” he said.

Xandar’s curiosity was piqued. “What do you mean by that, Gamma Raden?”

Raden glanced at his pack leaders before explaining, “When the rogues attacked, some of us who had above-average strength took on more than one rogue at a time. When I kept taking on two at once, the rogues took notice. All of a sudden, I found myself surrounded by five of them. One held me by my tail, and another slashed me from the side and gave me this scar.” He gestured to his face. “That’s when the gammas from our ally packs pounced in and tore the rogues apart, leaving the rogue who slashed me for me to chase, and I tore its throat.”

Beaming, he added,“The scar brings me joy because it has been a long time since I could count on someone from another pack to watch my back. I’m not an alpha, and I’m not a member of their pack. They had no obligation to save me, but they did.”

“Blue Crescent and White Blood, you say?” Xandar asked.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Raden replied with a slight bow. “The gamma from White Blood is Gamma Tobias Tristan. And you’ve already met the one from Blue Crescent, Gamma Lucianne Paw.”

“Mm.” The king nodded.

Gamma Raden cast another glance at his leaders, who both appeared doubtful. Raden cleared his throat, and with visible fear in his eyes, he began, “Your Highness?”

“Yes, Gamma Raden?” Xandar obliged with an encouraging smile.

“I wasn’t standing very near where you were when you met Gamma Lucianne, so I’m not sure if what I heard was . . . what I heard.” He threaded cautiously. “You mentioned that Lucy is your mate?”

“I did, and she is,” Xandar responded cordially, despite the prick of jealousy he felt from the way Raden called his mate “Lucy”.

With a brief nod, Raden said, “I’m not sure if you’re going to kill me for what I’m about to say, Your Highness. But as I said, I owe her my life, so I think this is going to be a fair trade.” A brief chuckle left his throat before seriousness took over, and he continued, “Your Highness, I beg you, don’t hurt her. She’s a good person who, for some reason, was forced to go through more than most.”

The king’s brows pulled to the center. Insult permeated his skin and sunk deep into his veins. Why would this gamma think that he, as Lucianne’s mate, couldn’t take care of her? Who the hell did this wolf think he was? Trying his best to keep his composure, Xandar declared, “I would never even think of hurting her. She’s my mate. I would start a war before I let her get hurt.”

“That’s good to know. It’s been an honor to meet you, Your Highness.” Gamma Raden bowed.

“Likewise, members of Blood Eclipse. Do enjoy the rest of the evening.” Xandar strode away before the increasing jealousy at the way Raden expressed so much concern for Lucianne made him do something irreversible, like killing the gamma, for example.

He was speaking to a luna who was running her pack after the death of her husband the previous month when he felt a hand run down his arm in a seductive brush, making his sights snap to the source.

In a dangerously low tone, he asked, “What the hell are you doing?”

It was the daughter of his defense minister, Sasha Cummings, who smiled coyly, which only made Xandar angrier.

“Sasha!” her father called out.

An admonishing growl reverberated in the space between them, and the king warned, “Should your daughter interfere in one of my conversations again, we’ll have to discuss your future and hers, Cummings.”

Stunned, Sasha opted to say nothing and held her head low as her father bowed and apologized, “I’m terribly sorry, Your Highness. I should’ve been more alert. We’ll excuse ourselves now.”

Xandar’s glare remained on them until they were far enough for his comfort. He thought about Lucianne to calm himself while brushing off the invisible stains left by Sasha before turning back to the luna whom he was speaking to. “I apologize for the interruption, Luna Lyssa. We were talking about the construction works for a training ground in your pack if I’m not mistaken?”

Luna Lyssa didn’t expect an apology from the king and was pleasantly surprised by the sincerity of his words. When the king remembered where they’d left off in their conversation, she was more encouraged to show her enthusiasm when she spoke about her plans to mandate every able pack member to fight. Xandar supported her and encouraged her to submit an application should she need help in terms of finances or trainers. She thanked him and promised to keep his offer in mind.

After he left Luna Lyssa, Alpha Juan and Luna Hale approached him with evident nervousness, standing before him and bowing.

“Heads up, pack leaders of Blue Crescent. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

Their raised heads were met with Xandar’s smiling eyes. No king in history was known to find meeting werewolves a “pleasure,” and no lycan, let alone the king himself, would bother offering a smile to their species.

Alpha Juan glanced at his mate, who gave him an encouraging nod, and the alpha faced the king and began, “My gamma is your mate, Your Highness?”

Now Xandar was getting pissed. Keeping an exasperated sigh to himself, he replied, “She is. Is there a problem?”

Alpha Juan muttered a “wow” under his breath before proceeding to say, “Your Highness, please understand I mean no disrespect for whatever comes out of my mouth next.” He cleared his throat and continued, “If you’re not . . . serious about . . . having her,” he swallowed a lump in his throat “. . . please let her go. I don’t want to see her hurt by another mate bond. I’ve known her since we were pups. We’re practically siblings. It pains me and my luna to see her hurt.”

If Alpha Juan hadn’t had a mate, Xandar was dead certain that he would’ve ripped the alpha’s throat right then and there out of pure jealousy. Gamma Raden had already emptied his patience reservoir, and Xandar was clinging on to the thread of civility he had left for the night.

“Why would you think that I’m not serious about Lucianne, Alpha Juan?” he asked, taking some comfort in saying her name.

“My king, I admit that I don’t know your intention with Lucy. Having just met you today, I have to say that I don’t know you at all, so I cannot tell how this . . . mate bond is going to . . . progress. All I wanted to say is that . . . ” Juan sighed like he was going to make one of the biggest mistakes of his life “ . . . she has gone through too much in one lifetime. Please don’t hurt her.” After he finished speaking, Alpha Juan looked like a man ready to receive his punishment.

Xandar was impressed with what Lucianne was capable of doing with her very existence. In one night, two wolves were ready to be punished just to tell him not to hurt her, and one was an alpha.

Chuckling at his own thought, he met Juan’s confused expression and declared, “Alpha Juan, my intention with Lucianne is to court her, mate and mark her and only her, have her mark me, and make her my queen. I don’t know what I did to have you and Gamma Raden think that I will hurt my mate, but I can assure you that I could never bear to see Lucianne hurt, let alone hurt her.” He released a brief, dark chuckle before muttering, “If anything, she hurt me with what she said tonight.”

Luna Hale cautiously stepped forward. “Your Highness, p-please forgive her. It’s not in our position to speak about her past. But if she decides to tell you one day, you’ll understand why she said the things she did.”

Xandar nodded in understanding. With a smile, he added, “You both need not be so afraid of me. I won’t punish or kill without a proper basis. Logic and legality aside, I wouldn’t dream of killing my mate’s pack leaders, who are just trying to look out for her.”

The couple offered another bow of gratitude before Xandar moved on to the next pack and two more after that before taking his leave.

When he arrived home, the king made himself go through one file in the rogue stack before turning in for the night. He looked to the side of his bed and imagined Lucianne lying next to him. His hand subconsciously reached for the empty pillow and felt the coldness on its surface. His animal whimpered, missing their mate. He thought about being able to see her the next day and fell asleep with a smile.








  
  
Chapter 3



Lucianne got out of bed at 4:00 a.m., brushed her teeth, got dressed, and grabbed a bag with a water bottle before making her way to the ground floor and exiting the building through the back door. She jogged to the nearby forest behind the hotel and stripped behind a tree. After placing her clothes in her bag, she shifted. 

Her white wolf with sapphire eyes had an unusual feature—a striped tail of white and gray. She’d never known why. She scoured through any book she could find on the oddities of werewolves, but there was nothing on striped tails. Those who had seen this either said that she had an unknown gift or that she was cursed. It never bothered her in terms of functionality, so she just shrugged off these comments.

When her paws hit the grassy ground, she held her bag in her mouth and ran into the forest. The cool breeze was invigorating. The gentle rustling of the wind was exhilarating, and the endless rows of trees drew her deeper and deeper into the forest. She only stopped at the sound of a gushing river.

There, she sat by the riverbank and looked at her reflection, then stared at the sky and took a deep, satisfying breath of freedom. She did this every morning back in her pack. The stillness gave her the space to clear her head. The quietness offered her some peace.

When the first ray of light peeked off the horizon, she made her dash back. Shifting back to her human form, she got dressed and entered the hotel before taking the elevator up to the seventh floor. As soon as she walked out of the elevator and turned around the corner, someone’s heavy footsteps came to an abrupt halt. She was scrolling through her phone when suddenly, her body was tugged forward, and she slumped into something hard. “Oof!”

“Goddess, I was so worried! Where were you?” the person who had his head buried in her hair exclaimed.

Her hands pressed on the hard surface of his chest to part their bodies, and when she felt the sparks and registered the scent of acacia wood and forest trees, she realized that it was the king. Their gaze locked, and she saw worry, relief, and mild anger in his eyes. “Oh, it’s you. Good morning, Your . . . I mean, Xandar.”

Gently tucking a stray hair behind her ear, he asked, “Where did you go this morning, Lucianne?”

“I went for a run in the forest at the back. Why? Did something happen?”

Xandar buried her in his embrace once more, and the sparks intensified as he whispered, “I couldn’t hear anyone in your room, and your scent in the corridor was faint. I thought something bad had happened to you. Don’t do that to me again, Lucianne, please. I can’t afford to lose you.”

The sincerity in his voice pulled at her heartstrings, but she reminded herself of her previous mates, of how every single bond ended, and she harrumphed and uttered, “I’m sorry that I worried you. But there haven’t been any attacks around here, have there?”

“No,” he whispered into her ear. His warm breath tickled her skin as he continued, “but that doesn’t mean I would be any less worried if I didn’t know where you were.”

Feeling her composure slipping, she willed herself to think straight. “You could’ve asked Ethan. He saw me leave.”

Xandar stiffened, and his grip on her shoulders tightened as he pulled away to look at her. Onyx eyes met hers when his tone dipped low, and he asked, “Who is Ethan?”

With arched brows, Lucianne replied, “The guard at the back door. Six foot. Dark. Short hair. He is a guard of this place, isn’t he? Or you could’ve asked his partner, Benjamin. He guards the front, but I think he saw me leave from the back this morning.”

With that, Xandar’s taut features relaxed, and he smiled in bliss as his thumb traced her cheek, all while thinking about how amazing his mate was to learn the names of the hotel guards, and he chuckled lightly for no reason other than how happy he felt when he was with her.

Lucianne’s phone beeped, pulling her gaze to the screen. Her eyes returned to Xandar when she asked, “Was there anything you need? I have to get ready for breakfast. I should get there before my alpha and luna.”

He stole a glance at her phone when she held it up, and saw that it was a reminder for her to get ready. He’d been so worried by her absence that he hadn’t noticed she was in a tracksuit. Reluctantly releasing her, he said, “I won’t keep you. I should go get ready as well. I can’t wait to see you at breakfast.”

She managed a polite smile, making her way to her room down the corridor. He watched her unlock her door and disappear from view when the door closed behind her, and was rooted at his spot for another five whole seconds before getting into the elevator and leaving the building with an effortless smile.

For once, Xandar contemplated what he would wear for the day. He never really cared about clothes. When you are in a position of power, subordinates will bow to you regardless of what you wear. But now, he wanted to look his best for his mate. After putting on a teal-green shirt and finishing the look with a black coat, he ran his fingers through his hair a few times until he was satisfied with the way it looked in the mirror before leaving his room and driving to the dining hall.

The moment he stepped into the hall, everyone bowed his way, and the initial chatter died down. He caught sight of the person he was looking for and felt a pang in his heart when she, too, had her head down and knees slightly bent.

Xandar forced a smile as his voice boomed, “Heads up, everyone. Please help yourself to food and drink. Wolves, you need not wait for the other lycans to arrive. As far as I’m concerned, both species are of equal standing. Please start.”

Some older lycans were particularly displeased at his words, but most of the younger ones were pleasantly surprised. 

Many whom Xandar had spoken to the night before walked up to him with the sole purpose of greeting him. It feels different, he thought to himself. In previous years, wolves and lycans would approach and greet him, but it always looked obligatory. This year, there was no doubt that their greetings were voluntary and sincere.

He made a beeline to his mate, who had her back toward him. She was speaking to Luna Lyssa, who noticed his presence and bowed. “My king. Good morning.”

Lucianne turned ever so gracefully in her turquoise dress. The sleeves reached her elbows and covered her scar, and in her hand was a glass of water. Her head was beginning to dip into a bow when Xandar’s fingers lifted her chin as he said, “Lucianne, you don’t need to bow to me, please. It really hurts me when you do that.”

Shock filtered through her at his reaction to a respectful gesture that every subject was bound to offer their ruler. Even so, she stubbornly said, “It would be rather odd if I didn’t, though, especially when everyone else’s heads are down.”

A smile touched his lips as he reached for her cheek, and he declared, “It won’t be odd because you’re my mate. I will not have you bow to me.” With that, he took her hand and lifted it up to his lips, placing a soft kiss on the back and saying, “You look beautiful.”

He had offered her the same gesture the night before, but that didn’t mean Lucianne was any less surprised. “Uh . . . thank you, Xandar.” He never knew his name could sound so good until it came from her lips.

“Sit with me for breakfast?” he asked, lilac eyes lighting with hope.

She hesitated and glanced at the luna before asking, “Can I have a few more minutes with Luna Lyssa? We were just finishing up our discussion.”

