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  Prologue


Drip. 
Drop.
Drip.
Drop.
Stalactites along the gravelly, protruding and depressing ceiling guided droplets down their edges and into the puddle below the way melted ice cream meanders down a cone to its tip, the pool of water reflecting the next bead that was about to fall. The rhythm of each fall—normally negligible—now became the most distinct sound in the cave that was tucked in a forest not far from the White Blood Pack. The trees stood so close that darkness seemed to engulf the surroundings earlier than usual. The night silence blanketed the life of day, putting those sounds to rest. 
But not everyone was resting.
One of the only two red wolves in existence, Margaret Rouge, had her fist clenched on a long-shaped boulder with the guise of a table. Her red hair only complemented her seething rage. Her followers sat around the boulder, each lost in their own thoughts while their leader’s eyes pierced into the woman seated facing her.
They had just returned from scouring for three of their own, only calling it quits when—after three hours of relentless but cautious tracking—they learned that the scents of the ones they’d been looking for trailed to a highly guarded pack with an impenetrable border.
No one said a word, but their eyes spoke volumes: some remained optimistic and unjustifiably ambitious, wondering if there was a way into the White Blood Pack; some—instead of thinking of a solution—resorted to blaming the one who was supposed to be watching the trio when they snuck out; and the last group simply looked out of the cave, into the gloom of the night, dark as their future was and dead as they felt at the moment.
A low, angered growl came from the red wolf. “You were supposed to be watching them.”
All eyes fell on Kate, who had been momentarily distracted during pup-sitting. Her teeth let go of her bottom lip, and after swallowing a lump in her throat, the above-average-sized woman tried to walk around the problem. “We caught their scent trailing to White Blood, Margaret. We can get them back.”
Another growl left the depths of Margaret’s lungs. One of protest, condescension, and threat. “That is the most idiotic thing I’ve heard from you thus far, Kate. My daughter and her friends have, under your supposed supervision, found their way to one of the most guarded packs in the territory. You really think we can just show up and snatch them back?”
A sudden protrusion of her claws like a sword unsheathed from a scabbard made her followers flinch. In a voice as cold as the night air, Margaret warned, “For your own sake, Kate, you’d better hope I get my daughter back in one piece, or I’ll rip out your throat myself.”
Everyone agreed that it was reckless to enter the pack. Fortunately, rogues like them had been noticing lycan warriors coming a day after a rogue capture to escort rogues and board them onto jets, bringing them to Goddess knew where. The plan now was to take back her daughter and the other two with her after they were transported out of the pack but before they were brought onto the jet. It wasn’t a foolproof plan, but it was the best one they had.
After putting together her best team for a rescue mission, Margaret went to bed and couldn’t help but imagine her poor girl being locked in some filthy dungeon. Her eyes pooled in tears as she considered the possibility of her only pup getting raped. 
Pack leaders of the strongest packs had no mercy, especially when it came to rogues. She simply hoped that this alpha was either gay or already had a luna who would be merciful enough to spare her daughter of any torment, at least until tomorrow.






  
  Chapter 1


Queen Lucianne had just ended the link with Alpha Tate of the White Blood Pack, and his message befuddled and worried her. 
She was perched on the edge of the bed, brows knitted and heart racing, even after the link. She considered every possibility of underage rogues running on their own. Some part of her wondered if it was a trap. After she reminded Tate and his people to exercise the highest level of caution, her mind still didn’t rest. Couldn’t rest. If she didn’t give the order to kill and the rogues ended up harming anyone in White Blood, it’d be blood on her hands. 
An attack occurred in the Forest Gloom Pack not long ago after a rogue feigned sickness to be released from her cell. Lucy gave permission for her transfer to more hygienic accommodations. The moment the captured impostor saw daylight, her claws went for the guards. A few pack members were injured, but the threat ended when Alpha Clement’s claws plunged through the rogue’s chest. 
No one blamed Lucy for the attack, but the queen blamed herself. Someone could have gotten hurt. Or died, she had told her husband. 
King Alexandar had to remind her, repeatedly, that wolves healed and no one died and she gave the green light in a situation where anyone in her position would. He would, without hesitation.
The mistake clung onto her mind like a leech. She never allowed rogues to be released for any reason, pending governmental extraction, after that.
In her mind-link with Tate—while considering the dangers of leniency—he reported that the ones he caught tonight were “rogues with no balls” who quivered and whimpered for mercy even before being cuffed. The dungeon and pack border were on full guard, and security cameras were monitored. Nothing out of the ordinary was happening. In fact, the prisoners looked like they’d given up. Although no express permission was sought or given, both Lucy and Tate were considering going easier on the youngest rogue: a thirteen-year-old red wolf.
Lucy’s thoughts then went to this species in particular. Red wolves were thought to be extinct generations ago. These were clairvoyants, and—depending on their maturity and psychological stability—they could be either very accurate or inaccurate in telling the future. In the past, some of their precognition abilities were so inaccurate that their own clients had them slaughtered for poor fortune-telling. 
Was this why the thirteen-year-old was running? Was she running away from her clients?
The bed dipped, and before Lucy registered the presence, a strong pair of hands wrapped her shoulders, massaging them in slow, affectionate strokes. A ghost of a smile lifted the corner of her lips as her head turned to the side, where her mate’s lips trapped hers in a kiss. His large, rough hands trailed down the side of her body, feeling her perfect curves before his arms circled her waist, his thumb brushing her skin through the thin nightwear.
Xandar buried his face in her neck to take in her scent before his deep voice reverberated through her ears, “Who was it, baby?”
“Tate. He said hi,” she answered simply, and immediately felt Xandar’s grip around her waist tighten. Her hand reached to stroke his muscular arm, tracing its bulges as she continued, “One of the three rogues they caught today was a thirteen-year-old she-wolf. A red one.”
His brows shot to his hair. “They still exist?” he asked, pulling away, and his wide eyes were met with his queen’s nod.
Forehead creased, his lilac eyes matched the concern in his wife’s own when she whispered, “We didn’t find any minors in Wu Bi Corp, and none of the rogues behind bars said anything about pups. Where did this girl come from?”
A moment of silence passed between them, the kind that commanded an atmosphere when one was given a mind-boggling riddle. “Would a pack kick out a thirteen-year-old?” he ultimately asked.
“Never!” Lucy exclaimed, then paused, second-guessing. “Not to my knowledge, at least. Disloyal members are normally only cast out after turning eighteen.”
“So it’s safe to say this one has rogue parents.”
“That’s . . . possible. But why weren’t they with her? Why would one let their teenage daughter run around foreign territory, knowing the risks of getting caught?”
