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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,




Thank you for picking up The Rejected Pregnant Mate of The Lycan King. If you love fated bonds that refuse to be denied, and rejection shifter romance that isn’t afraid to be raw, tender, and a little dangerous, then you’re in exactly the right place.




If this book made your heart race, broke it a little, or pieced it back together with a happily-ever-after worth howling for, I would be incredibly grateful if you could leave a positive review. Your words help other readers discover the book and allow me to keep creating more worlds where love is powerful, fierce, and absolutely unstoppable.




Thank you for being here, for supporting stories like this, and for believing in love that refuses to stay in the shadows.




With all my heart,

Aurora Benoit








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







Elena POV




I wake to the familiar ache in my bones. Every part of me hurts—my ribs, my back, my arms. The cold stone floor beneath me feels like ice against my skin. I try to move but my body screams in protest.

Worthless. Broken. Mistake.

My father’s voice echoes in my head, the words from yesterday’s beating still fresh. His fists. His boot in my side. The whip across my back. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to push the memories away, but they cling to me like shadows.

How long has it been since I ate? Three days? Four? My stomach stopped growling yesterday. Now there’s just an empty hollowness inside me, a dull ache that’s become as familiar as breathing.

I curl tighter into myself, pulling my knees to my chest. The thin, torn dress I’m wearing does nothing to keep out the cold. My fingers find the bars of the cell, tracing the strange symbols carved into the metal. Runes. Magic meant to keep wolves contained, to prevent shifting. Not that I could shift even if I wanted to. My wolf is barely there anymore, just a distant whisper in the back of my mind.

If only dreams came true.

The darkness of the basement wraps around me like a blanket. This has been my world for so long now—cold stone, iron bars, and silence broken only by my own ragged breathing.

Footsteps.

My body goes rigid. Heavy footsteps moving across the floor above me, making the old boards creak. Voices too—lots of them. The pack is moving around upstairs, their footsteps quick and purposeful.

I press my ear against the cold stone floor, trying to make out what they’re saying. The words are muffled but I catch pieces.

“…tonight…”

“…everything perfect…”

“…Emperor…”

Emperor? My heart skips. Why would they be talking about an Emperor? We’re just a small pack. Nobody important ever comes here.

More footsteps. Running now. Someone shouts orders. I hear furniture being moved, doors opening and closing. Whatever is happening upstairs, it’s big. The entire pack is in motion.

I pull back from the floor, wrapping my arms around myself. Should I be worried? My father always keeps me hidden down here when visitors come. He’s ashamed of me. His broken, worthless daughter. The omega who can’t even shift properly.

The basement door at the top of the stairs creaks open.

I freeze. My heart hammers against my ribs.

Light footsteps on the stairs. Quick. Quiet. I know those steps.

“Elena?”

Relief floods through me. “Sophia.”

She appears in the dim light, her arms full. A piece of bread. A cup of water. Her face is tight with worry as she hurries to my cell.

“Here.” She pushes the bread through the bars. “Eat quickly.”

My hands shake as I take it. The bread is soft, fresh. My mouth waters and I force myself not to devour it all at once. I take small bites, trying to make it last.

“What’s happening?” I whisper between bites.

Sophia glances nervously at the stairs. “The Lycan Emperor is visiting. Tonight. Your father—” She stops, shaking her head. “The whole pack is preparing. You need to stay quiet, Elena. Hidden. Don’t make any noise.”

The Lycan Emperor. Here. My stomach clenches and I almost drop the bread.

“Why?” The word comes out hoarse. “Why would he come here?”

“I don’t know.” Sophia’s hands tremble as she pulls out a small jar from her pocket. “Turn around. Let me see your back.”

I obey, turning so she can see the fresh wounds. I hear her sharp intake of breath.

“Oh, Elena.” Her voice breaks.

The salve is cool against my torn skin. I bite my lip to keep from crying out. Even gentle touches hurt.

“Your father did this yesterday?” Sophia asks quietly.

I nod. I don’t trust my voice.

“Because you couldn’t carry the water buckets fast enough.”

It’s not a question. She knows. Everyone knows what happens down here. They just don’t stop it.

“You have to be strong,” Sophia whispers, her fingers working the salve into my wounds. “Just stay quiet tonight. Don’t draw attention. The Emperor will leave and everything will go back to normal.”

Normal. As if there’s anything normal about my life.