“Of course.” He beamed, leaning into her selfless nature once more.

“Apologies, Your Highness,” Luna Lyssa said.

He waved a hand with a smile. “No need. It brings me great joy to see a fruitful exchange.” His graciousness and understanding earned him a smile from the luna and Lucianne. For a moment, he got lost in his mate’s smile, inching closer toward her before his hand found her waist.

A soft gasp left Lucianne as she tried to ignore the sparks and warmth channeling from his touch. Clearing her throat, she then continued her conversation with the luna. “Luna Lyssa, you needn’t worry about the Blood Eclipse Pack. I can vouch that they are nothing like the rumors being spread about them. They are fierce, yes. But that’s only because they have to be when the rogues attack. We’re all like that when we fight. Their alpha and luna are some of the most understanding and generous creatures I know. They will help you.”

“Would it be possible for you to introduce us at tea later? I was hoping that since they know you, they’ll be more willing to offer their warriors to train our pack.”

“That won’t be a problem at all, Luna. I should also introduce you to Luna Lovelace from the Midnight Pack. Their warriors are very well trained as well, and their pack isn’t very far from yours, so perhaps you’ll consider collaborating with them in the future,” Lucianne said.

“That would be wonderful! Thank you, Lucianne. It’s so delightful to finally make your acquaintance after hearing so much about you. I won’t keep you now.”

“Likewise, Luna Lyssa.”

Luna Lyssa bowed to Xandar once more before taking her leave, after which Xandar closed in on Lucianne’s ear, where he whispered, “It’s difficult to not fall in love with you after seeing you do that.”

She shrugged and muttered, “I was just helping.”

“Helpful and humble,” he uttered and smiled wider, offering his hand as he said, “Come, let’s get something to eat.”

She nodded, and, hand in hand, they made their way to the buffet table. The wolves and lycans stepped aside at their presence, but Xandar insisted his subjects take their food first as he happily waited in line. Lucianne heaved a relieved sigh, and his animal released a coo knowing that they were doing something right. He knew. He didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable about being a royal. More importantly, he didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable being with him.

Seating was free, but there was an unspoken rule that wolves could not occupy tables with lycans, so both species sat among their own. When Lucy placed her plate on an empty table, Xandar helped her into her seat and uttered, “If you like, you can have your pack leaders join us.”

“Really?” Her eyes sparkled, sending an electric spark into his being.

“Of course,” he said, chuckling lightly at her brightened expression.

Her eyes glazed over as she mind-linked Alpha Juan and Luna Hale. Within moments, they arrived at the table offered Xandar the usual bow before taking their seats. Conversation with the king started out careful and polite, but when Xandar took an interest in Alpha Juan’s efforts to challenge ruthless alphas to take their packs and give better care to the pack members, the atmosphere around the table eased considerably.

Cold as he may seem, the king was touched by how Blue Crescent, under Luna Hale’s supervision, took care of the new pups from the packs they took over, especially if they’d lost their parents. She personally had adopted five of them and said that she would’ve continued to take in more had it not been for Alpha Juan’s firm objection.

“I can’t allow her to do it, Your Highness. I really can’t. We already have three of our own, and I love the five we have taken in, but any more than that, and we may have to build a hotel for a pack house,” Alpha Juan said, earning a playful slap on his arm from his mate.

A quiet chuckle came from Lucianne, capturing Xandar’s attention. He thought her voice was the most beautiful thing he had ever heard, but her laughter sounded even better! He wanted to hear more of it.

Turning to Alpha Juan, Xandar said, “Should Luna Hale decide to take in any more pups in future, do let me know. I’ll happily contribute financially to building the hotel.”

Both Luna Hale and Lucianne burst out laughing at Juan’s paling expression. He looked nothing like the stern, intimidating alpha that many packs described him as. With a harrumph, he suggested, “Your Highness, perhaps we should strike a deal. For every pup we take in, you should take one too.”

It was Xandar’s turn to look terrified, and his sights went to the luna as he said, “Forgive me, Luna Hale. I’m afraid I must take your alpha’s side on this. You should stop at the number of pups you already have.”

While her mate smirked by her side, Luna Hale responded in mock anger, “You spineless traitor, Your Highness!”

Lucianne and Xandar were about to laugh when a low growl came from behind them, “How dare you speak to our king in that manner, you wolf!”

Alpha Juan and Luna Hale flinched in their seats.

Lucianne froze.

But Xandar was furious. Who dared speak to them like that? Upon turning around, his murderous eyes locked with Cummings, his defense minister. Sasha was right behind him with a man next to her.

“Is there a problem, Cummings?” Xandar questioned, his tone was anything but welcoming.

“Your Highness.” Cummings began with a bow. “Should I send security to deal with this she-wolf?” He spoke so loudly that half the hall turned in their direction. Alpha Juan stood, shielding his mate as his dark eyes bored into Cummings’s.

A furious growl from the king resonated across the space, obliging Cummings and the two behind him to hold their heads low.

“These people are my guests,” Xandar said, gritting through each word. “I will deal with you before you have a chance to deal with anyone without basis.”

“But, Your Highness, she accused you of being a traitor!” he argued, and Sasha gasped in mock surprise.

“Did you partake in our conversation? Did you hear what we were talking about?” Xandar’s tone took a threatening edge, one that silenced the room.

“N-no, Your Highness.”

“Then how would you know the context in which we were speaking?” Cummings shook visibly as Xandar announced, “For clarification’s sake, our conversation trailed around humor. What your defense minister heard was simply a joke. If he didn’t manage to decipher that, I must say I’m worried about letting him continue be the one to protect my people.”

Murmurs filled the room as everyone cast distasteful looks at the minister.

Cummings bowed lower and uttered, “A thousand apologies, Your Highness. It won’t happen again. I misunderstood, and I apologize for my mistake.”

Xandar’s sights found their way to Lucianne, whose eyes of displeasure were fixed on Cummings, and it made the king say, “Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to Luna Hale, the one you’ve wronged.”

Audible gasps drifted through the air, even Sasha’s, which was genuine this time, but Xandar was unperturbed. Since lycans were the more superior species, it was completely unheard of for a lycan to respect a wolf, let alone apologize to one.

Cummings raised his head, incredulity coating his features. He was about to say something in protest, but at the king’s murderous eyes, he faced Luna Hale, swallowed a lump down his throat that could very well have been his pride, and gritted, “Please forgive me, Luna Gale.”

“It’s ‘Hale,’ Minister,” Lucianne echoed in palpable annoyance.

“Pardon me?” Cummings asked, appalled by the remark from a tiny wolf he didn’t recall ever meeting. He had arrived late the previous night, so he didn’t know who she was.

By her side, Alpha Juan almost snarled when he repeated, “It’s Hale, with an H.”

Cummings got increasingly agitated until Xandar’s cold voice rang through his ears, “How can you call yourself a lycan if you can’t even hear a name correctly, Cummings?”

Cummings wisely aborted his plan to retort and chose to say, “My apologies, Luna Hale. I misunderstood and misspoke. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

Luna Hale glanced over Cummings with disdain then locked eyes with Xandar as she rose from her seat. In her luna voice, she said, “Thank you for clarifying the situation, Your Highness. Otherwise, the misunderstanding would’ve caused a rift between our species that would have taken too much time to mend.”

“That won’t happen on my watch, Luna Hale.” He assured. To the rest of his subjects, he said, “Everyone else, as you were.”

Cummings and the two behind him walked away.

Alpha Juan thrust out his hand and thanked Xandar for resolving the confrontation, and the king replied, “You need not thank me. Right now, I’m embarrassed to admit that he is one of my ministers.”

When they resumed their seats, Lucianne beamed at her mate and whispered, “Thank you, Xandar. Really.”

The shine in her eyes and the curl of her lips ignited a fire in his heart. Leaning to her ear, he whispered, “Don’t thank me, Lucianne. It was the right thing to do.”

He took advantage of their proximity and brushed a kiss on her cheek, sending a visible blush to her face as he chuckled at the way her body responded to his gesture.








  
  
Chapter 4



As the meal went on, Minister Cummings came around their table with the two who followed him. Xandar was speaking to Alpha Juan, but when he noticed Lucianne’s eyes wandered to the side, he followed her gaze to see the minister standing before them. “Forgive our intrusion, Your Highness. May we sit with you? Perhaps we’ll take this opportunity to make amends.” 

Xandar smirked. “That’s not for me to decide, I’m afraid.” He directed his attention to the alpha and said, “Alpha Juan, the discretion is yours and your luna’s. I have no qualms even if the minister’s presence is refused.”

Alpha Juan’s gaze softened when he turned to his luna and asked, “What do you think, baby?”

Envy wrapped Xandar like a vise at witnessing the couple’s interaction. He could only hope that he’d be allowed to call Lucianne his “baby” one day soon. He hadn’t even begun calling her “Lucy” yet. He didn’t mind taking it slow, as long as she was comfortable.

They were mind-linking between themselves until Luna Hale offered a pressed smile and said, “Perhaps we should take this opportunity to make amends.”

“Thank you, Luna Hale,” Cummings said, and dropped into the seat next to Alpha Juan.

“Lucianne?” a deep voice, soft and cautious, came from behind her.

Her head swiveled to the back, and when she saw who it was, she stood without a smile. “Sebastian Cummings, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“Uhh . . . i-it’s good to see you too. H-How have you been? You look beautiful, by the way.”

Xandar was practically glaring daggers at the way Sebastian was speaking to his mate, and he only managed to control himself because of Lucianne’s evident indifference.

“I’ve been doing well, thank you,” she responded flatly. “If you’ll excuse me, I would like to finish my meal now.”

“No! Lucianne, wait!” Sebastian was about to reach for her, but her agility had her taking a step back.

Xandar leaped out of his seat and growled as he positioned himself before her, shielding her from Sebastian. The word “mine” was at the tip of his tongue, but he didn’t want to take that choice from Lucianne, remembering her reluctance in accepting their bond and not wanting her to feel coerced in accepting it.

“Your Highness, I—” Sebastian began, failing to find the words, and ended up saying, “I apologize.” He scurried to his father’s and sister’s side, dropping into the seat between them.

Sasha was seated next to Xandar, her backless bright red dress eye-catching in a way that showed a lot of cleavage.

Deciding to break the awkward silence where only clinking utensils spoke, Sebastian began, “So, Lucianne, what have you been up to since last year?”

Xandar tensed up.

But next to him, Lucianne shrugged as she avoided Sebastian’s gaze. “The usual. Training. Fighting. Teaching.”

With that, Sasha said, “Oh, it must be awful to have to learn all of that! It takes away so much time and energy!”

Cocking her head to one side, Lucianne replied, “I can’t think of a better way to spend my time and energy, but I do acknowledge that everyone has a different set of priorities.”

Her diplomatic response pulled a smile from her mate, one that she didn’t notice.

“Oh yeah, I get that,” Sasha mused. “Being the daughter of the defense minister, I can’t really escape the importance of combat. But given the choice, I’d rather settle down with a mate and have his babies, not having to worry about safety and all of those things.”

Forcing a flat smile, Lucianne replied, “Not having to worry about safety is a viable priority, I suppose.” Alpha Juan snorted and immediately covered his mouth to hide his smile. He and his mate had known Lucianne for so long that they could recognize her sarcasm from a mile away.

In fact, Sasha was the only one at the table who seemed oblivious about it as she continued, “I know, right? And I must say, you are so brave to sit next to our king. I mean, most wolves would shy away from lycans, and for what? I don’t know. But here you are, next to the strongest lycan. Don’t you feel small?”

Xandar beat Lucianne to a response when he questioned, “Why would she feel that way?”

Sasha’s eyes brightened as she released an airy chuckle. “Well, Your Highness. Not to brag, but we are the superior species, so . . .”

“Superiority in size and strength is no match for a superiority in character,” Xandar said.

“Oh, such wise words from our king.” Another coquettish laugh came from Sasha’s lips, and Lucianne wondered whether she could excuse herself from this conversation. In the end, she only hoped that her alpha and luna would not leave her alone with the lycans.

Luna Hale seemed to have read her mind when she mind-linked, ‘Don’t worry, Lucy. We’ll be here as long as you need us.’

‘Thank you, Luna.’

Sasha leaned forward in a way to show her cleavage when she asked, “So, what have you been up to, Your Highness?”

“Work,” he replied flatly, looking at the wall ahead and sipping his drink.

“Oh, you work so hard for us. It almost makes me feel bad as one of your subjects. What do you do for rest?”

“Sleep,” he said in equal disinterest, and Lucianne almost snorted at his response.

“Hmm...” Sasha then whispered, “Want some company for tonight?” 

Lucianne bit her lip. Uneasiness had her entwining her fingers hidden on her lap under the table as she coped with the familiar feelings of rejection before Xandar said, “No, I don’t. And even if I did, it wouldn’t be with you.”

Despite his resolute tone, Lucianne’s uneasiness didn’t leave her. Xandar noticed this, and it made his animal whimper to see their mate sad.

With pain in his eyes, he leaned toward her and was about to say something when Sebastian cut in, “Would you like to take a stroll in the park later, Lucianne? The ilustises are in full bloom this time of year. It’s a beautiful scene.”

“No thank you, Mr. Cummings. I’ve seen them.”

Sebastian seemed defeated but persisted. “Would you like to sit with us during the ceremony later this morning?”