Xandar heaved a heavy, frustrated sigh as his hands moved up to caress his mate’s tense shoulders again. “I don’t know, sweetheart. Maybe they’re dead, already caught, or her parents didn’t know what she was up to? Maybe she advertised herself as a precocious fortune-teller and the gig went sideways? Goddess, it could be anything.”
“I know.” Her small hand reached to stroke his large one. “I thought it was a ploy at first, but it doesn’t seem like one. Minors aren’t used in a ruse. They panic and shift too quickly.” Considering her next move, she uttered, “Before bringing them to lycan territory, I want to meet the red wolf. She and her friends are already scared as it is. I’m going to White Blood with the lycan warriors tomorrow to collect the rogues, Xandar.”
The king’s animal turned alert. “And you’re not thinking of dragging me there with you? Baby, we’ve been through this!”
Her brows crinkled at the obvious fact he was forgetting. “You and your second-in-command are scheduled to check out a suspected rogue supplier site with the police force tomorrow, my king.”
“I could sit this one out. Those sites are always a bust anyway!”
“That doesn’t guarantee that this would be a bust as well. You gave them your word, Xandar. You have to go with them,” she insisted. She studied Xandar’s expression more carefully, feeling his insecurity through their mate bond, seeing some fear in those lilac orbs she had fallen in love with.
Her hand reached for his cheek, bringing their faces closer so their foreheads touched. “Darling, we’ve marked each other. Tate is not a threat. No one is. I’m only in love with you.” After pecking a kiss on his lips, she whispered, “I’m yours, my indecent beast. Only yours.”
The largest animal in the kingdom cooed and wagged its tail like it was high on the drug that his mate’s words had injected into his brain. 
Xandar sighed, knowing nothing was going to change his queen’s mind. Leaving a kiss on her head, he muttered, “Keep me posted, okay?”
“Okay,” she responded in a shy whisper under his affectionate gaze, which turned flirtatious when he slowly pulled down the straps lining her shoulders. His lips traced her warm skin, then moved to her neck, pecking a trail of soft kisses. Lucy closed her eyes and tilted her head to the side, giving him full access, not caring that she was now topless as she sighed in bliss.
After Xandar’s rough hands traced her smooth arms, he lowered Lucy flat on the bed and continued sucking on her neck, relishing in this brand of honey that only he could taste, enjoying the sound of her moans and the feeling of her beautiful breasts pressed against his hot skin.
His hands trailed down to her firm buttocks. Lucy’s own palms traced his broad shoulders and hard torso as her feet skillfully pushed down his boxers to bring his erection into full view. In between her moans, her body moved in response to her mate’s touch as their lips trapped each other in a deep kiss.
After parting her legs and revealing the glistening moisture, the king entered and began pumping in slow paces, focusing on connecting with the most beautiful and amazing creature in the kingdom now lying below him as he made love to her. The way they looked at each other whenever they started with slow, passionate sex always ignited feelings of love as deep and fiery as the earth’s core, happiness as blissful as walking along the shoreline, and desire that made them crave for each other even more than they already were.
Xandar gradually increased his speed as his queen gasped, whimpered, and moaned his name. It didn’t take long before he began moaning with her. When her core locked him in, they both came with irrepressible screams.
Their euphoric eyes met as they took quickened breaths like they had just completed a race. And without pulling out, Xandar pecked a loving kiss on Lucy’s lips before he whispered, “I love you.”
She knew. She knew because she felt it. Not just through those three words or through his eyes, but through their bond. He loved her. 
Leaning in to touch her nose with his, she replied, “I know, Xandar. I love you too.”






  
   Chapter 2


The next morning, Xandar and Lucy kissed baby Reida goodbye and left her in the safe hands of the three hundred-year-old babysitter, Mrs. Parker. Lucy took Xandar’s private jet with three lycan warriors, and they made their way to White Blood. 
Tate came to pick them up from the open field where they landed. On the passenger’s seat in the car, Lucy noticed that her friend was feeling uneasy, like he was hiding something. Since he was driving, she didn’t think it was a good idea to bring it up.
As soon as Tate entered White Blood and parked outside the pack house, Lucy turned to the lycan warriors in the back seat. “Phelton, August, Fiona, could you give Alpha Tate and I a moment please?”
“Yes, my queen,” they obliged, getting the cue to get out and wait.
The moment the door shut behind Phelton, Tate continued to stare at his windscreen as he blurted, “I let the red wolf sleep in my basement last night.”
In essence, he had deliberately gone against her orders to leave the rogues in the dungeon.
The lilac shade in Lucy’s eyes turned onyx in anger as she prompted, “And?”
Tate shrugged to get off some of the fire that he was feeling from his longtime friend, who was beginning to bubble like an active volcano. “And I offered her breakfast this morning.”
“And after that?” Lucy cued, still simmering.
“I locked her in my basement again. Timmy said she only used the attached washroom once throughout the night. She didn’t try to escape.” Tate’s brown eyes showed that he was visibly scared. 
Even the lycan warriors outside saw this. Anxiety crawled their necks for the alpha as they prayed and waited.
“Was anyone hurt?” Lucy’s voice of rage echoed, laced with undeniable worry.
“No, ‘course not.” Tate tried to sound carefree to cope with the inferno.
A relieved sigh left Lucy as she leaned back on the headrest. The building concern gradually evaporated as the lilac shade in her eyes returned.
Tate’s head spun to her. “Wait, you’re not mad at me anymore? I could have sworn you were going to kill me.” He deliberately had disregarded her order for a stranger, and he had done so out of pure instinct.
Lucy smirked. “My concern was the safety of everyone in this pack, Tate. Since no one got hurt, you’re safe from my wrath for now.”
He chuckled as the atmosphere eased, and the lycan warriors outside relaxed. 
Tate led them into the pack house, and Lucy insisted that only she and Tate go to the basement, letting the warriors wait in the living room.
The moment the red wolf heard the door being unlocked with a click, she closed the dusty photo album in her hands, put it back on the shelf in the exact position she had found it in, and dashed to the couch to wait.
Tate and Lucy descended the stairs and came to a stop in front of the girl. She stood at about five feet, with brown hair that reached her waist, and rosewood eyes that declared the type of wolf she was. Her bones were conspicuously wrapped by her skin. Freckles scattered on her nose and some on her cheeks. 
She rose from her perched position on the couch, staring at Lucy with more curiosity than fear. The teenager could tell that this creature carried a lycan scent. She was brought up to fear—even hate—lycans, but why wasn’t she able to channel any fear or hate now?