She finishes with the salve and caps the jar. “I have to go. They’ll notice if I’m gone too long.” She reaches through the bars and squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry, Elena. I’m so sorry.”

Then she’s gone, her footsteps hurrying back up the stairs. The door closes and I’m alone again.

I finish the bread slowly, savoring every bite. The water is clean and cold. I drink it in small sips, making it last.

When it’s gone, I lean back against the wall and close my eyes.

The meadow appears like it always does when I need to escape. Soft grass beneath my feet. Warm sunshine on my face. Flowers everywhere—wildflowers in colors I’ve never seen in the real world.

And him.

He’s standing in the center of the meadow, waiting for me. Golden hair that catches the sunlight. Green eyes that look at me like I matter. Like I’m not broken or worthless or a mistake.

I run to him and he catches me, pulling me into his arms. He’s warm and solid and safe.

“You’re here,” he murmurs against my hair.

“I’m here,” I whisper back.

“Did he hurt you again?”

I don’t answer. I don’t need to. He knows.

His arms tighten around me. “One day, I’ll find you. I’ll take you away from there. No one will ever hurt you again.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

I cling to him, breathing in his scent. He smells like home, though I’ve never had a real home. He smells like safety, though I’ve never been safe.

“I love you,” I tell him, the words coming easily here in this place where nothing can hurt me.

“I love you too, Elena. Always.”

I know he’s not real. I know this meadow exists only in my mind, a fantasy I created to survive. But right now, in his arms, I can pretend. I can believe that somewhere in the world, someone might actually love me.

Time passes strangely in the meadow. Minutes feel like hours. Hours feel like seconds.

When I open my eyes again, the basement is darker. How long was I gone? The candle Sophia left is burning low.

I try to reach for my wolf, that part of me that should make me strong, should make me whole. But she’s barely there. A faint presence in the back of my mind, weak and distant.

“Please,” I whisper to her. “Please don’t leave me.”

But she doesn’t answer. She never does anymore.

I drift. In and out of sleep, in and out of consciousness. Dreams blur with reality. Sometimes I’m in the meadow with my golden-haired man. Sometimes I’m back in this cell, cold and aching and alone.

The pain in my back throbs with each breath. My ribs ache. My stomach cramps with hunger despite the bread.

This is my life. This is all it’s ever been.

Worthless.

Broken.

Mistake.

The words circle in my head like vultures.

A sound yanks me back to awareness.

The basement door. Not creaking open gently like when Sophia comes. Crashing. Slamming against the wall with a force that makes the whole staircase shudder.

Terror floods my veins.

Heavy footsteps thunder down the stairs. Not careful. Not quiet. Angry.

My father. It has to be my father. He’s never come down this angry before. What did I do? What did I do wrong this time?

I scramble back against the far wall of my cell, making myself as small as possible. My heart pounds so hard I think it might break through my ribs.

The footsteps hit the bottom of the stairs.

A figure emerges from the shadows and it’s not my father.

This man is massive. Taller than anyone I’ve ever seen. Broad shoulders. Dark hair. He’s dressed in black, and power radiates from him like heat from a fire.

He stops at the edge of my cell.

Our eyes meet.

His eyes are dark but as I stare, they start to glow. Gold. Burning gold like a wolf’s eyes when their animal is close to the surface.

His entire body goes rigid. Every muscle locks. He stares at me like he’s seeing a ghost.

I can’t breathe. Can’t move. Can’t look away.

“No.” The word leaves his mouth in a growl. “No, no, no.”

He grabs the cell bars and I flinch back. The runes carved into the metal start to glow, burning blue. I smell burning flesh.

But he doesn’t let go.

He pulls at the bars and his hands are smoking now, the runes searing his skin. A normal wolf would have let go immediately. The pain should be unbearable.

He doesn’t stop.

Metal groans. The bars start to bend.

“Please,” I whisper, pressing myself harder against the wall. “Please don’t—”

“Who did this to you?” His voice is rough, barely human. “Who put you down here?”

I can’t answer. Fear has stolen my voice.

He tears at the bars with inhuman strength. The runes burn brighter, fighting him, but he’s stronger. The metal screams as it gives way.

His scent hits me then. Pine. Thunder. Something wild and dangerous and—

My wolf.

She stirs.

For the first time in months, she actually stirs, pressing forward in my mind with sudden desperate need.