“No, thank you. I’ll be sitting with Alpha Juan and Luna Hale.”

“We can make room for a few more. Our seats are nearer to the front, so you’d all have a better view of the stage,” Sebastian offered with a small smile.

“You needn’t worry about their view,” Xandar interjected. “I have invited Lucianne and her pack leaders to sit with me in the front row. They were about to respond to my invitation before your father showed up at our table,” he fibbed.

Disregarding the Cummingses’ stunned looks, Xandar’s eyes softened when he turned to his mate and asked, “What do you say, Lucianne? Would you join me at the ceremony?”

She managed a small smile and nodded. “Sure, Xandar.”

“What did you just call his Highness?” Sasha exclaimed.

Shooting her a glare, Xandar said, “It’s my name. Do we have a problem, Ms. Cummings?”

“Since when were we allowed to address royals by their name so casually? Especially a king! As one of your closer associates, Your Highness, it is my duty to advise you . . .”

“You are in no position to advise me.” Ignoring Sasha, Xandar turned to Alpha Juan. “I hope you and Luna Hale will join us?”

“It would be our honor, Your Highness,” Alpha Juan accepted graciously.

It was at this moment that Minister Alfred Cummings began looking at Lucianne more carefully. “Young lady, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“We have met, Minister,” Lucianne said without hesitance. “We met three years ago at the defense meeting in human territory when we revised the laws to mediate with the hunters. Two years ago, I asked you about the rumors circulating among packs about rogue lycans, to which you responded by asking me to worry about my own species instead. And last year, I was introduced to you again by Sebastian Cummings at this event. When I asked which packs were the most vulnerable to rogue attacks at that time, you asked me to go around the hall on my own to find out which of them may need our help.”

Alfred Cummings lost count the number of times he glanced uneasily at Xandar, whose face got darker with each of Lucianne’s statements. Doing his best to keep his displeasure in check so that it didn’t show on his face, the minister cleared his throat and said, “Perhaps you have mistaken me for someone else, miss. I don’t think . . .”

“My gamma is not mistaken, Minister. I was in attendance as well,” Alpha Juan uttered.

Alfred Cummings opened his mouth, but before he could argue further, his son spoke, “Dad, you have met her. She’s not mistaken.”

Alfred’s displeasure couldn’t be more evident. Sebastian could’ve simply mind-linked him, but he had chosen to embarrass his father before the king and some pesky wolves instead. Deciding to deal with that in private later, Alfred forced a smile and addressed Lucianne, “Well then, I must apologize for not remembering you. Old age does not serve the memory, I’m afraid.”

With furrowed brows, Xandar questioned,“How could you give such an answer to our people?”

Seemingly unperturbed, Alfred replied, “Your Highness, in my defense, I meet many people daily so . . .”

“That wasn’t what I meant,” Xandar spat. “Excuse my language, but why the hell did you ask our subjects to worry about their own species? Did you think they would be safe if lycans went rogue? Did it ever occur to you that they were concerned for their packs’ safety? And the thing about asking them to find out which packs needed help by themselves!” He shook his head. “Honestly, Cummings. Why would we need you?”

Frustration had his animal wanting to be released to tear the old man into pieces. His lilac eyes were turning onyx, showing that he was on the verge of losing his cool. Then, a small hand reached for his clenched fist on his lap, sending a trail of sparks throughout his being, and when his onyx eyes met Lucianne’s comforting black orbs, she mouthed, “Calm down.” The way her thumb drew soft circles on his taut knuckles soothed him and his animal.

His lycan purred under her touch, and Xandar’s fist loosened and unfolded, lacing his fingers with hers. Their bond calmed his simmering anger, allowing him to ponder in silence before his low voice reverberated around the table. “Cummings, I’m giving you one more chance in the name of my late father, who trusted you to the bone when he was alive. Take your job seriously, or you can forget about holding this position any longer than you already have.”

“I will do my best to make amends and serve our people, Your Highness,” Alfred said, restraining himself from scowling at the Blue Crescent members.

The screen of Lucianne’s phone lit up, and she retracted her hand before rising from her seat. Xandar’s eyes shot up at her retreating figure, but before he could say anything, she explained, “The ceremony starts in fifteen minutes, and I need to use the restroom. Hope you don’t mind me excusing myself for now?”

Luna Hale exclaimed, “Oh gosh! I didn’t realize the time! I need to use it as well!” Alpha Juan stood with her after checking his watch.

Xandar followed suit, pining the gentlest gaze on Lucianne as he whispered, “I’ll wait for you in the front row. Don’t take too long.”

“Okay.” She returned his smile. To the Cummings family, she said, “It has been . . . interesting to speak to the three of you. Please excuse us.” With that, she left the table with Juan and Hale.

Xandar wouldn’t have minded if Lucianne had left without a word to the three of them. In fact, he would have been quite happy if she had ignored them after the incompetence Alfred Cummings had shown. But her sarcasm when she used the word “interesting” made his lips curl. Thank you, Moon Goddess, he thought.

He didn’t spare any of the Cummingses a glance as he left the dining hall and stepped into the auditorium at the end of the corridor. Offering brief nods of acknowledgment to his ministers, the king then fell into the seat in the middle of the front row. As he awaited Lucianne’s return, he reminisced about her touch, as brief as it was. He hadn’t expected her to make a move, but he was so close to instability at that moment that if she hadn’t calmed him down, he may have shifted in the middle of the dining hall.


      [image: image-placeholder]At the other end of the corridor, Lucianne exited the restroom, and found herself coming face-to-face with Sebastian Cummings.








  
  
Chapter 5



Regret and longing swirled in Sebastian’s eyes, but Lucianne opted to ignore him and made an attempt to get past. He grabbed her wrist, and his voice echoed in a remorseful plea when he said, “Lucy, please let me explain.” 

“Don’t call me that!” Her eyes burned with rage, and the forceful way she withdrew her hand was further testament to her anger.

“Lucianne,” he tried again, his eyes glistening under the corridor lights.

“Lucy, is there a problem?” Alpha Juan emerged from the restroom, and Luna Hale appeared shortly after.

“Juan, I can handle this,” Lucianne assured. “You and Hale go on in. I’ll be there in a bit.” Her alpha gave Sebastian a hard look, and his luna was hesitant to leave Lucianne alone with the lycan.

“I’ll be okay, I promise. I’ll mind-link you if I need help,” she assured her leaders once more.

Juan seemed more at ease with this response but Hale remained skeptical. Lucy was family. She’d been Juan’s childhood rival and friend, and she was the first to welcome Hale when most of Blue Crescent initially showed disdain about having an omega from a small pack as their luna.

Though doubtful, they respected their gamma’s decision and strode away while wondering whether they should turn back.

When her pack leaders were out of sight, Lucianne said, “You don’t have to explain anything, Sebastian. There’s nothing between us.”

“No, don’t say that!” he urged, eyes radiating the pain in his voice.

“It’s the truth,” she replied mercilessly.

“No,” he shook his head, “The biggest mistake I’ve ever made is to accept your rejection. Please, give me a chance to redeem myself. Give me a chance to take care of you.”

“No thanks. I can take care of myself.” She made another attempt to get past him, but he stood in her way, stopping her from leaving. Again.

“I wasn’t in the right state of mind,” he explained. “What you saw wasn’t what’s real.”

“I know,” she uttered. A spark of hope ignited in Sebastian’s eyes, but she then continued, “What’s real is the fact that you defended your father when I asked about the rogue attacks. What’s real is that you lied to me when I asked you about rogue lycans. You told me that they didn’t exist but then I caught you talking about it with your colleague two days later, declaring proudly that you’d heard rumors of their existence months before the wolves. You want to talk about what’s real?” Every single word felt like a stab to his heart. The lump in his throat clogged his speech as she delivered her final blow, “What’s real is you told me that your father wanted to discuss the country’s affairs with you on the night I found you naked in bed fucking a female lycan!”

Sebastian’s speech gained a sudden restoration as he hastily explained, “Lucy, I was drunk and . . . and Sasha said telling you that I was going to the bar with some old friends would only make you unnecessarily suspicious. I didn’t want you to think that . . .”

“Unnecessarily suspicious? Do you hear yourself right now?” Lucianne fired back. “And you let your sister talk you into lying to me before sleeping with someone else?”

“Lucy, pl-ease.” His voice broke. Tears coasted his eyes once more as he reached for her wrists, and it had her taking steps back before a large figure appeared between them.

Xandar’s eyes were deep whirlpools of onyx when he warned, “Stay away from her.”

Being careful now that he was in the king’s presence, Sebastian cleared his throat, then spoke as steadily as he could, “Apologies, Your Highness. I meant no harm. I was just speaking to Lucianne.”

“Speaking to her is one thing,” Xandar began, taking a step forward and looked Sebastian dead in the eye when he continued, “If you so much as try to touch her again, I’ll rip your body piece by piece.”

“With much respect, Your Highness, it would amount to murder if you did that,” Sebastian retorted, an arrogant smirk tugging at his lips. Unlike his father, his career was not dependent on the king liking him.

Amidst the verbal crossfire, Lucianne spat, “It’s funny how you know the law when it comes to murder but disregard it when it comes to your father’s adultery and your sister’s drunk driving.”

Sebastian’s eyes softened in an instant. “Lucianne, please . . .”

With a dangerous growl, Xandar pinned Sebastian’s neck to the wall with one hand. Sebastian’s arrogance from before was gone, and in its place was palpable fear.

Lucianne cautiously reached for Xandar’s other hand that was clenched into a fist, drawing slow circles on his hard knuckles as she said, “Xandar, leave him. We should go inside. They won’t start without you. Let’s not keep everyone waiting.”

The onyx in Xandar’s eyes lightened bit by bit at the sound of her voice, and he released his hold of Sebastian before punching him in the gut, making Sebastian slump to the side when Xandar declared, “That was for harassing my mate.”

Sebastian groaned. His eyes widened, incredulity laced in his voice when he asked, “Your what?”

Lucianne pulled Xandar away before the two started another fight, and they made their way to the hall. All eyes were on them when they entered, and guilt washed over her at realizing that the ceremony was delayed because of her encounter with Sebastian. 

Xandar didn’t seem to mind as his hand fell on her waist, leading them to their seats.

The master of ceremony started his speech, repeating the same scripted words from the previous year. The king stole a look at his mate, whose saddened expression worried him. “What’s wrong?”

Briefly meeting his gaze then looking away, she muttered, “I shouldn’t have let everyone wait.”

A comforting smile gleamed his lips as he took her hand, planting a quick kiss on the back. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said. “Don’t blame yourself. This is a very minor issue, if it amounts to an issue at all. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

“Okay.” She managed a small smile and focused on the speech, relieved that her alpha and luna were right next to her. It was better than sitting with a group of lycans who were unaccepting of werewolves.

When the new alphas and lunas were about to be announced and presented on stage, Sebastian walked in. His longing gaze found Lucianne without effort, but she returned her sights to the stage, willfully disregarding his stare. Xandar, on the other hand, continued to scowl at him until he was seated with his father and sister.

After the new pack leaders were introduced, Alfred Cummings gave a speech about how they had fared in the attacks the previous year. He mentioned pack alliances briefly without naming the packs involved, which made one wonder if he even knew about the packs which collaborated as allies at all. He thanked his deputy for assisting him in protecting the lycans and werewolves, whatever that meant. As far as anyone could remember, Alfred and his deputy were never seen on any battlefields. None. They were only in ministerial positions to hand out orders. Even then, they were all vague orders. He never knew the precise or estimated number of rogues in each attack; he didn’t know their origins; and he didn’t know when they might attack. He didn’t know anything!

As all these thoughts ran through Lucianne’s mind, she tried to cope with watching the disgusting hypocrisy of the minister by biting her bottom lip. But she didn’t think Xandar would catch her doing it. With a single stroke on the back of her hand he was holding on his lap, he asked, “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” She offered an amiable nod and a meek smile.

Alfred’s speech received a resounding applause from the lycans and a grudging one from the werewolves.

Next, Gamma Tobias Tristan, as this year’s gamma representative, took the stage. “Good morning, Your Highness, Ministers and families, alphas, lunas, and fellow gammas. My name is Tobias Tristan, and I am the gamma of the White Blood Pack. It is my pleasure to stand before you as the first gamma representative of this annual meeting. Last year was undoubtedly one of the most difficult years to endure as we fought one rogue attack after another. We lost friends. Some of us lost families. In the worst cases, some lost their mates to the ruthless creatures.” A brief pause followed before he continued, “Needless to say, most of us wouldn’t be here today had we not relied on our allies. Together we formed trust; together we trained and improved; and together we won.” Applause came loud from the werewolves, and even Xandar released Lucianne’s hand to clap with them.

When the applause died down, Tobias proceeded to say, “Despite our success, it would be misleading to say that our alliances started out swimmingly. If anything, we just wanted to show the other pack our purported superiority.” He smirked, and laughter spread throughout the hall, mostly from werewolves who could relate to the sentiment.

“Many alliances started with nothing more than rivalry. I myself was not a saint. But it took me one experience working with a very commendable gamma to make me question my motives in learning how to fight. This gamma couldn’t care less about the strength of an individual wolf, and she didn’t see the point in fighting to impress our superiors or rivals. What was important, as she drilled into our heads, was the fact that we were strong as a pack. Even if we were made up of three alliance packs, the point was to train as one, to fight as one, and to win as one.”