Tate’s commanding voice rang cold through the space, “Bow before the qu—”
“That really isn’t necessary, Tate.” Lucy moved to sit at the far end of the couch before looking at the rogue with a welcoming smile. “Have a seat,” she invited, gingerly patting on the cushion.
The rogue hesitated but obliged in the end, sitting somewhere in the middle of the couch instead of the far end, wanting to feel Lucy’s warmth.
“What’s your name?” Lucy began with a smile.
The rogue seemed hesitant. Her mouth opened and her lips quivered, not knowing whether to lie or tell the truth.
Noticing her predicament, Lucy changed tactics. “This isn’t going to be on any official document, so you don’t have to give me your real name yet if you don’t want to, but I do need something to call you.”
When her rosewood eyes met Lucy’s sincere gaze, she found herself giving her real name. “Stella.”
Lucy nodded. “Stella, do your parents know where you are?”
Stella bit her bottom lip. No? Not at first when she left. But now? “Maybe? I’m not sure.”
Lucy’s eyes flickered to Tate’s for a moment. So she wasn’t abandoned. “Are they close by?” Lucy ventured.
A long, piercing moment of silence passed before Stella spoke in a pleading whisper, “You can’t ask me to do this.”
“Do what?”
“Admit and expose everything and everyone,” Stella muttered, though her wolf was telling her to tell Lucy everything. It was her human part that was fighting the urge to do just that. 
Stella’s loyalty to her family was eminent, and Lucy’s heart ached from the undeniable fact that they were rogues. “Stella . . . were you and your parents cast out?”
Lucy saw and felt no menace or trickery from this teenager and wondered what her parents could have possibly done to disqualify them from seeking refuge in any other pack in existence. 
Stella thought about whether her answer would give something away, before ultimately uttering, “My mother left her old pack and took me with her. We’ve been running with a few others ever since.”
“Weren’t there any packs to take you both in?” Blue Crescent—Lucy’s birth pack—would’ve welcomed them. This was a single mother with a pup!
“Mom . . . didn’t know who to trust. She said that it was better . . . safer to be on our own so that we don’t get cast out again.”
Taking one step forward, Tate’s brows knitted when he questioned, “Cast out? You said you both left!”
Stella stiffened in realization. Regret and fear filled her eyes. 
Lucy’s own eyes narrowed at Tate, who raised his hands in surrender. “Sorry.”
Stella stammered, “W-We didn’t know wh-who to trust. Mom said t-that packs could be enemies one day and allies on another. W-We didn’t know if . . . if . . .”
Seeing how she was struggling, with eyes darting from one part of the cement floor to the next, Lucy gently finished her sentence, “You both didn’t know if the pack you later sought refuge from turned out to be an ally of your old pack, who would then send you and your mother back to your birth pack to be punished.”
Sighing and shutting her eyes in embarrassment, Stella nodded.
The queen and alpha locked gazes, both wanting to know which pack Stella was referring to but doubting Stella would give up the location willingly and truthfully. She had already given more than they’d expected. Lucy then began wondering whether Stella’s mother was even safe. Perhaps Stella and her friends were out hunting for food for her sickly mother?
“Stella, I’m going to bring you and your friends to lycan territory.” Stella’s eyes widened in horror. Leaning closer, Lucy added, “I’ll make sure you’re safe, but we need you to cooperate with the authorities when they ask questions. Your mother . . . might not be safe where she is. We can help her as we’ll help you. We’ll keep you both safe.”
“No! Please, no! Don’t do this to me. Please. Just let me go. I’ll be fine, I promise,” Stella pleaded, eyes forming a dam, the film of moisture turning into a puddle.
“Stella, there’s nothing to worry about. You will be fine. Your mother will be safe soon.”
Almost shuddering now, Stella blurted, “She’s safe. She’s completely safe where she is. Please, just let me go. Don’t go after her, please.” Tears trickled down her cheeks, and she continued begging as her voice lost strength.
Lucy and Tate threw each other perplexed glances. How could one ever expect to be safe as a rogue? Nothing about being a rogue was safe. They were practically shunned by everyone and now hunted down by everyone. Rogues, as far as they knew, didn’t form alliances like packs did. If they worked together, it would be solely for commercial reasons. Cooperating solely for commercial reasons, with little to no trust and confidence in each other’s loyalty, was not safe.
In any other position, Lucy would’ve considered letting this slide and letting Stella go, perhaps even wishing her well. But she was queen, entrusted by her king and the rest of the kingdom to abide by the laws and policies made by the governing body in which she was a member. 
Watching this girl now, Lucy wondered why she hadn’t considered making exceptions for pups. “I’m sorry, Stella. But I can’t just let you go. I need you to come with me. But I’ll make sure nothing bad happens to you, okay?”
“And my moth-er?” her voice croaked.
Walking on eggshells again, Lucy said, “If and when we find her, and she isn’t guilty of any crimes, she’ll walk away a free creature. We’ll then provide you both with any aid you may need to start a life together again.”
“And if she . . . isn’t innocent?” Stella knew she had just let another cat out of the bag, but she couldn’t help herself from asking.
Tate pinched the bridge of his nose, swallowing a frustrated sigh threatening to fully express how he really felt. He had let this particular pup sleep in his basement because—ever since the capture—he’d been getting an unexplainable instinct to protect her. He couldn’t understand it, nor could his wolf. Some primal part of them simply felt there was a need to keep Stella safe. Tate tried to ignore the urge to have her transferred at first, but when the thought of her being in the dungeon kept him lying awake in bed, he gave up fighting and got Stella out of the dungeon and into his basement, offering her blankets and the couch, but left her with a warning to not even try to break free since it’d only make things more difficult for her. He half expected her to disobey and attempt an escape. When she didn’t, he was relieved.
At this point, his wolf wanted to do everything to protect the teenager, but how was he going to protect her from the law when she had a mother who seemed to have ventured against it? He had already vouched to stand with the law when he took an oath as the newly elected deputy defense minister of the Wolf Division just several weeks ago. The whole situation with Stella now felt like a joke shoved in his face to taunt his newly minted power.
Lucy swallowed a lump in her throat and tried not to look too ominous when she delivered the truth. “If that’s the case, then she has to be fined or . . . kept in custody.”
Kept in custody was a nicer way of saying jailed. Stella obviously knew this. “NO! NO! PLEASE! YOU CAN’T! YOU CAN’T! PUT ME THERE INSTEAD! PLEASE!”