Mate.

The word echoes through my head and I don’t know if it came from me or from her.

No. That’s impossible. This can’t be real.

The bars give way with a final shriek of tortured metal. He steps into my cell and I scramble to the corner, as far from him as I can get.

“Stop.” His voice changes, gentler now despite the rage still rolling off him in waves. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Please.” Tears stream down my face. “Please don’t—”

“I won’t hurt you.” He crouches down, making himself smaller, less threatening. “I promise. I’m here to help.”

But I’ve heard promises before. My father promised things too, before his fists flew.

“What’s your name?” the man asks softly.

I can’t speak. My throat is closed.

He inches closer and I whimper, hating myself for the sound.

“Easy,” he murmurs, like I’m a frightened animal. “Easy. I’ve got you.”

“Don’t touch me.” The words finally break free. “Please don’t touch me.”

Pain flashes across his face. “I have to get you out of here. You need a doctor. You need—” He stops, his jaw clenching. “I’m going to pick you up now. Is that okay?”

Nothing is okay. Nothing will ever be okay again.

But I’m too weak to fight. Too weak to run. When he reaches for me, I can only press back against the wall and close my eyes.

His arms slide under me, lifting me as easily as if I weigh nothing. Maybe I don’t. Maybe I’ve wasted away to nothing down here in the dark.

The moment he touches me, electricity shoots through my body. The bond—the mate bond I’ve heard about but never thought I’d feel—snaps into place like a rubber band pulled too tight and finally released.

Mate. Mate. Mate.

My wolf is suddenly there, fully present for the first time in months, chanting the word over and over.

“I’ve got you,” the man whispers against my hair. “You’re safe now. I promise you’re safe.”

I want to believe him. Everything in me wants to believe him.

But as he carries me toward the stairs, away from my cell, away from the only world I’ve known, darkness creeps in at the edges of my vision.

The pain. The fear. The shock of the bond. It’s all too much.

The last thing I feel is his arms tightening around me, holding me close.

The last thing I hear is his voice, rough with emotion: “Hold on. Please hold on.”

Then the darkness swallows me whole and I know nothing at all.
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Elena POV




My body moved but I wasn’t the one moving it. Strong arms held me against a chest that radiated heat like a furnace. My eyes cracked open and the world swam in blurry shapes and colors.

Voices. So many voices. They echoed around me, bouncing off walls I couldn’t see clearly.

“Sophia?” The word scraped out of my throat. My voice sounded wrong. Broken.

“I’m here! Elena, I’m here!” Sophia’s face appeared above me, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her hand grabbed mine and squeezed. “You’re safe now. You’re going to be okay.”

Safe. The word didn’t make sense. I’d never been safe.

My head lolled to the side and I saw pack members lining the hallway. Their faces blurred together but I could feel their eyes on me. Shock. Fear. Confusion. The emotions hit me like waves even though my wolf was too weak to properly sense them.

Someone gasped. Another whispered something I couldn’t hear.

The arms holding me tightened and a low growl rumbled through the chest my cheek pressed against. The whispers stopped immediately.

I tried to look up at the man carrying me but the movement made the world spin. Pine and thunder. His scent wrapped around me, filling my lungs, making my barely-there wolf stir for the first time in months.

“Almost there, little mate,” he murmured. His voice was deep, rough. “Stay with me.”

Mate. That word again.

My heart stuttered in my chest. No. No, that couldn’t be right. I wasn’t anyone’s mate. I was broken. Worthless. My father had made sure I knew that every single day of my pathetic life.

We entered the main hall and the man’s steps slowed. I felt his entire body go rigid, muscles turning to stone beneath my cheek.

“Alpha Morgan.” The words came out like a death sentence.

I forced my eyes to focus. My father stood across the hall, his face white as snow. He looked smaller somehow. Shrunken. His eyes were wide and his hands trembled at his sides.

“Your Majesty,” my father said. His voice shook. “I can explain—”

“Explain?” The word exploded from the man holding me. The sound made me flinch. “Explain why my mate was locked in your basement like an animal?”

The hall went silent. Even the air seemed to stop moving.

My mate. He’d said it out loud. In front of everyone.

My father’s mouth opened and closed. No words came out.

“Answer me!” The roar shook the walls. Pictures rattled in their frames. A vase fell from a side table and shattered.