Another round of enthusiastic claps followed, and Tobias continued, “Most of you have heard of her. Many of you have met her. Many of our packs owe her. She changed the way we collaborate, and she changed the mindset behind every punch and kick we perfected on the training ground. I once asked her, ‘Who do you have at the back of your mind when you’re on the battlefield?’ She didn’t even have to think to tell me, ‘Those who cannot fight on the battlefield.’”

Xandar’s eyes darted to Lucianne, whose cheeks gained a subtle shade of pink as her eyes went to the floor. It has to be her, he thought.

Tobias went on, “Her nobility is something many of us had never seen. I’m sure you would love to hear from her. I’m ecstatically proud to call upon my mentor, my rival, my good friend, and my sister on the battleground, Gamma Lucianne Paw from the Blue Crescent Pack. Lucy, get up here!”

Lucianne rose from her seat as the wolves in the back rows shot up from their seats in a welcoming cheer. Xandar stood with her as he clapped with the rest of the audience, his eyes shining bright with admiration. His action obliged every lycan in the room to stand with their king, and as she made her way to the stage, Xandar couldn’t help but feel irresponsible as a mate for not knowing that she was giving a speech. Despite that, pride flooded his veins that his mate was chosen among hundreds to speak.

Lucianne and Tobias embraced briefly on stage, and she came before the microphone. “Thank you for that flattering introduction, Gamma Tobias. It is my greatest pleasure to speak in this annual meeting, and it is my greatest honor to be selected by my fellow werewolves to speak this year.”

Another resounding applause followed before she continued, “As Gamma Tobias has said, the last year has not been easy. In fact, statistically speaking, it was the worst we ever fared as a species in werewolf history.” The hall was silent as everyone waited for her to continue. “All packs combined, we lost a total of 2,316 lives. Amongst them were fifty-two children who had never lived past the age of ten. We lost fifteen packs when their alphas and lunas were killed during an attack. Before last year, the worst we had seen was 203 years ago in the battle between vampires and werewolves. Even then, the death toll was only 1,857, and the packs lost were twelve.” She masked a silent sigh of despair, and continued, “In our pack-to-pack post-mortem, we discovered that the deaths were due to a constraint in time and an insufficient number of trained warriors in a pack. Help was sought, but many who needed it were hours or days away, and when we got there, we saw bodies, blood, and demolished homes.”

Her hand clenched into a tight fist on the podium as she held back her tears. “I will never forget the moment when I held a six-year-old girl from the Black Night Pack in my arms as she whimpered, calling out for her mother. The medical team told me that the girl had been crushed by the building we found her under for too many hours, and there was no way to revive her. Gamma Tobias was there, and we both did our best to comfort her until she closed her eyes to welcome death. Her mother, whom we identified a few hours later, had her corpse slumped on a tree with dried blood surrounding her neck, which had undoubtedly oozed from her throat a few hours earlier.”

She stood back and took another breath. “We’ve all heard stories. Most of us have lost friends. We can’t let our distance destroy our own. We must stop hoping that help will come on time when we need it because last year showed that it may not. It’s time to stop wishful thinking. It’s time to step up. It’s time that every able pack member learned to fight. I’ve spoken to my alpha, and he has agreed to offer training sessions to gammas and warriors from any pack who may be interested. It’s better to have sufficient defenders in your own pack to buy your allies time to come help you. With that said, Blue Crescent isn’t the only one blessed with trained warriors. Many of you in this room have the necessary skills. You know who you are. Please, offer your grounds and your time. The rogues are getting stronger. The rumors about rogue lycans have not died down. This is no time for pack rivalry. We are all the children of the Moon Goddess. In effect, we are siblings, whether we like it or not. We don’t have to wait for any official to help us. We can help ourselves and each other. Let’s stand together, for the sake of your people and mine. Thank you.”

With that, she stood back from the microphone, and the lycans clapped politely, Xandar’s clap being the loudest. The werewolves exchanged glances and signals, and Tobias’s eyes glazed over as he received a mind link from his alpha. When his eyes cleared, he shot Lucianne a mischievous grin, which only got her confused. Her friend then came up to her side, faced the audience, and howled into the air. Every other werewolf in the room got on their feet and howled with him. When the lycans saw Xandar stand and howl with the werewolves, they, too, stood and howled along.

Howling instead of clapping after a speech was the highest honor any werewolf and lycan could receive. It was so rarely practiced that some thought it was a dead myth. Tonight, Tobias, upon being instructed by his alpha, who had received support from the other wolves around him, revived the practice. If memory served Lucianne right, the last howl after a speech was about two hundred years ago when the vampires and werewolves declared truce. She was moved. Tobias held her in another brief embrace before shooing her off the stage.

Juan and Hale couldn’t be prouder.

Xandar approached her as soon as she descended the short steps, meeting her halfway and holding her in a tight embrace as he whispered, “You are beyond amazing.”

With a single-shoulder shrug and courteous smile, she said, “I only do what I can, Xandar.”

He brought her hands to his lips and brushed a brief kiss, saying, “If only you could see how much that really is.”

Her cheeks flushed, and Xandar’s lips lifted higher as he reached to trace the warmth there.

Several rows to the back, Sasha Cummings scowled at the affection Xandar was publicly displaying to the little wolf who, up until last night, was a nameless creature under his reign. Next to her, Sebastian’s was struggling to restrain the animal in him, undeniably angered and jealous at the way Lucianne was looking at their king. 








  
  
Chapter 6



At tea, Lucianne, with Xandar by her side, introduced Luna Lyssa to Alpha Zeke from the Blood Eclipse Pack, and subsequently Luna Lovelace from the Midnight Pack. When Xandar left the room to answer a phone call, Lucianne chatted with Gamma Raden before heading to the refreshments table to get a drink. 

Just as she was about to take a sip, Sasha appeared with a cocky smirk. “So, you’re the king’s mate,” she spat with conspicuous distaste. Sasha made sure that Xandar was not in the room before she walked up to the plain, irksome-looking little gamma.

Lucianne’s shoulder rose and fell in a casual shrug. “That seems to be the case.”

Sasha scanned her from head to toe. Her disgust for the wolf grew more palpable when she said, “A five-time rejected gamma from a little wolf pack is bonded to the lycan king. This clearly is the joke of the century, or millennia. I mean, look at you! You’re not even a lycan! I look more like a queen than you do! You just look like a dying rogue picked from the streets and given some new clothes that clearly don’t suit you, especially with the severe lack of makeup to cover those flaws on your face. You’re not even presenting yourself as a real female, and you think you’re qualified to be queen?”

Hysterical laughter escaped Lucianne, prompting many to turn in her direction. Xandar, whose hearing was the sharpest of both species, heard everything from a distance. His protectiveness had him dashing to Lucianne’s side, and his hand found its place on her waist. Cold, onyx eyes fell on Sasha as his animal demanded to be released to defend their mate. Around them, the boisterous room quieted down.

Lucianne was the only one who seemed unperturbed. When her hysterical laughter came to an end, a sarcastic smile spread wide across her lips. Xandar was about to speak to the minister’s brat, but Lucianne beat him to it. “Ms. Cummings, you are absolutely hilarious. Uh . . .” She chuckled before continuing, “First of all, I never asked to be his mate. Ever. After five rejections, I can tell you that a mate was the last thing I wanted. I would’ve rather spent the rest of my years alone than risk being rejected after falling in love again. Second, if I look like a dying rogue who was just picked off the streets, then you look like a self-entitled doll on display who never had to work a day in her life. You may think that’s a good thing, but I personally feel very, very sorry for you that you’re living in your perfect little world, ignorant of what most of us have to fight through. And third . . .”

She lifted a finger, asking Sasha to wait as she sipped from her glass, “Third, I have never said or thought that I am qualified to be a queen. I’m very well aware that I’m not. And frankly, neither are you. You may think you look like a queen, but holding that position is not just about putting on makeup and looking pretty. It’s about finding problems and coming up with solutions, something I don’t think you’re very familiar with. I’m not saying that I am, but just by hearing you speak, I know that you’re not. Honestly, if you want him,” she waved in Xandar’s direction, “I’m not the one stopping you. I don’t want someone who would want another anyway.”

The onyx in Xandar’s eyes swirled in panic when he exclaimed, “Lucianne, what are you saying? Don’t be ridiculous! I don’t want another! I only want you!”

Failing to see his expression, Lucianne’s eyes darted to the ground before returning to Sasha, and she said, “If you heard him, Ms. Cummings, you’d know the one stopping you is him, not me. My time and energy are focused on protecting the innocent, not throwing myself on powerful lycans.”

The king’s desperate gaze on Lucianne infuriated Sasha even more, so much so that she gritted in a furious whisper, “The lycans will never accept you as their queen.”

Xandar released a daunting growl, sending fear throughout the room. By his side, Lucianne merely retorted, “Their acceptance was never my priority. I’ve long stopped trying to please those who only want to bring me down anyway.”

Before Sasha could get another word in, Xandar released another growl and said, “Get the hell out of this room. Never appear in front of Lucianne again. You’re not even worthy to say her name.” He ended his warning with another snarl.

With tears trickling down her cheeks, Sasha flinched and hung her head low as she left the room in frightful haste.

The space was still in pin-drop silence, and the king was still boiling like a kettle. Gamma Tobias was the first to physically move from his spot, finding his way to the refreshments table. Concern etched his face, but then he smirked and exclaimed, “Lucy, that was epic!”

The atmosphere eased amongst the wolves, and Gamma Raden came over to high-five Gamma Tobias as the former shouted, “Yeah! That’s our girl right there!” and pointed at Lucianne, who managed a wide grin and a short laugh.

Xandar seemed to have relaxed a little, his animal calming down when they saw her smile.

On the other side of the hall, many older lycans were not pleased with the way things played out. They knew Sasha was Alfred Cummings’s daughter, and they’d been friends with Alfred from before Xandar ascended the throne eighteen years ago. This older generation believed that no matter how terrible a mistake is, a lycan should never be punished over a wolf. To them, the worst lycan should still always be treated better than even the best werewolf. All of this changed when Xandar rose as king. He was equally critical of lycans and werewolves, not seeing why one species should be favored over the other. 








  
  
Chapter 7



Everyone adjourned to their rooms for a short rest before dinner, and Xandar’s animal got restless at the thought of parting with their mate. 

“Would you mind if I kept you until dinner?” he asked nervously. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this nervous, if there was such a time at all. He was a king, and before that, he was the crowned prince. There was never really an occasion that he had to feel nervous about. Overwhelmed, yes, with rogue attacks. Fearful, perhaps, like when he was about to witness the death of his parents. But never was he this nervous.

Brows pulled together as her head cocked to one side, Lucianne said, “That depends on what you want.”

Smiling sadly, he explained, “I want to talk to you more. I want to know you, really know you. I don’t want you to feel like you have to keep things from me.” He reached for her hands and placed them on his chest, over his heart as he whispered, “And hopefully, I can convince you that I can love you. I’m not like the rest, Lucianne. I only want you. You’re the only mate and queen I will ever be willing to pursue. Please . . .” He pleaded, “Please, let me get to know you.”

His words, soft and careful, went straight into her heart. She wondered if it was the effect of the mate bond and reminded herself to be wary, ultimately giving a gentle nod. “Okay.”

Relieved and ecstatic, Xandar led her out of the dining hall and drove them to his villa, welcoming her into the living room. He got her a cup of coffee before falling into the seat next to her.

Their eyes locked, and after taking a sip, Lucianne forced a smile and asked, “So, what do you want to know?”

He gave that some thought. What he really wanted to know was no doubt a very painful topic to touch on this early in their relationship, if they were in a relationship at all. So he went for the second thing he wanted to know about her. “Who are your parents? What do they do? Any siblings?”

A small smile lifted her lips, and a glint appeared in her eyes as she said, “That’s definitely not what you really wanted to ask first, but I’ll gladly oblige if it makes you feel comfortable. So . . .”

“How are you so sure that’s not the thing at the top of my head?” Xandar asked with an amused smile.

“Well, for one, you took a little too long coming up with the question. We traveled from the dining hall to your home, so you would’ve had your first question long before now.” She chuckled. “And, two, you have a look when you’re trying to lie.”

“Is that so?” He smirked and inched closer, leaning into her warmth.

Another chuckle left her when she nodded. “You may be a good liar when you’re prepared, but taken off-guard, you look very uneasy, like you’re coming up with an excuse after being caught stealing a chocolate bar from the fridge.”

“Well, you have to admit, if it’s my fridge, then I’m technically not stealing.”

“You would be if it belonged to someone else in the house.”

A hearty laugh left his lungs, and when it died down, Lucianne had her eyes on the marble floor when she spoke in a small voice, “You want to know about the five rejections, don’t you?”

His heart clenched at her faltering smile. Taking her hands carefully into his own, he said, “We don’t have to talk about that today, Lucianne. There are a million other things I want to know about you.”

That seemed to have made her smile even sadder. “Yeah, but your mind won’t be at ease until you know.” His expression said it all. He wanted to know. He didn’t want there to be any secrets between them. As her mate, he wanted to know about the pain from her past and just hoped that by listening, he could take some of the pain from her.

“You seem a little lost for words,” she said, releasing a depressing chuckle in an attempt to lighten the mood. “It’s okay. I’ll just say whatever comes to my mind. So uh, the first mate was . . .”