Lucy sat closer to her and wrapped her arms around the girl to comfort her. Stella’s tears drenched a part of Lucy’s cerulean-colored blouse, but the queen didn’t mind it as she let the poor girl cry her eyes out until the weeping eventually reduced to sobs and sniffles.
Stella eventually came to terms with the fact that there wasn’t a way to change the queen’s mind. And it made her even more afraid. “You’ll take care of us? You promise?” she questioned, reddened eyes glued to the queen’s shoes.
Gently lifting the girl’s chin, looking deep into her eyes, Lucy vouched, “I promise.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Tate got Xiera to lead the lycan warriors to the dungeons where the other two rogues had been held, and Xiera drove them back to the open space where the jet was. 
Lucy sat with Stella in the back seat as Tate drove them. A large part of him felt that Stella shouldn’t be going with Lucy, that she should remain in White Blood under his care. He glanced at the girl through the rearview mirror every few seconds, and the decision not to turn the car around felt increasingly erroneous by the second.
They said that, instinctively a creature would know when something was wrong, could sense if a plan was going sideways, could perceive when a particular move shouldn’t be made even before reason hits the brain. That very instinct was a guide: a guide to change course, alter rules, avoid pitfalls, right the wrongs before the wrongs materialized.
This. This rogue extraction was hitting his instincts in all angles.
Tate stole glances at Lucy and saw that she wasn’t enjoying any of this either. But what choice did they have? They had a duty to uphold. But why did upholding a duty have to go against their instincts and feel so . . . wrong?
The car reached the field, and the three reluctantly got out. 
Xiera had just assisted the lycan warriors in securing the two other rogues in the jet. Xiera guarded Stella as Tate ushered Lucy to the side. With nothing but hesitance, he confessed in a murmur, “Lucy, I don’t feel good about this.”
She scoffed. “I guess it’s comforting to know I’m not alone.”
“Can’t you do something?” Tate pressed in a dismayed whisper.
“I can. But I need to take her for now. You and I both know that, Tate. I’ll talk to Xandar and Chief Dalloway. We probably have to call for a government meeting soon to discuss rogues beyond the Wu Bi Corp sphere, specifically when it comes to minors. I’ll make sure she’s okay.”
Tate’s anxiety eased a little. Lucy shook her head, then muttered helplessly, “Why her? Apart from her scent, she’s nothing like the typical rogue we’ve been slaughtering for years.”
Glancing at Stella, he added, “I wonder what’s with her mother.”
“Whatever it is, I hope it’s not too grave. Parents have this instinct to do anything to make sure their pups are safe. We just don’t know how many laws her mother had to violate to raise her.”
A stretch of silence unreeled between them as a gentle gust of wind graced their skin. The corner of Tate’s lips curled depressedly. “You know, I wished I wasn’t elected all of a sudden. At least then I wouldn’t be torn between duty and instinct.”
Lucy’s frown turned into a similar smile. “I’d say I wish I wasn’t the queen so that I could ask Juan and Hale to take Stella into Blue Crescent, but it somehow feels irresponsible of me to deny the position I’m given now. The coronation ceremony cost taxpayers a lot of money.”
“Not to mention your mate wouldn’t like to hear you refusing the crown,” Tate reminded, making light of the situation.
A broader smile graced Lucy’s features at the mention of Xandar. “That’s true. But I’m still more concerned about the taxpayers’ expenditure in this case.” Tate chuckled at her response, and they embraced like old friends.
Lucy then approached Stella and Xiera. Her mouth had barely opened when thunderous growls cut through the morning air. To their right, five wolves charged toward Lucy, Xiera, and Stella at lightning speed. One of them was a red wolf and about to pounce at Lucy before Lucy’s eyes turned as blue as sapphires when she radiated the Queen’s Authority. The power took control of the rogues’ nerves, overriding their autonomy, and instead of running or attacking, they were compelled to stay rooted to their spot.
The lycan warriors on the jet heard the commotion and cursed when they realized they had left the queen unguarded. Phelton sprinted out of the plane and appeared by his queen’s side, preparing to shift into his animal to defend her. 
Lucy’s eyes returned to their black-and-lilac color as she had Phelton stand down while she scrutinized the rogues, wondering why they were attacking in an open space, in broad daylight. Rogues normally attacked after dusk or before dawn to avoid capture and to ease escape.
Registering the red wolf, Lucy’s mind was beginning to form the pertinent conclusion that would explain the unusual attack, when Stella exclaimed, “MOM!”
Oh no. Lucy thought to herself. A mere attempt to attack Lucy was a crime on its own since she was queen. It was already going to be difficult to convince the entire governing body to allow different standards for different sets of rogues. How was she going to persuade her overprotective husband to go easy on Stella’s mother now that treason had entered into the mess?
And just when Lucy thought things couldn’t get any more complicated, she noticed Tate’s gaze lingering on the rogues like he was in a trance. Unlike with their usual encounters with these outcasts, Tate’s eyes held no desire to kill. He simply stared at them for a good three seconds before approaching them in slow, careful steps. That was when Lucy realized the red wolf leading the other four had her rosewood eyes fixed on Tate as well.
Tate was following the delightful scent of hyacinths and morning dew, leading him to the red rogue wolf. When he got down on one knee, leveling himself with her, only one word left his lips—mate.
No one bothered to mask their widened eyes. Xiera even covered her mouth after gasping. Tate, the alpha of one of the strongest packs in existence, one of the kingdom’s two deputy defense ministers, was bonded to a rogue?
The quiet, seemingly ordinary morning wasn’t all that tranquil anymore. With one problem stacked on top of another with no feasible solution or tried-and-tested methods at hand, Lucy did the very thing she had come to do—extract all rogues and bring them with her back to lycan territory.






  
  Chapter 3


Lucy mind-linked Xandar on the jet, breaking her dam of frustration and uncertainty and pouring every nitty gritty detail onto her husband, conveniently leaving out the part when the rogues almost pounced on her. 
Pinching the bridge of his nose at his end at the mention of Tate’s bonded mate, the king sighed to himself. When Xandar secretly prayed to the Moon Goddess to give Alpha Tate a mate, he didn’t mean a rogue. Wasn’t that an understood part of his prayer? ‘Please be careful, Lucy,’ he reminded, undeniably worried since the rogues onboard outnumbered the warriors who had gone with her.
‘We’ll be fine, Xandar. If it comes down to it, I can always use the Authority on them.’
‘Thank Goddess for that. So . . . how’s Tate taking this?’ As much as Xandar didn’t like Tate having feelings for Lucy long before the king had met her, he couldn’t deny Tate was a good person and was one of the few creatures he and Lucy could trust without question.