I whimpered. I couldn’t help it. The rage pouring off this man—this Emperor—was suffocating. My wolf curled up tight inside me, trying to disappear.

“She’s… she’s worthless, Your Majesty.” My father’s words tumbled out fast. Desperate. “Broken. Her wolf never connected properly. She’s been a burden since her first shift. I never imagined… I never thought the Moon Goddess would…” He trailed off, looking at me with something like disgust.

The growl that came from the Emperor’s chest wasn’t human. It was pure wolf. Pure fury.

“Worthless?” Each word was carved from ice. “You dare call my mate worthless?”

“Your Majesty, please understand—”

“Are you her father?”

The question hung in the air like a blade.

My father’s face somehow went even paler. “I… yes. Yes, I’m her father.”

“You’re her father.” The Emperor repeated the words slowly. Like he was testing them. “Her father. And you locked your own daughter in a basement. Starved her. Beat her.”

It wasn’t a question.

My father took a step back. “Your Majesty—”

The Emperor moved so fast I barely saw it. One second I was in his arms, the next I was being gently placed on a couch against the wall. His hands were careful. Tender. Then he straightened and the tenderness vanished.

He crossed the hall in three strides. My father tried to run but he wasn’t fast enough. Nothing could be fast enough.

The first punch sent my father flying backward into the wall. The sound of his body hitting stone made me flinch. The second punch came before he’d even finished falling. Then another. Another.

Blood. There was so much blood.

“Stop!” The scream tore from my throat. “Stop! Please!”

But I wasn’t screaming for my father. I’d stopped caring about him years ago. I was screaming because the violence terrified me. Because this powerful male was supposed to be mine and all I could see was rage and blood and fists that could so easily turn on me.

The Emperor froze mid-swing. His fist hung in the air, my father’s blood dripping from his knuckles.

He turned to look at me. His eyes glowed pure gold. Wolf eyes. His chest heaved with each breath.

We stared at each other. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

Then something shifted in his expression. The gold faded from his eyes. His fist slowly lowered.

He stepped over my father’s unconscious body and walked back to me. Each step was careful. Controlled. Like he was approaching a frightened animal.

“I’m sorry.” His voice was rough but gentle. So gentle. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

I pressed myself back into the couch. My body shook so hard my teeth chattered.

He stopped a few feet away. Didn’t come closer. His hands hung at his sides, bloody and bruised but already starting to heal.

“I won’t hurt you,” he said softly. “I swear on my life, little mate. I will never hurt you.”

I wanted to believe him. Goddess help me, I wanted to believe him so badly.

Sophia appeared at my side. I hadn’t even seen her move. She knelt beside the couch and took my hand.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “It’s going to be okay now.”

The Emperor looked at Sophia. “Gather her belongings. Quickly.”

Sophia squeezed my hand once, then stood. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

She disappeared up the stairs. I could hear her footsteps above us, moving fast through the rooms.

The Emperor knelt down so we were at eye level. He was so big. So powerful. Everything about him screamed dominance and strength. But his eyes were soft when they met mine.

“My name is Adrian,” he said. “Adrian Blackthorn. I’m the Lycan Emperor.” He paused. “And you’re my mate.”

Mate. There was that word again. The word that didn’t make sense. The word that couldn’t possibly be true.

“I’m broken,” I whispered. The words came out automatic. I’d heard them so many times they felt like truth. “I’m not… I can’t be…”

“You’re not broken.” His voice was firm. Absolute. “You’re mine. And no one will ever hurt you again.”

Footsteps on the stairs. Sophia returned with a small bag. It probably held everything I owned in the world. Which wasn’t much.

Adrian stood and moved toward me. I tensed but he just slid his arms under me, lifting me like I weighed nothing. Like I was something precious instead of worthless.

“Let’s go home,” he murmured against my hair.

Home. I didn’t have a home. I’d never had a home.

The night air hit me as soon as we stepped outside. I shivered despite Adrian’s warmth. The cold bit through my thin, filthy clothes. My body was so weak from days without food that I couldn’t even generate my own heat anymore.

Adrian’s arms tightened around me. He shifted my weight so he could pull me closer against his chest. His body heat wrapped around me like a blanket.

“I’ve got you,” he said. Just loud enough for me to hear. “I’ve got you.”