“Lucianne, before you tell me about that, I want you to know something.” His grip on her hands tightened. “I’m not asking because I’m looking to judge. I just want to know everything about you, and if something made you upset or hurt you, I want to know that even more. I don’t want you to think that you have to bear those emotions alone. I acknowledge that I can never fully comprehend the severity of what you went through, and there’s no way to transfer those feelings to me or to someone else, but I was hoping . . .” He sighed in frustration, shaking his head and muttering to himself, “Goddess, this is lame.”

“It’s not,” she said with glistening eyes. “It really isn’t.” Tears trickled down her cheeks, and she looked away.

Xandar refused to let go of her hands when she tried to retract them to wipe away the tears, and he leaned in closer to kiss them away, tasting the saltiness in them. The way his eyes penetrated into hers was akin to a vow, more so when he said, “I’m not like them, I promise. Give me a chance to show you, okay?”

Hesitance ebbed off her in a way she couldn’t mask. Even so, she gave a curt nod, seeming to have lost her voice for a moment. Her reluctance squeezed his heart, but he ignored the pain. At that moment, he was grateful that she was giving him a chance.

When Lucianne got a hold of herself again, she began, “So, uh . . . my previous mates, all five of them weren’t from my pack. That’s the good news. At least things didn’t get awkward back home after each rejection. The first was a beta from an ally pack. He didn’t think I had the build to be a beta’s mate and rejected me. As you can already tell, I’m really small, even for a wolf. The second was a warrior, not a gamma, just a warrior in training. We met at a training collaboration hosted by Blood Eclipse. What he told me was that the mate bond was messing with his head, and objectively speaking, I wasn’t pretty by his ‘uninfluenced’ standards. He also didn’t want his mate to be a warrior. He preferred a female who had a ‘less aggressive job’. I never bothered asking what that meant.”

She took a sip of her coffee. “The third and fourth were alphas. The third was already engaged to be married to a chosen mate, and he felt that he owed it to his pack to choose her, who had alpha blood, over me, since I’m not from that bloodline. That was definitely the most amicable severance. Consensual and amicable. The fourth mate wasn’t the type to settle for one female, so it was a no-brainer to sever that bond. But he made it clear that he wouldn’t have wanted me even in his next life before accepting my rejection.” She released a dejected chuckle.

“And then . . .” Lucianne stopped to take a breath “. . . I don’t know what was going through the Moon Goddess’s mind, but she paired me with a lycan for my fifth-chance mate. You already know this one: Sebastian Cummings. We met at this meeting last year. He took me seriously at first, but then all these lies and inconsistencies started popping up. When it came down to another lycan and me, he never chose to defend me, even if I had the facts and they didn’t. I didn’t think much of it because I just thought that was how most lycans are brought up—spare the lycans, punish the wolves. But the last straw was walking in on him sleeping with another lycan when he told me that he was going to be with his father discussing state affairs.”

Her neck stiffened, and she took a moment before continuing in a weakened voice, “After that experience, I went home and prayed to the Moon Goddess every night, begging her to stop giving me a mate. I told her that I would do anything . . . but I didn’t want to experience another mate bond. I didn’t want to meet or see another creature being bound to me like that again.” She took a deep breath before uttering, “I have never asked for a mate in my life. And after mate number five, I decided that I’ve had enough of the emotional roller coaster and begged our Goddess to spare me. When we met last night, all I could think about was what could I have possibly done to garner so much hate from the Goddess that she couldn’t even grant me my only wish. But from the start, you were different.”

Their eyes locked. His expression was hard as he thought about her perpetual pain, his animal being angered at the injustice that had befallen her.

In his silence, she continued, “When you looked at me at the meet-and-greet, I couldn’t see any hesitation or disappointment in your eyes. Even now, I still can’t find it. You seem so sure, so certain that the mate bond isn’t a mistake. And when I mentioned rejecting one another, you seemed genuinely hurt and confused, not contemplative or relieved like the mates from my past. I thought that, as a lycan, you’d feel disappointed about being bonded to a wolf, like Sebastian was. But you aren’t like him. It’s almost been twenty-four hours since we met, and I haven’t seen you upset over being with me yet. Sebastian’s happiness only lasted two minutes before disappointment crept into his eyes. He just seemed like he was tolerating me after that. He was never really truly interested in who I am.” She scoffed, then shook her head. “I don’t know why I’m bonded to you, of all people and species. I don’t even know why I’m being bonded again. Sometimes I feel that the Moon Goddess gave me my life just to use me as a joke over and over and ov . . .”

“No, don’t think that,” Xandar gently cut her off, lifting her off her seat and placing her sideways on his lap, planting a deep kiss on her forehead and holding her close. “Our Goddess knows you’re meant for great things. She knew before any of us that you have the makings of a true leader, a queen. Just being a luna of a pack would’ve been a waste of your potential.”

With a tentative stroke down her arm, he continued, “I’ve seen the way you interact with pack leaders and warriors. You stand apart on a whole other level. They love you and have so much respect for you. Our Goddess sees this too. Before meeting you, I wasn’t even doing half the things at this meeting that I’ve already done since last night. I was never one to be approachable, or one to get to know my people on a deeper level. But meeting you changed that. Your very existence made me feel that the people deserved a better king, one who saw them, heard them, and felt them. You gave me that, Lucianne. It’s only been less than a day, but I’ve never taken my subjects more seriously until last night.”

With a gentle stroke on her hand, he said, “There’s no one more qualified to be a queen than you, Lucianne. You’ve already done so much more for the people than I have, than any lycan or wolf has. You’re already our queen, even if you don’t see it yet.”

Holding back tears with a meek smile, she replied, “It was really nice of you to say all of that, Xandar.”

“I wasn’t being nice,” he said firmly, “I was speaking the truth. You are a queen, our queen. It radiates from the way you speak and the way you carry yourself, which probably explains why I don’t feel comfortable seeing you bow to me. From the start, it just felt . . . wrong. I thought it was the mate bond at first, but now that I think of it . . . it’s more likely because I’m not worthy to have you bow to me. If anything, I should be the one bowing to you.”

“Oh Goddess, please don’t do that. It’ll be so awkward,” she pleaded, her eyes widening in horror.

He scoffed and ran his fingers down her hair. “It shouldn’t be for you. But I suppose you now understand what I felt last night and this morning when you bowed.”

They went silent for a while, simply enjoying each other’s company until Lucianne’s fingers trailed gently across Xandar’s chest when she prompted “Is there anything else you want to know about my previous mates? Any holes in my story that you need an explanation for?”

Her touch awakened an arousing fire within his animal, and Xandar was relieved that her fingers stopped as soon as she came to the end of her question. After briefly mulling over it, jealousy was laced in his voice when he said, “I don’t quite understand the one with Cummings. From the way he’s been behaving, it’s like he’s under the illusion that the mate bond is still there. And why did Luna Hale agree to let the Cummingses sit with us? Didn’t she know who he was?”

“Oh, that,” she sat up and explained. “Hale told me that she wanted to watch Sebastian suffer in regret now that I’m bonded to someone else.” Lucianne rolled her eyes and shook her head in disapproval. “She’s not normally like this. That was probably her only unprofessional act as a luna. And as for Sebastian’s behavior . . . After I caught him with his . . . bed warmer, he promised that he would do anything to make me feel better. After making him swear that he would give in to anything I was about to ask for, I rejected him and demanded that he accept the rejection. He wanted to argue his way out of it, but I held him to his promise. And he, not being fully sober after all the alcohol he’d had with his buddies that night, accepted the rejection. I will admit that I was being kind of manipulative to sever that bond, but . . .”

“But thank Goddess you were.” Xandar beamed.

She rolled her eyes again, this time with a smile. “I was going to say that it was manipulative, but I don’t regret what I did.”

“Good. You shouldn’t.” Xandar smiled wider, brushing a kiss on her cheek, indulging in the sight of his blushing mate.

Lucianne pressed the back of her hands on her cheeks in an attempt to cool them, but Xandar promptly snatched back her hands and held them firmly in his, then planted another kiss on her cheek, sending another wave of red to that area. “I thanked her last night, you know?” he said in bliss.

“Who?” Lucianne asked in confusion.

“The Moon Goddess, sweetheart,” he shared, “I thanked her for our bond when we were on our way back to your room last night.” He reached for the hair and gently tucked it behind her ear, tracing the large curls that fell on her back. “You are so much more than I deserve and nothing I could ever imagine asking for. I never thought someone like you even existed. I don’t remember doing anything exceptional to be bonded to someone so amazing, but I know that I’m never letting you go.” 

For the next few moments, they simply looked into each other’s eyes. His lilac orbs met her black ones, and Xandar had never felt happier. He had never felt more at peace.

A buzz came from Lucianne’s phone, and they turned to the side table to see that it was a reminder for her to get ready for dinner.

“Do you have a reminder for everything?” he asked in a tease.

“Only scheduled programs. I don’t want to be late for something because I was distracted,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Hmm.” His nose started trailing down her scar when his baritone echoed, “A little distraction may be good though, don’t you think?”

“Maybe, but not the type of distraction you’re implying.”

“And what type of distraction am I implying, my dear?” His coquettish tone led to his nose finding her neck, and he took a greedy whiff of her scent.

A gasp left Lucianne before she reached for his face, detaching him from herself when she said, “You know exactly what I’m talking about, Xandar. I need to use the washroom. After that, we should get going.”

Ignoring his pout, she climbed off his lap and disappeared into the washroom.

Even after hearing the door close, Xandar couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. He was getting a chance with his mate, and she seemed to be warming up to him. Everything made sense after she explained. Her inability to accept praise was because of past mates who had deemed her unworthy. She might not have realized it, but their words affected not just her heart but also the way she saw herself. Her reluctance to accept the mate bond, and her indifference when she spoke about rejection the previous night was just an understandable side effect of her past, from being bonded to useless mates. Thank Goddess they were useless; otherwise, he would’ve lost her even before he had met her.

Then again, he could’ve always challenged and killed the one she was bonded to, thereafter claiming her as his. Being the lycan king, he would’ve easily won. But would Lucianne be happy being with him if he killed her bonded mate? Shoving these thoughts aside, he thanked Goddess for not complicating the situation to the point where he had to kill a mate to be her mate.

He brightened and beamed like a creature who was madly in love, rising from the couch and checking his appearance with the living room mirror, brushing off the faint creases, and putting on his coat. When Lucianne joined him, he took her hand and they left for the dining hall in his car.








  
  
Chapter 8



After Xandar got behind the wheel, a thought came to mind. “Hey, Lucianne?” 

“Hm?”

“You mentioned that the third and fourth were alphas,” he ventured. “Are they here? In this collaboration?”

“The third, yes. Alpha Brandon from Red Night. The fourth, no. He and his luna were killed in one of the rogue attacks last year. Alpha Zeke from Blood Eclipse took half of his pack, and the other half went to Luna Lovelace from Midnight,” she answered simply.

“Wouldn’t it get awkward with Alpha Brandon?” Xandar asked, concern lacing his voice.

But Lucianne burst out laughing. “No. Like I said, our severance was consensual and amicable. It was awkward at first, but then we warmed up to each other as allies and friends. His luna did take a little more time to offer me a smile. But we eventually hit it off, mainly because we’re both set on burning down the patriarchy.” She chuckled and continued, “I mean, it would’ve been awkward if the fourth mate had survived. He uh . . . he’s very pinned on the fact that he rejected me because I wasn’t good enough, so he may have caused a scene at the collaboration. But I would’ve stayed away if I had seen him there anyway.”

“Did he cause a scene last year?”

“He almost did, on the very first night too. But Juan threatened to challenge him for his pack if he ever bothered me again, so he never tried to do anything after that.”

Heaviness anchored Xandar’s heart, guilt eating him up like never before. Why didn’t he know this? If he had paid more attention at the meet-and-greet last year, he could’ve defended her. “I can’t believe that happened and I wasn’t there to defend you. No one should even think of causing a scene at this collaboration.”

She shrugged. “If it makes you feel any better, you weren’t my mate yet.”

“That . . .” one hand stayed on the steering wheel as the other reached for her hand, lifting it to his lips to plant a kiss before he continued, “does not make me feel any better. Knowing that someone else was more deserving of you than I was is just a stab to the heart.”

Parking the car at his reserved lot, his eyes found hers when he continued, “Nothing like that should’ve happened on my watch. Not to you or anyone else. I’ll be better. I’ll pay more attention, I promise.” And he sealed that promise with a kiss on her hand.

As Lucianne did her best to ignore the sparks, she replied, “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Xandar. You were on the other side of the room, occupied with lycan ministers. It would’ve been impossible for you to know what was happening at our end.”

Xandar was almost too afraid to ask but had to. “Did we—did we meet last year?”

“No, we didn’t. After you spoke to the ministers, you left. We didn’t meet for the rest of the month either. As a gamma, I only had business with the defense ministers, so I never saw the point of coming up to you. You seemed rather busy, and no wolf in their right minds would think of interrupting.”

Xandar slammed his head onto the headrest, frustration creasing his forehead as he heaved a self-loathing exhale. “I am beyond incompetent.”

“What?” Lucianne asked, almost certain she misheard him.

Taking her hands and with evident embarrassment in his eyes, he said, “Sweetheart, I’m going to be honest with you. Up until I met you, I hated the annual meet-and-greets.”