‘He seems genuinely interested in her, but they haven’t said a word to each other since we got on the plane. He can’t take his eyes off her though.’
A ripple of relief sent a pleasant intrusion to Xandar’s concern. ‘I guess it’s good to know he doesn’t mind that she’s a rogue . . . with a teenage pup.’
‘I wonder if she minds being with him.’
‘What do you mean by that, sweetheart?’
‘She’s avoiding his gaze. That’s why they haven’t spoken to each other. I haven’t even heard her voice yet. Her lips are sealed shut.’
Xandar scoffed and teased, ‘Don’t you think she and Tate are not interacting because you and Tate look like you’re a couple?’ Now that Tate seemed to be falling for the one he was bonded to, Xandar felt more comfortable cracking jokes like this.
In annoyance, Lucy retorted, ‘Your mark on my neck is exposed to all, Xandar! And Tate’s neck is bare. Our scents don’t even match. Even a child would know he and I are not together!’
A smile graced the lycan king’s face as his animal stood tall and grinned wide. A familiar warmth spread across his chest, one that made him feel at peace, in love. His fingers reached to his neck, gently tracing the mark his wife had made there, which sent a tingling sensation throughout his being, penetrating every cell in his body and firing every nerve.
Lucy felt it, too, despite being nowhere near him. ‘You’re doing it again, aren’t you, Xandar?’
Chuckling through their link, he admitted, ‘I can’t help it, my love.’
Pink spread over her cheeks as her heart melted and every part of her softened, wondering how she had hit the jackpot for a mate. Before straying too far away from the issue at hand, she cleared her throat and linked, ‘Darling, about these rogues . . . even if we have to put them behind bars before the interrogation, can we at least put Stella somewhere else? And maybe give her mother visitation rights even if she’s charged and prosecuted later on?’
‘Lucy, you know that would depend on how grave her mother’s crimes are.’ He hated to deny her of anything but knew she was smart enough to understand this.
She sighed. ‘Should her daughter be punished for this though? Denied of her mother through no fault of her own?’
Biting the insides of his mouth, he replied, ‘It’s an unwanted side effect, but . . . if her mother acted out of necessity rather than malice, then any punishment imposed will be mitigated.’
‘For Stella’s sake, I really hope it’s that.’ Looking out of the window and—for once—not registering the view, she turned her attention to his task. ‘How’s the site, by the way? Another bust?’
‘Yes.’ Xandar’s voice carried a light matter-of-fact element, the sign that he was about to deliver a complain. ‘As king, I’m given fake leads with zero excitement and no results. But my queen leaves for one trip and brings back eight unusual rogues, two of whom are wolves thought to be extinct, along with a front-row seat to an ally finding his mate. The Moon Goddess clearly has her favorite.’
His wife’s chuckles were lighter than the gentle breeze of dawn, livelier than any sound of nature, more precious than the rarest of gems. The fact that he was the one who had elicited that wonderous melody made him all the more elated. ‘Don’t worry, my king,’ she said. ‘After our daughter, you’re my favorite.’
‘And you are mine, my little freesia. I’ll see you when you land.’
After his wife ended their link, the king heaved a heavy sigh. That was a lot to take in. 
Seated next to him on the jet was his second-in-command and maternal cousin, Christian Blackfur, whose furrowed brows were a reason to be worried. As Christian continued scrolling through an email on his phone, he asked in a low, monotonous voice, “Everything okay with the queen, Cuz?”
“She’s safe. As are the others onboard. They’re coming back with eight rogues, not three.” His cousin’s eyes snapped to his before the king filled him in on the rogue extraction.
The duke’s eyes widened in shock at the mention of Tate’s rogue mate. The second-in-command sighed. The word why was written all over his face. Slumped into his seat from the exhaustion of doing nothing more than listening, he tossed his phone onto his cousin’s lap while he got some quick shuteye. “Then this will nicely add on to our list of problems.”
With Christian’s phone in hand, Xandar read the text on the lit screen:
It is with great urgency that we insist on an audience with King Alexandar Thomas Claw and Queen Lucianne Freesia Paw-Claw TONIGHT.
Time: 10:00 p.m.
Place: Polje
Kindly acknowledge receipt of this email along with confirmation of the rulers’ attendance.
[Large, illegible digital signature]
Pellethia Gangnes
Empress of Vampires
What did we do? was the first thing that came to Xandar’s mind. He had never gotten anything like this in his nineteen years on the throne. Come to think of it, his late father had never gotten such a thing during his reign either. The truce with vampires was 204 years ago, and that was the last anyone heard from them. Sure, they weren’t at war anymore, but that didn’t mean their species liked each other enough to communicate with one another, especially after what the lycans had had to give up to secure the peace.
When the war over two centuries ago was nearing its end, it was clear to any creature alive that the vampires were winning. Many lycan warriors lost their lives, and even more werewolves were sacrificed. Seeing that the vampires had the upper hand, the late Emperor Kosh offered an alternative to the continuous bloodshed: that King Lucas and Queen Vera, Xandar’s late parents, admitted that vampires were the species of superior ruling status, meaning that the title “Your Majesty” could never be used by any lycan or werewolf ruler again.
The vampires had no intention to rule over the lycans and werewolves, which had been explicitly stated in their treaty. All they wanted was to be recognized as the species of higher status so that lycans and werewolves would think twice before pissing off a vampire by criticizing their abilities, culture, and habits. More importantly, it was to ensure that they weren’t bullied in terms of business and economics anymore.
Since the vampires had a better chance of winning, a significant population of werewolves and lycans took part in demonstrations in many towns and streets, pushing for the lycan king and queen to swallow their pride and give in, threatening to turn against the rulers like many of their kind already had by going rogue if their demand was refused. 
The lycans from noble families unanimously refused to give in at first, but after being informed that even the remaining lycan warriors were threatening to turn against them, those in the safe seats of power reluctantly gave in. The royal scepter wielded and brooches worn by every lycan ruler were surrendered to the vampires as part of the compromise.
This surrender of title, status, and crown jewels was a negligible issue to some, but a big deal to the rest of the world. It was a declaration. A surrender. An ongoing wave of a white flag that plagued their species. King Lucas vowed to earn the Majesty title back, promising to “perform to the best of my abilities” every Nouvelan—the celebration that marked the beginning of a new year in the lycan and werewolf calendar. In the Gregorian calendar, Nouvelan falls on the 29th of July.
However, as time went on, it became apparent that the annual vow was more wishful thinking than an achievable aspiration. There came a point when it became a laughable part of the late king’s annual speech. Most wolves even joked about it amongst themselves, reciting this ludicrous line in games of Guess Who.