A black vehicle waited in the driveway. Sleek. Expensive. Everything my father’s pack house wasn’t. The door opened and a male stepped out from the driver’s side. He was big like Adrian but his hair was lighter. His eyes found me and something like recognition flashed across his face.

“Is she—” he started.

“She’s my mate.” Adrian cut him off. “Where’s yours?”

The male—Rowan, something in my fuzzy brain supplied—gestured to someone I couldn’t see. “Right here. Sophia— found her upstairs.”

Sophia. Relief flooded through me so fast I felt dizzy. Sophia was coming with us. I wasn’t going to be alone in a strange place with these powerful males I didn’t know.

Adrian carried me to the vehicle and gently placed me in the back seat. The leather was soft. Expensive. Nothing like anything I’d ever touched before.

Sophia climbed in next to me. Her small bag joined mine on the floor. She reached for my hand and I grabbed onto her like a lifeline.

Adrian slid in on my other side. The vehicle dipped with his weight. He was so big he filled the entire space. His scent surrounded me. Pine. Thunder. Something wild and untamed that made my broken wolf whimper.

Rowan got in the driver’s seat. The engine purred to life. We started moving.

I should have felt scared. Terrified. I was leaving the only place I’d ever known, going somewhere unfamiliar with males I didn’t know, because apparently I was someone’s mate. Someone powerful. Someone who could kill with his bare hands.

But I was so tired. So broken. And Adrian’s presence beside me felt… safe. Wrong as it was. Impossible as it seemed.

“How long?” Adrian’s voice cut through my thoughts.

I turned my head slightly. He was looking at Sophia, his expression hard.

Sophia’s hand tightened on mine. “How long what, Your Majesty?”

“How long has she been like this?” His jaw clenched. “Her wolf. The weakness. How long?”

Sophia was quiet for a moment. I could feel her trying to choose her words carefully.

“Since her first shift,” she finally said. “She was thirteen.”

Adrian went very still. “Thirteen.”

“Her wolf never fully emerged. The connection was there but weak. Distant. Elena has never been able to shift easily or access her wolf’s strength the way the rest of us can.”

“And the abuse?”

The question made me flinch. Sophia’s fingers threaded through mine.

“It started not long after,” Sophia whispered. Her voice cracked. “When it became clear Elena’s wolf wasn’t going to strengthen. Alpha Morgan… he was disappointed. Angry. He’d wanted a strong heir.”

“So he beat his daughter instead.” Adrian’s voice was flat. Dead. Somehow that was more terrifying than his rage had been.

“He blamed her,” Sophia continued. “Called her worthless. Broken. Made her do the work of the omega servants even though she’s an alpha’s daughter. The beatings got worse over the years. And the basement…” She swallowed hard. “He started locking her down there when he was especially angry. Sometimes for days.”

“Days.” Adrian repeated the word. “Without food. Without light.”

“Yes.”

Silence filled the vehicle. It pressed down on me, heavy and suffocating.

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see Adrian’s face. Didn’t want to see the disgust he must feel looking at me. His mate. Weak. Broken. Everything a Lycan Emperor’s mate shouldn’t be.

“How long has it been since she’s eaten?” Adrian asked. His voice was still that terrible flat tone.

“I brought her bread and water yesterday morning,” Sophia said. “But before that… I think three days? Maybe four?”

A sound came from Adrian. Not quite a growl. Worse somehow.

“And no one stopped him. No one challenged him for treating his own daughter this way.”

It wasn’t a question but Sophia answered anyway. “No, Your Majesty. No one stopped him.”

My eyes drifted open again. I couldn’t help it. I looked at Adrian.

He was staring straight ahead, his jaw locked tight. A muscle jumped in his cheek. His hands were fisted on his thighs. Even in the dim light I could see they were shaking.

Then his eyes cut to me. Found mine.

The rage was gone. What I saw in his face now was worse. It was pain. Raw and terrible. Like my suffering was his own.

“I’m sorry,” he said. Rough. Broken. “I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner.”

I didn’t understand. He had nothing to be sorry for. He’d just met me. Just found me. This wasn’t his fault.

But before I could say anything, darkness pulled at me. My eyes grew heavy. The gentle rocking of the vehicle and Adrian’s warmth beside me were too much to fight.

“Sleep, little mate,” Adrian murmured. His hand came up and carefully, so carefully, brushed the hair back from my face. “I’ve got you.”

I tried to stay awake. Tried to keep my eyes open. But I was so tired. So weak. And for the first time in years, I felt safe.