She pressed her lips together and gave a nod of comprehension before saying, “That much was clear.” Xandar closed his eyes tightly and heaved another sigh before Lucianne added, “I think I’ll just let you finish speaking.”

The corners of his lips quirked at her sincerity. “You don’t have to hold back. I deserved it. You only gave me the facts. So, uh . . . I’ve long hated the meet-and-greets, and I always found a way to leave as early as possible. I’m not my father. He would’ve happily stayed and socialized with his ministers late into the night. Personally, I find it to be a complete waste of time. I would’ve rather locked myself in my office and gone through a few files. At least then, I’d be able to be at ease when I go to bed, knowing that I’ve done . . . something.” He waited for her to respond, and when she didn’t, he prompted her with a gentle brush of her hand. “Lucianne, say something.”

“Uh . . . I’m not following,” she admitted. “How are you ‘beyond incompetent’?”

“Well, if I had taken the initiative to speak to anyone other than the ministers, I would’ve been more aware of how the werewolves had been faring. After hearing yours and Gamma Tobias’s speeches, I can’t help but feel that I’m no better than Alfred Cummings.” Staring deeply into her eyes, he went on, “As officials, we had the power to send help, but we didn’t. And I didn’t even seem approachable enough for gammas to come up to me with their concerns.” Averting his gaze and staring blankly ahead, he mused, “What have I even accomplished these years as king?”

Lucianne bit her lip, holding back words that were probably best left unspoken. But she didn’t count on Xandar noticing. His thumb reached out to gingerly smooth her lip, and he whispered, “What is it? Tell me.”

She hesitated, considered brushing it off with a white lie but eventually settled on telling the truth. “I don’t know if what I’m about to say is going to make you feel any better.”

“I don’t care. I want to know,” he insisted.

Taking a deep breath, she began, “You are doing better than your father.” After gauging his reaction, she continued, “King Lucas, he . . . he never thought about us when it came to rights or legislation. Hunters could kill us as they pleased. Packs weren’t allowed to submit an application for financial relief after a rogue attack. We never had medical help beyond our allies during his reign.” She took another pause, assessing his reaction. Xandar’s eyes told her that she had his undivided attention, encouraging her to go on, “It almost felt like we didn’t exist. There was even a time when I wondered why we called him our king. Of course, I later learned that it was purely fear that forced wolves to obey without question. But when you ascended the throne, things started changing.”

Gratitude seeped into her voice and emanated from her eyes. “When we first received word that wolves were entitled to seek relief after an attack, we thought it was a joke or a scam. It took a lot of discussion among pack leaders before one alpha was appointed to ask about the validity of the relief offered.” She chuckled at the memory. “We just didn’t think that it was possible for there to be a lycan who’d bother to take care of us wolves, let alone the lycan king. For as long as we can remember, we were just happy to not get killed.” After another brief laughter, she said, “Then the laws started to change, bit by bit. A few years later, alphas were invited to meet and submit their concerns at conferences for the first time in history. Then three years ago, these meetings started to include gammas. Gammas are even given the chance to share the stage with lycans this year, which has never been done.”

Leaning into her animal’s instinct, Lucianne reached for his face. Her fingertips traced the thickness of his brows, and his expression softened under her touch as he purred and leaned into her palm. Her voice lowered to a whisper when she shared, “You don’t know how grateful we are to have an opportunity to be included in discussions, a chance to speak, and a way to seek help. The systems aren’t perfect yet, but at least it was better than what we had during King Lucas’s reign.”

He reached for her hand on his face, guiding it to his mouth and placing a deep kiss on her palm, then inched closer and left a second kiss on her forehead, whispering, “That did make me feel better. Thank you.”

Deciding to take a chance, he closed in on her neck, but Lucianne held his face and said, “We should go in. We’ve been in here long enough.”

“This won’t take very long,” he muttered.

She smirked. “Well then, I guess I’ll see you inside.” With that, she unbuckled her seatbelt. Xandar groaned, which she ignored as she got out of the car. As soon she closed the door behind her and made her way toward the hall, he followed quickly behind. His arm went around her waist as soon as he caught up to her.

“Decided to come down so soon?” she teased.

“Don’t even start.” 

She released a giggle in response, and his animal wagged its tail like a tamed pup, unable to control how happy it was to hear her laugh.

When they entered the room, everyone bowed. Lucianne froze until Xandar’s voice rang through the hall, “Good evening, everyone. I hope this day has gone well for all of you so far. If you have any suggestions on how we can improve, be it the ceremony this morning or the food being served, do not hesitate to let me know.”

Only after he’d spoken and everyone began looking away did Lucianne’s discomfort eased. As they approached the buffet table, Xandar asked, “Do you think you can get some pack leaders to open up to me about their problems? I’ve spoken to a few of them, but they seem reluctant to tell me the full extent of what they need.”

A playful glint lit her eyes as a smile played on her lips. “That’s because you’re the big, scary lycan king.”

His lips tugged into a smirk as his hand on her waist gently squeezed her flesh, earning him another short stream of her quiet chuckles before she asked, “So, who do you want to meet first? Those who need help in terms of finances, pack training, construction, or something else?”

His steps slowed to a stop. He didn’t think his subjects’ problems could be categorized so clearly as if so many packs had these problems that the categories existed.

Sensing his internal conflict, Lucianne gently asked, “Which do you prioritize more, Xandar? Safety, or expansion and development?”

His smile returned, appreciating her understanding, and – without hesitation – he responded, “Safety.”

“Alright.”

Getting their food and picking a table, Lucianne then said, “I’ll be back in a bit. Don’t wait for me to start.” She motioned to his plate.

But it wasn’t as if Xandar’s animal would allow him to eat when their mate hadn’t started yet, so he waited. A short moment later, she returned with three creatures following closely behind.

Xandar was up on his feet, ready to greet his guests.

“Xandar, let me introduce you to Alpha Wainwright, Luna Willa, and Gamma Sylvia of the Crimson Pack.”

The three wolves bowed, greeting Xandar in unison, “Your Highness.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, members of the Crimson Pack. Please have a seat. I would love to hear from you.”

They took their seats on Lucianne’s side of the table, and it made Xandar aware that he had a lot of work to do before the wolves were willing to open up to him.

Pivoting to Alpha Wainwright on her left, Lucianne began, “Alpha, please tell our king about the rogue attack last month, the way you told me at tea earlier.”

She gave him an encouraging nod, and the alpha harrumphed before facing the king. “Your Highness, it’s an honor to speak to you. As Gamma Lucianne mentioned, the Crimson Pack faced an attack last month. Although we managed to eradicate the threat, our borders were destroyed when the rogues tried to tear their way through. Our finances dried up when we used them to rebuild a quarter of pack homes after a fire three months ago. And we had to resort to placing more warriors at our borders to protect ourselves. The uh . . .” His sights flickered to Lucianne, who gave a faint nod for him to go on. “The problem, Your Highness, is that we wanted to submit a claim for financial relief after the fire, but since there wasn’t a designated category for it, we couldn’t proceed with the application. We submitted an enquiry to the defense ministry, but we haven’t heard from them. And after the rogue attack, we applied to Minister Cummings, but it seems that our application hasn’t been reviewed as of yet.”

In a calm and careful voice, Luna Willa added, “We were hoping, Your Highness, that we could have a small loan to speed up rebuilding the border. Our warriors are strained from having to stand guard daily instead of taking shifts. We’d be happy to discuss the terms of repayment. If possible, we hope that you’ll give us time to return the funds.”

All eyes fell on Xandar, who was holding his mate’s hand as he pondered. His expression was hard, and a moment of silence went by before he asked, “What’s the cost of rebuilding the border without compromising the quality of the materials?”

“Uh, well . . .” Alpha Wainwright’s eyes drifted to Lucianne again, who gave another nod. “My contractor has quoted the price of 100,000 espèces (the kingdom’s currency), Your Highness. But we’d appreciate even a loan that covers 10 percent of the amount. We’ve already borrowed 70,000 espèces from all our allies combined, so we’d be very grateful if . . .”

Before he finished, Xandar said, “You may return the borrowed funds to your allies. I’ll speak to the finance minister and get her to disburse the 100,000 espèces to your pack account by the end of the week. This isn’t a loan, so there’s no need for a discussion on repayment.”

The Crimson Pack members released a shocked gasp. Luna Willa was the first to recover. “Your Highness, that’s a very generous gesture b-but we can’t just accept that. It’s a lofty amount. We insist on repaying. With interest.”

With a casual wave of his hand, Xandar replied, “No, Luna Willa. As the governing body, it’s our job to ensure that the welfare of our people is being looked after. This is not a generous gesture. It’s a duty that we must fulfill. I hope you understand and will accept the money.”

The pack leaders were still lost for words until Lucianne prompted, “Alpha?”

The old man seemed to have finally snapped out of it as he offered the king a grateful bow. “Thank you, Your Highness. On behalf of my people, I thank you for the aid. It will help us to recover quickly from the mishaps.”

Xandar smiled in response and asked, “May I know what caused the fire?”

Alpha Wainwright sighed, exhaustion ebbing into his voice. “There was a wiring defect in one of the older electric generators. After that incident, we got foremen and electricians to check on the remaining generators. Thank Goddess we did! There were three more at risk of malfunctioning.”

Xandar then wondered whether the government should provide relief for that as well, and decided to check with the finance minister and hear out the other packs before providing relief for the fire. He hoped that the money they had would be enough to cover everyone’s losses, but realistically speaking, he might only be able to contribute a percentage of them that didn’t result from a rogue attack.

By his side, Lucianne’s eyes lit up, and Xandar turned to see Juan and Hale approaching them with plates in their hands. Offering them a smile, Xandar waved them over.

“Your Highness, it’s good to see you again,” Alpha Juan said, offering him a bow with his luna.

“A handshake will do, Alpha Juan, Luna Hale. Please, join us,” Xandar said as he patted his shoulder like a brother.

The Crimson Pack members went into another round of shock at the casualness and only blinked when Juan thrust a hand in Wainwright’s direction with a smile. “Always nice to see you, Wainwright.”

“Juan. Good to see you, too, old friend,” Wainwright acknowledged and shook Juan’s hand.

Hale set her plate down and went over to Willa, both sharing a brief embrace. Hale said, “We didn’t see you last night. We thought you both weren’t attending this year.”

“Oh no, we could never miss this,” Willa replied with all smiles. “Lucy has been lovely, as always.” She shot Lucianne a grateful glance.

Wainwright snorted. “Yeah. Until you put her on the battlefield.”

Gamma Sylvia piped, “Then she’ll turn into a monster.”

Seeing Lucianne covering her eyes with an embarrassed smile, Juan added, “Let’s give Lucy more credit. She won’t turn into a monster. Lucy has been a monster since we were kids.”

Laughter spread around the table, and Lucianne’s eyes bored into Juan’s playful ones when she warned, “I’m getting you for this, Juan.”

“Oh yeah? When?” he challenged.

“Tomorrow. At training.” She smirked.

His grin fell. Fear entered his eyes when he turned to his mate and cursed, “Shit!”

Another round of laughter followed, and Xandar came to the realization that it had been a long time since he felt this welcomed. People always obliged him, but there was never any encouragement to speak freely, or for the people around him to be themselves. The atmosphere with the wolves felt different. He liked it. He didn’t want it to end.

In between the conversations and jokes, Xandar planted an unceremonious kiss on Lucianne’s earlobe and whispered, “Thank you for getting them to talk to me.”

“You’re welcome,” she whispered with a shy smile in return. There was something about Xandar that made her question her preconceptions about mates. Whenever he spoke to her, she was free to say whatever she wanted. It was never like that with her previous mates. She always had to watch her tongue around them just as she would anyone else.

Juan, Hale, and Tobias were, by far, the most understanding and open with her. They always made sure she was heard. Even then, she never felt comfortable pouring out everything. She voiced out her thoughts, yes. But these were thoughts that had been filtered to be as inoffensive as possible—and sometimes her response might still be offensive to the listener even after her thought-filtration processes.

Xandar was different though. He seemed to be encouraging her to be herself, her complete self. He wanted to know everything that bothered her and made her feel sad. Even after she told him about her past mates, he showed her no sympathy, only anger at what she’d had to go through. His hardened expression in the living room only showed that he was working hard to understand the pain she had to endure. She hated being felt sorry for, so when Xandar didn’t, even without her asking, she felt a sense of belonging, so much so that she forgot she was speaking to their king.

“Your Highness?” a voice came from behind Xandar. Everyone at the table stopped speaking, and Xandar reluctantly stood as he turned. “Yes, Cummings?”

Sebastian, who was behind his father, also bowed, albeit grudgingly. Alfred continued to hold his head down as he explained, “I wanted to apologize for Sasha’s behavior earlier. She got emotional and meant no harm to the gamma. She wishes to apologize for her error if she’s allowed back into these halls. May she be given a chance to make amends, Your Highness?”

“No,” Xandar responded without needing to think.

Alfred’s head lifted, surprise coated his voice when he said, “I beg your pardon, my king? I can assure you that she did not intend to upset the gamma. She was simply . . .”

“The gamma she insulted is my mate. Tell Ms. Cummings to count herself lucky that I didn’t initiate court proceedings for her behavior toward the future queen. She was already warned last night when I was speaking to Luna Lyssa. I will not have her around here again.”