When Xandar rose as king after his parents’ death, he very appropriately refused to listen to any old-timer’s advice to include the embarrassing line in his Nouvelan speeches. And after a few years of relentlessly pestering him to add it back in, they eventually gave up. From the way Xandar saw things, his species very much asked for the war, thus deserved the demotion in their status.
Once upon a time, lycans encroached into vampire territory on numerous occasions without plausible reason, even sending wolves to do their bidding. The lycan government and monarchy even imposed irrational taxes and unconscionable conditions in business, which carried appalling penalties when breached. This double-standard treatment existed for no other reason than the fact that they were contracting with a vampire.
When Xandar voiced his perspective during a dinner hosted by his parents and attended by the most prestigious families and government ministers, he only had one supporter—Christian. The rest thought that he was “still young” and “didn’t understand the gravity of the situation of a time that was prior to his birth.” 
After that dinner, Xandar had to endure a full-hour lecture from King Lucas, who felt embarrassed that his own heir was siding with “the enemy.” Queen Vera, on the other hand, shrugged off Xandar’s action as being a rebellious youngster, which baffled Xandar, since he was fifty-four years old.
As much as Xandar tried, he couldn’t make his parents see how he saw things, how history actually recorded the affair. After constantly being told, “You don’t understand. One day you will,” Xandar gave up trying to explain, accepting his parents’ adamance. But unlike the elders thought, his perspective never changed. In social events, he’d block out any baseless, negative assertions about the vampires, and left circles which ventured along these lines. His maternal grandfather and aunt advised him to be patient, assuring him that when he ascended the throne, he’d have that chance to affect the change he sought.
Of course, that day came. Xandar’s status ended those insults to their foreign counterpart like paper thrown into fire. 
When he was crowned king, an invitation was sent to the vampires in the name of diplomacy, but the vampires politely refused to attend his coronation. Xandar hadn’t tried to reach out to them since. He didn’t want them to think that he was trying to manipulate them into returning the scepter, brooches, and status, so he left things as they were, being content with the sliver of peace established.
Looking at the email now, Xandar wondered what could have possibly happened. If they were demanding a meeting on such short notice after 204 years of avoidance, whatever they wanted to discuss had to be abominable.
It was Christian’s exhausted voice that interrupted Xandar’s thoughts. “It’s really weird to see the queen’s name like that. Who in the kingdom has four words in their name anyway?”
Straightening in his seat, Xandar explained, “Well, Paw was who I fell for, and Lucy was stubborn in putting in Claw. Hyphenating our last names seemed to be the only way to make us both happy.”
Adjusting himself to sit upright, Christian mused, “Annie says it’s cute, but Toby agrees it’s weird.” 
To be fair, Toby only said so to annoy his best friend, which worked. Lucy punched him in the gut but instantly apologized right after because she had forgotten about her enhanced strength as a lycan and exerted more force than she intended. Toby groaned and feigned anguish all the way out of the room. He only began sprinting when Lucy saw through his extended act and was barging over to deliver another punch for making her feel bad longer than necessary.
A modicum of happiness flashed through Xandar’s mind at the memory but was quickly washed away the moment he reassessed the email. “What did we do, Christian? I don’t recall interfering with any vampires.”
Christian rubbed a hand down his face. “Cuz, we’re always too busy to interfere with anything. But after the whole thing with the Kyltons and Wu Bi Corp, you have to admit that there are a lot of people with too much time on their hands to detonate a bomb of shit all over the place for us to clean up.”
After Xandar sent a response confirming his and Lucy’s attendance, Christian asked, “So how many of us are invited to that vampire rendezvous?”
Turning to his best friend, the king asked, “Can you come though? Wouldn’t Annie need help with the twins?”
Christian scoffed. “Ianne will be fine with her mother and Mrs. Clifford. And Lewis hates me.”
“C’mon, Christian. That’s not true.”
“It is true, Cuz. Remember when he was sick two weeks ago? He slept so well in Annie’s arms. But once I took over, he pooped so much that the shit overflowed from his diaper and got onto my pants. You’re saying he doesn’t hate me?”
Xandar’s lips pressed together, suppressing laughter and a smile with immense difficulty. “Well, I mean . . . it just shows that he feels . . . comfortable to share his . . . dirtiest secrets with you.”
Christian threw his cousin a glare. “The shit stain won’t come off.”
“Give him a break, Christian. He’s only a few weeks old. And Annie said Ianne loves you.”
That made him soften and smile. He stared into space, picturing his daughter. “I love holding her and watching her sleep. But I think she only looks like she loves me because she feels sorry for me. There was once when I had just cleaned her up and put a clean diaper on her before she saw it fit to squirt urine right at my face.” Despite the complaint, his voice gave away how happy he was.
The duke and duchess named their baby girl Lucianne after . . . well, Lucianne. And since everyone was already calling the queen Lucy, they decided to call their daughter by the second part of the name—Ianne. 
Christian added, “I guess it’s appropriate to name her after the queen. Ianne’s ability to act like I’m her favorite parent is definitely convincing.”
Xandar’s brows furrowed. “Christian, how would your daughter know how to act? We’re talking about a nine-week-old baby.”
“They’re both lucky they’re only nine weeks old, or I’d be giving them a lecture on where half of their genes come from. Seriously, why doesn’t Annie or Mrs. Clifford get baby poop on their pants, or pee in their faces? Why is it just me?” As Xandar tried his best to suppress his laughter again, Christian prompted, “So who should we inform about the date with the vampires, Cuz?”






  
  Chapter 4


Every government minister, lycan warrior, and police officer was informed about the meeting with the vampires, and it was decided that only half of the ministers would attend, along with ten lycan warriors and the chief of the police force. 
Lucy managed to persuade Xandar to let Margaret and the rest of the rogues be kept in holding units in the police station instead of a prison cell, for the sake of the teenager and her alpha friend. Stella appeared a little less worried, and Tate was immensely grateful.
As the policewoman brought Margaret into the holding unit, Tate trailed closely behind. 
Stella was brought to another room to be questioned, and Lucy had to ensure her that everything was going to be okay before the girl reluctantly followed another smiling policewoman.
There was a one-way mirror in the room where Margaret was held, and Tate stood facing the mirror, close to the square table where his mate and the policewoman sat. The door was left open to make sure Margaret wasn’t too intimidated by the confined space.
Outside, Lucy, Xandar, and Christian peered through the mirror.
“Your full name, ma’am?” the policewoman, Officer Laila, began.