My eyes closed.

I felt Adrian’s arm slide around my shoulders. Felt him pull me against his side. His scent wrapped around me and my wolf stirred again, reaching for him even though she was too weak to do much more than acknowledge his presence.

Mate, my wolf whispered. Ours.

The word echoed in my mind as I slipped under. Mate. He’d called me that. Claimed me. This powerful male who could have anyone wanted me.

It didn’t make sense. Nothing made sense.

But his arm was solid around me. His heartbeat was steady beneath my ear. And for the first time in my life, I felt like maybe, just maybe, I could believe his promise.

I won’t hurt you. I will never hurt you.

I wanted to believe. Goddess, I wanted to believe.

Darkness took me and I fell into it willingly. Behind my closed eyelids, I saw the meadow from my dreams. Saw the golden-haired man waiting for me. But when I got closer, his hair darkened. His eyes changed. And I realized with a shock that jolted through even my unconscious mind that the man from my dreams had always been him.

Had always been Adrian.

My mate.

The last thing I felt before sleep claimed me completely was Adrian’s lips pressing against my forehead. Soft. Tender. A promise without words.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered one more time. “I’ve got you, and I’m never letting go.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





Elena POV


Darkness pulls at me but something yanks me back. Motion. The hum of an engine. My body sways and I realize I’m being carried.

Strong arms hold me against a solid chest. The scent of pine and thunder fills my nose. My wolf stirs—barely, like a whisper—but she stirs. Mate.

I force my eyes open. The sky is lighter now. Dawn. How long have I been unconscious?

“Elena.” His voice rumbles through his chest. Adrian. The Lycan Emperor. My mate. The words don’t feel real.

I try to speak but my throat is dry. Nothing comes out.

“We’re almost there,” he says. His arms tighten around me. “You’re safe now.”

Safe. I don’t know what that word means anymore.

The vehicle slows. Stops. Adrian shifts me in his arms and the door opens. Cool air rushes in and I shiver.

“I’ve got you,” Adrian murmurs. He steps out and my head falls against his shoulder.

I force my eyes to stay open. Need to see where he’s taking me. Need to know if I should run.

But I’m too weak to run. Too broken to fight.

Massive doors loom ahead. Stone and iron. The building is huge—bigger than anything I’ve ever seen. My father’s pack house could fit inside a corner of this place.

Adrian carries me through the doors and the scent hits me like a wall. Power. Dominance. Hundreds of wolves live here and every single one of them is stronger than me.

My body wants to curl into itself. Submit. Hide.

“Breathe,” Adrian says. His hand moves to the back of my head, cradling it. “No one will hurt you here.”

I want to believe him. But powerful males have hurt me my whole life. Why would this one be different?

We move through hallways. My vision blurs. People stare as we pass but Adrian doesn’t stop. His strides are long and purposeful.

A man appears ahead of us. Old. Gray hair. White coat.

“Your Majesty.” The man bows his head. “I have everything prepared.”

“Good.” Adrian’s voice is sharp. “She’s been locked in a basement for days without food or water. She’s been beaten. Abused.”

My cheeks burn with shame. Does he have to tell everyone?

“Bring her this way.” The man turns and walks through a doorway. The smell of antiseptic makes my nose wrinkle.

Adrian follows. The room is white and sterile. Medical equipment lines the walls. A hospital bed sits in the center with crisp white sheets.

“Lay her here, Your Majesty.” The man gestures to the bed.

Adrian hesitates. His arms tighten around me.

“I need to examine her,” the man says gently. “You can wait just outside.”

“No.” Adrian’s growl makes me flinch. “I stay.”

“Your Majesty—”

“I’m not leaving her.”

The man—the doctor—sighs. “Your presence will make the examination more difficult. Your wolf’s instincts—”

“I don’t care about my instincts.” Adrian’s voice drops to something dangerous. “She’s terrified. She doesn’t know anyone here. I’m not abandoning her.”

The doctor studies Adrian’s face. Then he nods. “Very well. But if your wolf becomes aggressive, you will step outside. I will not risk my staff.”

Adrian’s jaw clenches but he nods.

He carries me to the bed and lays me down carefully. The mattress is soft—softer than anything I’ve felt in years. My body wants to sink into it but I force myself to stay tense. Alert.