Alfred was rendered momentarily speechless, catching Lucianne’s indifference from the corner of his eye and decided to play his last card. “Could she at least be present at the training sessions starting tomorrow, Your Highness? We haven’t found out the truth behind the rogue lycans yet, and I wouldn’t want her to be defenseless should we ever have to face the threat.”

The final thread of Xandar’s patience snapped. With onyx eyes and a readily explosive roar, the king repeated, “Cummings, I SAID N—”

“Xandar, that would be fine.” Lucianne was by his side in an instant, one hand wrapping around his arm while the other reach for his hand, using the mate bond to calm him when she continued, “Just training will be fine. Everyone will be fighting with a partner, so she won’t be able to bother me or anyone else. It’ll be fine.”

The onyx receded and gave way to a softened lilac. Still, his brows dipped in concern when he whispered, “Are you sure?”

Giving him a small smile, she nodded.

With immense hesitance, Xandar diverted his attention back to Cummings. “You and your reckless daughter better realize how lucky she is right now. Training only. She’s not welcomed in anything else.”

“Yes, I understand, Your Highness. Thank you.” Alfred replied, secretly pleased that his plan worked. He then reluctantly addressed the wolf, “Thank you, Gamma Lucianne. I’m most grateful, and I’m sure my daughter will fully appreciate your kind gesture as well.”

A merciless scoff left her lips. “I wouldn’t count on that, Minister. But her appreciation is not my concern. I only persuaded our king to allow it to make sure no innocent lycan or wolf would die having to protect Ms. Cummings. I was considering the people tasked to protect her, not her. But thank you for expressing your gratitude.”

To say that Alfred was shocked to his core would be an understatement. Never in his life had he been spoken to like this by any creature, let alone a wolf, and this one wasn’t even a luna!

The brief silence ended when Xandar’s impatient baritone echoed, “If there isn’t anything else, Cummings, you may close your mouth and go now.”

After closing his mouth that fell opened on its own, Alfred bowed and excused himself without another word. Next to him, Sebastian’s angered eyes were fixed on Lucianne’s hand on Xandar’s arm. He allowed himself a longing gaze at his former mate before following his father.

While Xandar’s eyes drilled into their retreating figures, he contemplated whether allowing Sasha to train was a good idea. He couldn’t get by the way she’d spoken to Lucianne.

“You okay?” the gentlest voice asked as a brush of his hand brought his eyes to his mate’s.

His anger vaporized, and a smile gleamed his lips. “I am now.”

Lucianne rolled her eyes, but her flushed cheeks showed that she wasn’t immune to his words. They returned to their seats and chatted some more with the wolves before turning in for the night.

Xandar walked Lucianne back to her room, and learned that she helped in the Crimson Pack’s rogue attack not just in the previous month but also in the past few years. Her pack was their trusted ally, and she was a trusted warrior and friend.

After bidding her goodnight, Xandar wrestled with his protesting animal, which wanted to stay with Lucianne. But they had to drag themselves home, and Xandar went through two rogue files before hitting the hay.

In bed, he started to wonder why he was going through the files in the first place. They were all reports from the rogue attacks on wolf packs. Procedure was so tedious that by the time the file reached him, the rogues would have either been eliminated or destroyed the pack. It felt like these reports were just done for the sake of taking up space in their archives. It didn’t feel like he was helping alleviate the risk of attacks. What was odd was the fact that none of the packs ever asked for lycan warriors. Why is that? he wondered. They asked for medical aid and finances to rebuild but never protectors, even though it was a designated option.

Seeing that it was past midnight, he made himself stop thinking about the country’s affairs and turned to the side to face the empty pillow. He imagined Lucianne sleeping there right next to him with her eyelids closed, until he finally dozed off. 








  
  
Chapter 9



At breakfast the next morning, he beamed at his subjects when he saw that Lucianne’s head remained up while the rest of them were bowing. After greeting the attendees, he made his way to her and left a soft kiss on her forehead. “Thank you for not bowing.” 

“It felt really awkward,” she complained with blushing cheeks.

He chuckled. “You’ll get used to it.” Taking in her stunning figure hugged by a dark purple ruffled top and black skirt, he said, “You look beautiful.”

Her lips tipped into a smirk. “You look great, too, Xandar. Are you going to say that every morning?”

“Mm. Maybe.” His voice took a flirtatious turn as he began closing the distance between them.

With her hand on his hard chest, Lucianne kept their remaining distance and said, “Behave now, my king. There are people you should meet.”

“Fine.” He groaned.

With his hand on her waist, Lucianne introduced him to the pack members of Lunar Eclipse, Night Howl, and Glimmer Moon. It took a lot of encouragement and prompting on Lucianne’s part before the members spoke about their concerns without sugar-coating anything.

When it came to damaged borders, Xandar promised to contribute financially without hesitation. However, things like hospital supplies, rusting pipes, and a seasonal shortage of clean water were trickier. He had to call for a meeting with his ministers to address these issues. For now, he made mental notes on everything his subjects needed, and promised to get back to them on the aid his government could provide.

Juan and Hale walked up to them with wide smiles as Juan called out, “Lucy! Your Highness! Busy morning, I see.”

Several lycans glared at him for speaking so casually to the king, but Juan and Hale couldn’t care less.

Xandar shook Juan’s ready hand with a smile and said, “Yeah, well. I suppose that’s what happens when I get an over-responsible mate.”

“Don’t I know it.” Juan gave his mate a side-eye before rolling his eyes, earning a slap on his arm from his luna before she lovingly slipped her arm into his.

Lucianne’s eyes narrowed at Xandar when she argued, “Xandar, you asked for this.”

Hale said, “Lucy, forgive them. Men don’t always know what they want.”

“That’s true,” Xandar agreed without hesitation and locked eyes with Lucianne. “But there are certain things I can never be surer of.” Leaning in to brush a kiss on her temple, he and his animal then indulge in the impeccable way their mate blushed.

Lucianne pressed her lips together to force back her smile, internally frustrated that she could never control the warmth that would creep up her cheeks whenever Xandar offered her any kind of affectionate gestures.

They got breakfast and sat together. Lucianne invited the White Blood members over, who gave suggestions on how they thought the government could facilitate their efforts to provide training to untrained packs.

In the midst of the conversation, jealousy trickled into Xandar’s being whenever he caught Lucianne and Gamma Tobias throwing each other knowing looks and cheeky smirks as Alpha Tate spoke. Even the alpha was stealing glances at her whenever Lucianne wasn’t looking. Xandar held onto his mate’s hand and pecked kisses on it from time to time to remind her that his feelings for her were real and to make a silent declaration to the gamma and alpha that Lucianne was his mate.


      [image: image-placeholder]About half an hour before training was bound to start, everyone left the dining hall for a change of attire. They then gathered at the royal training ground. Unlike during meals, there were fewer present since many lycans didn’t feel comfortable sharing the ground with wolves. They used their old age as an excuse to escape the need to train. The lycans who were there were more open, although hesitantly open, to the werewolf community. Everyone was to pair up and spar with their partner on a mat. For the first two weeks, the training was non-shifted combat. The following two weeks would be shifted combat.

The defense minister, Alfred Cummings spoke a few words with his deputy, Pierre Whitlaw, by his side. Lucianne and Xander stood side by side. She had changed into a sleeveless top, and her yoga pants hugged her figure while her hair was pulled into a tight bun. Xandar was also in a sleeveless shirt and shorts as he directed warning glares at any male who looked at his mate’s body.

At the end of Cummings’s speech, a brotherly pat fell on Xandar’s shoulder before a voice called out, “Your Highness.”

Xandar turned, lips lifting high and arms wrapping the man in a hug. “Goddess, it’s you! It’s great that you could make it, Christian. How’s Annie?”

The man smiled. “Good. The trip away got rid of her months of work stress, so that’s a win.”

Pulling Lucianne to his side, Xandar introduced them. “Lucianne, this is my cousin from my mother’s side and my second-in-command, Christian Blackfur. We grew up together, and he worked for hours into the night with me when I first ascended the throne. He was the one who suggested that we start scrutinizing our laws.”

Lucianne offered the usual bow and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Grace. Thank you for all you’ve done to help the werewolves.”

Christian’s brows knitted as his lips tipped into a bemused smile. Then, to her absolute shock, he reached for her hand and knelt on one knee, placing a light kiss on the back of her hand before letting it go as he stood. “My queen, you shouldn’t have to bow to me. It’s an honor to finally meet you. I’ve read many great things about the Blue Crescent Pack.”

Evidently embarrassed, she replied, “Your Grace, please don’t do that again. And I’m not your queen.”

“Yet.” He chuckled as his eyes went to Xandar, who was gazing at Lucianne like she was the only star in his sky.

“I should . . .” Lucianne began, and pointed in the direction where the wolves were “. . . go help them train.”

But Christian stopped her when he said, “My queen, if you don’t mind. I would love to watch you spar our strongest lycan here. Wolves take training more seriously than lycans do. Your pack is so strong that my cousin and I have a theory: one day, even a wolf can go against a lycan. And from what I’ve been hearing from the gossip of the crowd, you’re the best of your kind.”

Lucianne was a little lost for words, and Xandar thought she was hesitant. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to, Lucianne,” he assured.

Competitiveness sparked in the gamma part of her, and her lips lifted to smirk. “You’re not scared of being beaten by a little wolf now, are you, Your Highness?”

“Now we’re talking!” Christian exclaimed in excitement.

Xandar’s concern was quickly replaced with a short stint of surprise before he took on Lucianne’s challenge with a cocky smirk of his own. “You asked for this, sweetheart.”

They took their positions on the mat, and the lycans and wolves training in their vicinity started to lose focus when they realized that there was going to be a spar between their species.

Seriousness took over as Lucianne assessed Xandar’s built. He was tall, so leaping over him would be a challenge. If she was lucky, she could dodge his attack by slipping between his legs.

With an arrogant grin, Xandar charged forward. She let him come at her and throw his punches. She’d had years to train her speed. Even so, this was her most challenging dodging exercise, which wasn’t a surprise since she was now going against the creature with the greatest speed. As she continued dodging his punches in swift motions, she saw her chance and used all the force in her leg to knock Xandar off his feet. He fell on his back with a thud but got up quickly enough to pull her toward him, slamming her back into his chest. He held her by her neck, and she struggled for a second before her legs lifted into the air and slammed the area between his legs. A deafening howl from the king echoed across the field as his second-in-command laughed hysterically from the side.

Xandar’s grip on Lucianne’s neck loosened, and she threw a punch to his jaw before swiftly flipping over his head and gripping his neck, reigning him in a manner that prompted him to turn before she pressed her weight on his back.

Her arm around his neck lifted his face off the ground, and her weight in his upper body made it impossible for him to get up. As he lost air, he also lost strength. When his fingers stopped scratching her arms to beg for release and she felt his body give in, she released her hold on him and got off his back.

Everyone around them had already stopped training, and some had their arms crossed and brows dipped into focus.

Lucianne lowered herself next to Xandar, and with one hand on his shoulder, she asked, “Hey, you okay?” He looked drained, and remorse filtered through her. Perhaps she’d gone too far. “Can you talk?” she asked. Even Christian was coming over to check on his cousin.

Taking advantage of her worry, Xandar grabbed her hand from his shoulder and swiftly turned while pulling her in, making her slump onto his chest, and she groaned, “Oof!” Before she could get off him, he pinned her wrist to the ground on his side and pressed her waist to his chest.

Her brief surprise was replaced with narrowed eyes. “So, you are okay. C’mon. Let me go.” She then tried to get off of him.

Tightening his hold on her, his voice, low and inviting, prompted, “Aren’t you going to tell me what I did wrong?”

Seeing that he wasn’t going to release her, she replied flatly, “You should’ve pinned me to the ground with your weight when you had me by the neck.”

“Really?” he asked like he was contemplating.

“Mm-hm.”

With a playful glint, he turned them over, and Lucianne’s back was pinned to the ground.

Xandar placed a part of his weight on her, supporting himself only with his hands pressed on the ground on both sides of his mate’s head. His eyes bored into hers as he smirked. “Like this?”

Lucianne did her best to ignore something hard pressing against her abdomen and simply said, “You very well know that if you pinned me when you had my neck, it would be my chest being pressed to the ground, not my back.”

His coy smirk lifted higher when he uttered, “Mmm, but I prefer us in this position.”

“Of course you do. Let me go now, Xandar. I promised a few friends that I’ll help train them.”

The suggestiveness in his eyes disappeared when a tamed demeanor took its place as he pouted. “But I’m your mate.”

“All the more reason for you to understand and let me go.” She didn’t wait for him to release her, pushing herself up.

Xandar groaned as he sat up as well, letting her get off the ground.

“Wow, that was awesome! You sucked, Cuz!” Christian exclaimed.

Xandar’s lips tipped into a smile as he wiped off his sweat with a towel and said, “Wait til she kicks your ass. You won’t be so smug then.”

Before Lucianne could skip away, Christian stopped her to ask, “My queen. Pointers on how I can beat my cousin here?”

Lucianne assessed Christian’s build and said, “You two are about the same in terms of size, and you’re marked when he isn’t, so I gather your strengths never differed much. Don’t bet on it to win. Any direct attacks would only give him the upper hand because you’d be weakening yourself as you attempt to weaken him.” Pointing at Xandar, she shared, “His stability diminishes after throwing eight punches at one go. Maybe you can trip him like I did. And you’re rather tall, so see if you can flip yourself over his shoulders and use your weight to pin him to the ground before suffocating him. If you’re fast enough, you may even get to go for his neck before his body hits the ground.”