Margaret’s eyes were glued to the white table with scratches and scuffs, no doubt from the violent scraping of cuffs against the table. The little dents must have been made from interrogative torture. Despite these warnings, Margaret’s lips sealed.
“Ma’am, can you give me your full name?”
Nothing.
Tate leveled himself with her and urged gently, “They won’t hurt you or Stella. All you need to do is cooperate, please.”
Her frosty rosewood eyes locked with Tate’s soft brown orbs as she spat, “Don’t tell me what to do.”
Tate felt a knife plunged into his center, swift and deep.
Margaret then turned to Officer Laila and demanded, “I want to speak to my daughter. Alone.”
Officer Laila and Tate exchanged glances, and Tate explained in the same gentle voice, “You’ll see Stella soon, I promise. But for now . . .”
“You promise?” she scoffed darkly. “And who are you in all of this?” As sweet as her voice was to Tate, the tone felt like a blow to his gut. His lungs punctured and he felt like he was running out of air.
Seeing Tate tongue-tied, Officer Laila took over. “This is one of our two deputy ministers of defense. Apart from him, the queen herself has promised that your daughter will be allowed to see you after we’ve asked a few questions. This won’t take long if you cooperate.”
The raging anger and defiance behind Margaret’s eyes flared. Leaning toward Officer Laila, she retorted, “Tell your queen that her word means nothing. She is still second to the king.”
“That’s not true,” Tate rasped. “If you knew how they worked, you’d know that there’s no second with them.”
Margaret smirked in what seemed like bile—bitterness. “How about that? Another powerful man bending to the will of a vulnerable-looking woman capable of doing nothing more than putting on a good act. Kings. Alphas. You’re all the same. What is it with your type? Is there always this need to boost your ego by showing the world that you’re capable of sheltering a weak . . .”
Xandar’s growl shook the walls of the police station, and he stormed into the room as Lucy frantically dashed after him. She stood before her husband, blocking his way. Tate simultaneously shielded his mate, blocking her from the king’s view, begging to Goddess that Lucy had this under control. 
Christian was between Tate and Lucy, acting as a second buffer after the queen, though he was contemplating helping his cousin after the rogue insulted her.
Lucy cupped Xandar’s slightly furry face and gently guided their eyes to meet. His claws were out, his breathing shallow, his energy deathly. Bringing their foreheads to touch, her thumb drew circular strokes on his cheeks as she whispered, “Xandar, shh . . . everything’s okay. Breathe. Just breathe, darling. Breathe. It’s okay. We’re okay.”
The embers in his onyx eyes burned into her black-and-lilac orbs as his voice came in a low rumble, “Insulting you . . . is not okay.”
Through their mate bond, she felt his internal volcano bubbling further, the earlier eruption just being the first cascade of a wave of outbursts. 
Never taking her soft gaze off him, she nodded and whispered, “You’re right, darling. It’s not okay. It’s wrong. You have every right to be angry. But just take deep breaths. Deep breaths. Okay? Deep breaths. That’s it. In. And out. And in.”
Validating his rage made his animal—who Lucy learned was the more hot-tempered one—start to really listen to her. As the bubbling slowed and subsided, Xandar buried his nose in her hair and closed his eyes, letting her scent cool the ember to a cinder.
The king’s black fur gradually shortened and retreated, and his claws retracted from sight. Lucy was pressed into his chest, and relief washed over her when his erratic heart rate slowed down and steadied: a sign that his anger was under control.
The gentlest pressure fell on her head when Xandar planted a deep kiss, sending a shower of sparks down to her toes. With a small smile, she suggested, “How about you and Christian wait outside, dearest?”
His calm eyes turned defensive once more, and his grip on her arms tightened when his guttural reply came. “No.”
“Darling, it—”
“Oh, give me a break,” the rogue groaned, disgusted.
This time, both Xandar and Christian growled at her, but she merely rolled her eyes as Lucy pulled Christian back and now had to restrain two angry lycans.
Tate turned to his mate and hissed, “Just stop it!”
Did she have a death wish? Why was she trying to anger the three most powerful creatures in the kingdom? Sure, Lucy wouldn’t do anything lethal yet, but Xandar and Christian could kill right then and there if they weren’t restrained.
Margaret scoffed darkly, crossing her legs as she stared at the gray wall like it was just another day at the office.
Sternly, Lucy reminded the two cousins, “Tearing her to shreds is not going to serve anyone. I’ll handle this. The two of you wait by the door. Now.”
Registering the tone she used when it was an order, Christian groaned and reluctantly went to lean against the doorframe, refusing to go any further. Xandar—like he was in a trance—ran his thumb along Lucy’s cheek and neck before letting her push him toward his cousin.
The queen turned back to Margaret, done playing nice. “If you want to see your daughter, you need to tell us everything we need to know. Stella’s questioning is almost done. If she isn’t allowed to see you because you’re refusing to cooperate, don’t blame anyone but yourself when I have to disappoint your little girl.”
The rogue’s chest rose and fell as she breathed in rage. “You can’t make me talk.”
“I can. But I don’t want to do it that way.” Tate was finding it impossible to continue defending her now. “Don’t make me do it,” Lucy warned.
Margaret simpered and remarked, “Don’t make me do it. What a perfect line before exerting violence and then playing victim to gain the sympathy of everyone you tell the tale to. Typical.”
Xandar and Christian lost it again and were about to bolt and pounce before Tate’s strained voice rooted them to their spot when he said, “Just do it, Lucy.”
Lucy’s brows furrowed in uncertainty. “Are you sure, Tate?”
“WHY ARE YOU EVEN ASKING HIM? I’M NOT HIS! I’M NOT ANYONE’S! GIVE ME MY DAUGHTER! NOW!”
After another subtle nod from the alpha, Lucy sighed in despair. Her eyes turned sapphire blue, and Officer Laila went through the questions quickly, “Name?”
“Margaret Nyphea Rouge.”
“Age?”
“Thirty-three.”
“Birth pack?”
“Fleet Wood.” 
Lucy and Tate exchanged glances of shock and bewilderment. Fleet Wood was demolished by rogues years ago. The alpha and luna were killed, along with everyone else. No one survived. Margaret and Stella must have been cast out before then. Wait, were the rogues who destroyed Fleet Wood . . . Margaret’s rogues?
“Husband’s name?”
Margaret swallowed a lump in her throat before Lucy’s Authority compelled her to answer, albeit in a small voice, “I have no husband.”
“The name of your daughter’s birth fa—”
Lucy interjected, “Skip that one please, Laila.”
“As you wish, my queen. Uh . . . any other blood-related family members besides your daughter?”