Adrian steps back but his hand stays wrapped around mine.

“I’m Dr. Rivers,” the man says to me. His voice is kind. “I’m going to examine you and make sure you’re all right. Is that okay?”

I stare at him. When has it ever mattered if things were okay with me?

“Elena.” Adrian squeezes my hand. “Dr. Rivers needs your permission.”

Permission. The word is foreign.

I manage a small nod.

Dr. Rivers smiles. “Thank you. I’ll be as gentle as possible.”

He turns to a nurse—a woman with soft eyes. “Start an IV. She’s severely dehydrated.”

The nurse moves to my side. I try not to flinch when she touches my arm.

“Just a small pinch,” she whispers.

The needle slides in and cool liquid flows into my veins. I watch the clear bag hanging above me.

Dr. Rivers begins his examination. His hands are gentle but thorough. He checks my pulse. My breathing. Lifts my shirt to examine my ribs.

I hear his sharp intake of breath.

“How long has this been happening?” Dr. Rivers asks.

“Years,” Adrian answers before I can. His voice is barely controlled rage. “Her father has been abusing her for years.”

The doctor’s expression hardens. He continues the examination in silence.

He catalogues everything. Every bruise. Every scar. Every sign that I’m broken.

My face burns. I want to disappear.

Adrian’s hand tightens around mine. When I glance at him, his eyes are glowing. His wolf is close to the surface.

“Your Majesty,” Dr. Rivers says carefully. “Perhaps you should—”

“I’m fine.” Adrian’s voice is clipped.

But he’s not fine. I can feel the rage pouring off him in waves. It makes my heart race. Makes me want to run.

Dr. Rivers finishes examining my body and steps back. “I need to test something else.” He looks at me. “Elena, can you tell me about your wolf?”

My wolf. Shame floods through me.

“I…” My voice is hoarse. Broken. “She’s weak.”

“Weak how?”

I swallow hard. “She barely speaks to me. Shifting takes hours. Sometimes I can’t shift at all.”

Dr. Rivers frowns. “When did this start?”

“My first shift.” The memory makes me want to cry. “Everyone else shifted easily. But mine was agony. It took all night. And when I finally changed, my wolf was… small. Weak. Wrong.”

“You’re not wrong,” Adrian growls.

I flinch at his tone.

He sees it and his expression softens. “You’re not wrong, Elena. Whatever is happening with your wolf, it doesn’t make you wrong.”

I don’t believe him. My whole life has been proof that I’m wrong.

“Can you try to reach for your wolf now?” Dr. Rivers asks. “Just try to feel her presence.”

I close my eyes and reach inside myself. Looking for that place where my wolf lives.

There. A flicker. Distant and faint.

I reach harder. Trying to grasp the connection.

It’s like trying to hold smoke. Every time I think I have it, it slips away.

Sweat breaks out on my forehead. My breathing gets faster.

“Elena, stop.” Dr. Rivers’ hand touches my shoulder. “That’s enough.”

I open my eyes. Tears blur my vision.

“I can’t,” I whisper. “I can’t reach her.”

Adrian makes a sound like he’s been wounded.

Dr. Rivers is quiet for a long moment. He looks at the machines monitoring my vitals. At the notes he’s been taking.

Finally, he turns to Adrian. “Your Majesty, may I speak with you privately?”

“No.” Adrian doesn’t move. “Whatever you have to say, say it in front of Elena.”

The doctor hesitates. Then nods. “Very well.” He takes a breath. “Elena’s wolf exists. I can sense it. But the bond between her human half and her wolf half is severely damaged.”

“What does that mean?” Adrian demands.

“I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” Dr. Rivers admits. “The connection should be seamless—human and wolf working as one. But in Elena’s case, there’s a barrier. Something is blocking the natural flow between the two halves.”

“Can you fix it?” Adrian’s voice is desperate.

“I don’t know.” Dr. Rivers looks at me with sympathy. “I’ve read about cases of trauma suppressing wolf characteristics. Severe abuse, especially in childhood, can cause a wolf to retreat as a defense mechanism.”

My stomach twists. So it is my fault. I’m too weak. Too broken. Even my wolf doesn’t want me.

“That’s not your fault,” Adrian says fiercely. Like he can read my thoughts. “Do you hear me, Elena? None of this is your fault.”

I don’t answer. Can’t answer.