As Christian nodded like an attentive student. Xandar said, “Babe, are you trying to get me killed?”

Her head cocked to one side when a glint in her eyes told him that this was revenge for misleading her earlier. “Just don’t exert all your strength at once until you have your opponent on the ground, dearest. I haven’t seen Christian fight yet, so I can’t give you any tips, but I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

Turning to Christian, she said, “Good luck,” and was about to leave when Xandar cried out, “What about me?”

Narrowing her eyes, she replied, “Don’t underestimate your opponent. You’ll survive, my king.” She then skipped away before the conversation was prolonged.

He watched her retreating figure, adoration shining brightly in his eyes as Christian patted him on the shoulder and said, “Wow. You finally found her. She’s definitely something.”

“She’s nothing any of us have ever seen, Christian,” he replied in a daze murmur.

“I’ll say,” Christian agreed, “So, do you want me to just pin you to the ground now while you look at her? I don’t mind.”

Xandar tore his eyes away from his mate, and the cousins took their positions on the mat and began the spar.


      [image: image-placeholder]As Lucy was jogging toward the wolves, many lycans and wolves cast her glances. She didn’t think much of it even when she reached Gamma Tobias, Alpha Wainwright, and Luna Lyssa.

Tobias spotted her first. “Lucy! Great, you’re here.”

“I’m here, Toby.” To the pack leaders, she greeted, “Alpha Wainwright. Luna Lyssa.” And they nodded with a smile in acknowledgment.

“What are we looking at?” she asked Tobias.

“I’m getting Alpha Wainwright to gain speed and Luna Lyssa to make use of her elbows and knees to escape her opponent’s grasp.”

“Great, let’s see it.” When she gave the green light for them to start, she and Toby took a step back to watch. After punches were thrown and bodies fell and rose, Luna Lyssa came out victorious.

“Oh Goddess. That was a good fight, Luna Lyssa,” Wainwright said sportingly as he shook her hand.

They then waited for the gammas’ remarks. Toby explained how Luna Lyssa should not pass the opportunity to aim for her opponent’s kneecap when she noticed an instability, and he advised Wainwright to find a pattern in the way his opponent punched. For Lyssa, it was almost always two punches with her right fist, followed by one with her left. He then told Lyssa to be less predictable in the way she threw her punches.

When Toby was done, Lucianne built on his feedback, “More often than not, a male’s chest is the most difficult spot to find a weak point, especially if they’re well built. Focus on their abdomen, testicles, neck, and nose, if you can get close enough. If it’s a woman you’re fighting, aim for her abdomen, face, and feet. If her hair is long and within reach, try to catch hold of it and use it against her. Also, be wary of your opponent’s height. If you’re about the same, then there’s a good chance you can flip yourself over his shoulders and push him to the ground after attacking his vulnerable areas. And in battle . . .” she looked directly at Wainwright, “show no mercy, especially if your opponent is a woman.”

Toby snorted and added, “More so if she’s only about five feet.” He made a show of glancing at Lucianne and feigning a fully-body shudder and said, “Dangerous creatures.”

Lucianne threw an instinctive punch in Toby’s arm, and he tilted to the side as his cackling with Wainwright and Lyssa echoed in the space between them.

Xandar witnessed the scene from a distance, and he harnessed the sudden jealousy to pin Christian to the ground before choking him by the throat. Upon his cousin’s surrender, Xandar released him and helped him up.

Christian took a moment to recover before saying, “Well, that’s a tie. Just give me a few minutes, Cuz.” After taking a few more breaths, he said, “There was a sudden change in your ferocity. How did you do that?”

In response, Xandar’s eyes went to Lucianne, who was watching another pair of fighters with Toby. Christian followed his gaze and chuckled. “You’re not jealous, are you?”

“You can’t blame me for being a little insecure. The werewolves love her, but I suspect some of the mateless gammas and alphas want more than just her skills and friendship. They could very well be in love with her,” Xandar said.

“Xandar, listen to me.” Christian’s tone hauled Xandar’s attention back to him. “Don’t make something out of nothing. So what if there are others in love with her? You’re her mate. She’ll only have eyes for you. If you try to control her circle, you’ll only push her away. From what little I can tell . . .” Christian’s sights briefly went to Lucianne, who was demonstrating a technique to the two wolves who had just completed sparring each other “. . . she just sees them as friends.” Getting off the ground and approaching his cousin, he added, “She’s the best one they have, so she’s bound to be interacting with a lot of fighters, which happens to include the male population. You’re her mate. You have to find a way to be okay with that. I’ll go as far as saying that she expects you to be okay with that.”

In his bones, Xandar knew Christian was right, and he promised himself that he wouldn’t interfere with Lucianne’s circle. Like his cousin said: it didn’t matter who or how many males were after her. If Xandar won her heart, there was nothing that could come between them. 








  
  
Chapter 10



After showering and cleaning up, everyone made their way to the dining hall for lunch. For once, Lucianne entered after Xandar. When she saw him speaking to someone she didn’t know, she decided against interrupting and went up to Christian, who was speaking to Juan and Hale. 

“Ah! my queen.” Christian beamed and bowed.

“Please, don’t do that,” Lucianne said as she covered her eyes, embarrassed.

“It’s just etiquette, my queen. You don’t have to be so shy about it,” Christian said in amusement.

By his side, Juan mused, “Queen Lucianne Freesia Paw does sound nice. Very regal.”

“Juan, stop it!” Lucianne whisper-yelled as more people began looking their way.

Christian tapped on his chin like he was thinking, then turned to Juan and said, “We’ll have to keep calling her that until she gets used to it, I’m afraid.”

Not wanting to hang around and garner more stares, Lucianne said, “I think I should just go over there to talk to the other gammas.”

“Too late,” Christian said with a knowing smile.

“What do you m—” A gasp left her lips when a warm hand pressed her abdomen before it slid to the side of her waist.

Sparks erupted from the touch as Juan, Hale, and Christian bowed and greeted, “My king.”

Xandar smiled and gave them the cue to lift their heads. His eyes locked with Lucianne’s as he asked in an intimate whisper, “How did it go with Juan?”

Lucianne shot Juan a grin and announced, “It went well.”

Hale enthusiastically added, “So well that he came back with bruises that were still healing.”

Juan slid an arm around his mate’s waist and uttered, “Baby, you’re supposed to be on my side. And the bruises were supposed to be a secret.”

Turning to her mate, Hale retorted, “I’m sorry, my dear. I thought that I was promised the fiercest fighter in the pack, but since Lucy beat you today, I’m choosing her now.”

Laughter came from the lycan cousins and Lucianne, after which Lucianne pivoted to Xandar. “So, did you kick your cousin’s ass, or did he kick yours?”

Christian was already chuckling.

Xandar replied, “A 2-1. I almost lost because you didn’t wish me luck when you left me.”

“Luck was never going to save you,” Lucianne retorted.

“But you wished him luck,” he complained, gesturing at Christian.

“And did it save him?” she asked rhetorically.

Knowing that he had lost the argument, Xandar resorted to squeezing the flesh at her waist before leaving a light kiss on her temple. They then got their food and picked a table to sit at.

“So uh . . . Cuz.” Christian plopped down next to Xandar. His expression grew worried when he asked, “What brings Greg here? I didn’t think he was interested in these things.”

Their eyes went to the direction Christian’s eyes flickered to, and Lucianne recognized that was the very creature Xandar was speaking to when she walked in. Greg was now mingling with the female lycans, who were all daughters of ministers, and the sight had Xandar appearing as worried as Christian was.

Gathering that this may be a private conversation, Lucianne asked, “Do you two need a moment? We could . . .”

“No, no.” Xandar stopped her, taking her hand on the table to make sure she stayed. “You’re bound to find out sooner or later.” He then addressed the pack leaders, “Juan. Hale. Christian and I won’t mind you listening to this. It’s not really a secret to begin with. It’s just a . . .” Xandar groped for the right words and settled with, “an embarrassing part of the royal family history.”

Christian’s usual carefree demeanor turned serious as he explained, “Greg is Xandar’s cousin from his father’s side. When King Lucas died, Greg tried to get ministerial support to have Xandar abdicate the throne to him. His reason was simple: he was older and had more experience in state affairs.” The duke then chose his next words carefully. “He wasn’t exactly wrong, but the thing about him is that his character is very questionable.”

“Meaning?” Lucianne prompted.

Christian hesitated, exchanging a look with Xandar, who gave a firm nod for him to continue, “Greg doesn’t always have the people’s best interest at heart. He goes where the profits are. Xandar told me about the way you described King Lucas, how he didn’t care about werewolves. Just take Greg as a younger King Lucas, only worse.”

“Worse how?” Juan asked in concern.

Xandar shared, “There were rumors circulating that when he held office, funds went missing. They never found the culprit, but we suspected he took it because he could suddenly afford a new car and a woman every night.”

Hale then said, “Forgive me for suggesting this, but wouldn’t a person like him get women for free given that he is technically a duke?”

Christian explained, “Yeah, but he can make more demands, and more inappropriate demands, when it comes to paid intercourse rather than free ones.”

“Disgusting!” Juan hissed.

“Does he have no mate?” Hale asked.

“No.” Christian shook his head.

Xandar added, “It’s a good thing too. Imagine the pain she’d have to endure every night.”

“A younger King Lucas,” Lucianne muttered to herself. To Xandar, she asked, “Were they close? Him and your father?”

“Extremely,” Xandar and Christian said in unison.

“That explains a lot,” she mused. “So after he didn’t get ministerial support, he just . . . left?”

With a nod, Christian said, “Yeah, pretty much. They took their supporters with them, and that was it. He then started a few other companies, doing some kind of export business, and his supporters became his employees. We haven’t seen him in years. How long has it been, Cuz? Fifteen, sixteen years?”

“Sixteen.” Xandar said, his tone ominous.

“So, he’s back,” Lucianne reiterated. “He came back for something. What is it?”

All eyes fell on Xandar, who said, “He told me that he realized his mistakes, and he wants to reunite with the family, making it clear that he didn’t come back for the throne, which he has accepted was mine to take.”

“Do you believe him?” Lucianne asked doubtfully.

“Nah. You can never believe Greg. There’s always something up his sleeve,” Xandar said.

“Cuz, why do I get the feeling he came back because you found our queen?” Christian asked as he motioned at Lucianne.

Xandar’s hand protectively slipped across her shoulders. “If you’re asking me whether you’re being paranoid, Christian, I wouldn’t say that you are. I thought the same thing. The timing is too coincidental.”

“Did he mention her?” Christian whispered, his brows furrowing.

“Not explicitly, no. But he was trying to get me to admit that I’ve found her.”

“What’s so bad about him knowing that I exist?” Lucianne asked.

Christian bluntly explained, “He will do everything in his power to make you feel uncomfortable and unworthy, manipulating you to reject your mate, just like he did with my mate, Annie. Thankfully, I found out what was happening before Annie did anything rash.”

“Huh.” Lucianne frowned.

Christian added, “I would keep my guard up with him if I were you.”

“After everything the two of you just shared, I definitely will,” Lucianne assured.

Xandar’s brows didn’t smooth for the rest of the meal. Concern marred his features as he made wild guesses about what Greg’s ulterior motive was for returning. Lucianne tried to use the mate bond to ease his mind, her thumb caressing his hand in loving strokes, but the creases on his forehead remained, and he only managed a small smile here and there when their eyes met.

In the midst of the meal, she left the table to refill her drink. Just as her cup was full, someone abruptly stood before her and blocked her way. She took a step back to see that it was Greg, whose cocky smirk was complemented with a set of lustful eyes that were scanning her from head to toe.

Lucianne remained unperturbed and tried to leave, but Greg moved to block her way again. “What’s the rush?” he asked, his voice deep and taunting like he was playing with his prey.

Xandar took an instinctive glance at the refreshments table from the other end of the hall, and the moment he saw Greg with his mate, he was out of his seat and strode in quick steps in their direction.

Lucianne kept her composure, replying “I didn’t think you wanted to speak to me. Can I help you?”

Greg scoffed. “So, you’re the king’s mate.”

Xandar reached Lucianne’s side, and his face hardened when his arm went protectively around her waist.

To Greg, Lucianne asked, “Did you come to me with an actual question, sir?”

“Sir?” Greg said in surprise, like the very word insulted him. Eyes on his cousin now, he said, “I can see you haven’t told your mate much about your cousin.” He gestured at himself.

“I didn’t really see the point in telling,” Xandar fibbed.

“And I see you didn’t tell me that you’ve already found your mate,” Greg noted, a dangerous smile plastered on his face. “I had to ask those duchess wannabes over there to get the news.” He motioned to the ministers’ daughters whom he was seen mingling with earlier.

“Well, if you have nothing to ask, I shall take my leave now,” Lucianne said, and she took only one step before Greg stopped her again.

In an unnecessarily loud, taunting tone, he said, “I heard that you were rejected five times before him?”

“Shut up, Greg,” Xandar growled.

But Greg wasn’t the first to use this against Lucianne. Smiling flatly, she responded in an equally loud voice to match his, “I was, yes. I handled five mate bond snaps, and here I stand before you, alive and well. What about you, Your Grace? How many have you handled?”
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