“There might be something we can try,” Dr. Rivers says slowly. “The mate bond is one of the most powerful forces in our world. Your Majesty, if you were to complete the bond with Elena, your power might flow through the connection. It could potentially strengthen her wolf enough to overcome the barrier.”

Adrian’s eyes snap to the doctor. “How certain are you this will work?”

“I’m not certain at all,” Dr. Rivers admits. “This is theory. I’ve never attempted anything like it.”

“And if it doesn’t work?”

“Then Elena will remain as she is.” The doctor’s expression is grave. “But Your Majesty, you need to understand what that means. Elena heals slowly. She tires easily. She has almost no supernatural strength or speed. In your world—in a world of pack politics and power struggles—this makes her extremely vulnerable.”

Adrian’s jaw clenches. “Then I’ll protect her.”

“You can’t be with her every moment of every day.”

“Watch me.”

Dr. Rivers sighs. “Your Majesty—”

“She’s my mate.” Adrian’s voice is steel. “I don’t care if she never gets stronger. I don’t care if her wolf never fully emerges. She’s mine and I will protect her with my life.”

The words should make me feel safe. Wanted.

Instead, they terrify me.

What happens when he realizes I’m not worth protecting? When he sees how useless I am? When he regrets that the Moon Goddess tied him to someone broken?

It’s only a matter of time.

“I understand,” Dr. Rivers says. “But I must recommend bed rest for at least a week. IV fluids and regular meals to address the malnutrition. Physical therapy once she’s strong enough. And…” He pauses. “Your Majesty, I strongly suggest keeping Elena’s condition private. If word spreads that the Empress is this weak, there are those who might see it as an opportunity.”

Adrian’s eyes flash gold. “Anyone who threatens my mate will die.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Dr. Rivers bows his head. “I’ll have a room prepared for Elena here in the medical wing.”

“No.” Adrian’s hand squeezes mine. “She stays in my quarters. Where I can watch over her.”

“Your Majesty, she needs medical supervision—”

“Then assign nurses to my quarters. But Elena stays with me.”

Dr. Rivers opens his mouth. Closes it. Nods. “As you wish. I’ll arrange everything.”

He gestures to the nurses. They begin unhooking me from machines, preparing to move me.

Adrian scoops me up before anyone else can touch me.

“Your Majesty, let us—”

“I’ll carry her.” Adrian’s tone leaves no room for argument.

Dr. Rivers just sighs again. “The IV needs to stay in. Be careful with the line.”

Adrian nods. He carries me toward the door, the IV bag held high by a nurse who has to jog to keep up.

As we leave the medical wing, I catch sight of Sophia. She’s sitting in the hallway with the man who must be her mate. When she sees me, she jumps up.

“Elena!” Her voice breaks. “Oh goddess, Elena.”

Adrian stops. Sophia rushes over and her eyes fill with tears when she sees my face.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispers. “I should have done more. Should have protected you.”

I shake my head. It’s not her fault. It was never her fault.

“She needs rest,” Adrian says, not unkindly. “You can visit her later.”

Sophia nods and steps back. Her mate—Rowan—wraps an arm around her shoulders.

Adrian continues walking. Through more hallways. Up a flight of stairs. The building is a maze and I try to memorize the path but exhaustion is pulling at me again.

Finally, Adrian stops at a set of double doors. He somehow manages to open them while still holding me.

The room beyond takes my breath away.

It’s massive. A bed big enough for five people sits in the center. Windows cover one entire wall, showing a forest view. Furniture—real, expensive furniture—fills the space.

This is where he lives. Where the Lycan Emperor sleeps.

And he’s bringing me here.

Adrian carries me to the bed and lays me down gently. The nurse follows, hanging the IV bag on a stand beside the bed.

“I’ll check on her every few hours, Your Majesty,” the nurse says. “If anything changes, call immediately.”

Adrian nods. The nurse bows and leaves.

We’re alone.

I stare up at Adrian. He’s so tall. So powerful. His eyes are still glowing slightly—his wolf is still close to the surface.

He pulls a chair to the bedside and sits. His large frame makes the chair look small.

For a long moment, he just looks at me. His expression is a mix of emotions I can’t read.

Then he reaches out slowly and takes my hand.

His touch sends electricity through me. The mate bond hums between us—weak and damaged but present.

“Elena,” he says softly. “I know you’re scared. I know you don’t trust me. I know everything
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