“No.”
“Daughter’s name?”
“Estella Fort Rouge.”
“Age?”
“Thirteen.”
“Is her birth pack also Fleet Wood?”
Swallowing another lump, her answer came out in another whisper, “No.”
“Where was she born?”
Margaret tried her best to fight the Authority, but it was no use. “In a forest by the River of Partager.” Tears of anger filled her eyes as she kept her head low. Humiliation meandered through her like a coursing river. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to feel so powerless. She had promised herself that her naivety would end the moment she stepped out of Fleet Wood and into the real world—the one where only the strong survived.
Officer Laila continued, “Where did you and your followers seek shelter before the arrest?”
“About ten miles south of White Blood,” she murmured.
“How long have you been there?”
“Two days.”
“Where was your group before that?”
“About eight miles from where Fleet Wood used to be.”
“Thank you, Miss Rouge. That will be all for now. You’ll see your daughter in five minutes.” 
With an arm across her chest, Officer Laila offered the royals a bow before leaving the room. When Lucy’s eyes returned to normal and the compulsion from her Authority wore off, she looked at Margaret with sad eyes and muttered, “I’m sorry.”
Her hand reached out to touch Tate’s shoulder for a brief second to convey the same apology before her legs brought her out of the room in haste. 
In the corner she sought refuge in, her eyes welled up in tears, replaying her inhumanity, unable to deny that she had just coerced a mother against her will, a mother who only asked to see her daughter.
Xandar caught up to his wife and peeled her from the wall to cement her to his warm chest, pecking kisses in her hair, trying his best to comfort her. “You didn’t have a choice, Lucy.”
In a chopped voice, she murmured, “We c-ould’ve waited. But then Stella . . .”
“Exactly. Stella wouldn’t have been able to see her mother if you didn’t make Margaret cooperate. You put Stella before her mother. It wasn’t ideal. But it wasn’t wrong, Lucy.”
After some sniffles, she whispered, “I know I’m just shifting blame to think this, but . . . I wish Tate had stopped me somehow.”
As his hand ran down her hair, he said, “Margaret may not see it now, but if she’s smart, she’ll come to see one day that Tate was only giving her what she wants: to see her pup, though not the way she would have preferred. You already did everything within your power to protect her, baby. The situation worked out. I didn’t tear her to shreds, and she gets to see Stella.”
A brief chuckle broke from his mate at the last line. His thumb reached to smoothen the creases on her beautiful forehead, then trailed down her cheek, where she leaned into his touch, taking a deep breath to calm herself while she let the sparks from his touch ease the nerves and soothe her soul.
The moment was only broken when they heard dragging feet exiting Margaret’s holding room. Tate emerged and shut the door behind him gently, joining Christian. The alpha’s exhaustion and sorrow were eminent. The duke wasn’t even that close to him yet felt so bad for him that he offered him a pat on his shoulder, which Tate responded to with a meek smile.
‘And I thought you were bad,’ Xandar linked his wife. When their eyes met, he continued, ‘I honestly didn’t think anyone else could beat you in pushing their mate away upon the first meeting. Seeing Tate like that now, I have to say . . . I’m very grateful you didn’t fire insults at me and shut the door in my face during our first encounter, sweetheart.’
Her eyes narrowed. ‘There wasn’t even a door for me to shut in your face when we met at the dining hall, Xandar. And in Tate’s situation, he was the one who shut the door.’
‘But why do you think he did? It can’t be because he wanted to leave her there.’
‘Why are we even talking about this?’
‘There seems to be a vague similarity in how Tate and I met our mates. Mine was, fortunately for me, less aggressive. Probably equal in hostility, but much less aggressive.’
‘Margaret is just hurt, Xandar. Very hurt.’ The moment Margaret spoke, Lucy couldn’t help but see some of her past self in the red wolf. The hate. The rage. The bitterness. Of life. Of the situation she was in. Of everyone and everything.
Xandar argued, ‘That doesn’t justify taking it out on people she hardly knows, especially not her bonded mate or her queen.’
‘It’s more complicated than that, Xandar.’ When she got his attention, she went on, ‘She has a pup but no husband or partner. There was nothing but fear in her eyes when she was almost made to give the identity of Stella’s birth father. It only points to two things: either she was impregnated by force, amounting to rape, and was shunned by the people around her because of that, thus forced to become a rogue; or the intercourse was consensual before a betrayal eventually broke things apart.’
Xandar blinked and digested the two scenarios before asking in dismay, ‘She was raped?’
‘I don’t know. But it’s definitely a possibility.’
A few silent moments passed before Xander asked, ‘Why would people shun rape victims?’
‘Let’s not call them victims, darling. These creatures, women and men alike, are very much survivors. As for why, let’s just say many out there still blame the survivors for the rape. You know, things like, her skirt was too short, or she was wearing a thong so what did you expect, or she went out alone at a particular time when perpetrators are out hunting—those kinds of baseless reasonings to put the blame back on the survivors when it should be on the perpetrators.’
Xandar exhaled and ran his fingers through his hair. ‘That’s just inhumane. I thought we were done with vict— with blaming the survivors.’
‘In certain regions, maybe. But not in many parts of the kingdom, especially not among wolves. Hale has been working on this very issue these past few weeks. The last time I spoke to Juan, he said we should be ready for a very heavy topic of discussion at a government meeting soon.’
Luna Hale was now the minister of welfare, and this was among the many major issues that she had been researching on and questioning creatures about for months.
Xandar nodded, noting that. “Better to deal with it soon than to continue letting innocents pay for the consequences later.”
“Cuz. My queen.” Christian came to them with Deputy Chief Lauren by his side. The duke stretched out a hand with two earpieces and said, “Margaret Rouge is going to see her daughter now. Want to know what they’ll be saying?”
Hesitance intruded Lucy. Yes, she knew about the hidden bugs in the room, but should they be used on this occasion? Tate put her doubt to rest when he admitted, “I’ll be listening, too, Lucy. We all should. Let’s just put the mate bond aside for now. We don’t know what she’s capable of as a rogue. We don’t know if . . .” He paused, envisioning the worst.
They knew what he was going to say: who’d know if Margaret and her people were the cause of some of the rogue attacks they’d been fighting off for years. Seeing that it was painful to let him finish, Lucy took the earpiece and uttered, “Let’s hope she’s not.”
They stood with Deputy Chief Lauren outside the holding unit and looked through the one-way mirror after Officer Laila brought Stella in, reminding the teenager that she only had fifteen minutes.
After the door closed behind Officer Laila, Margaret began with a straight face, “Stella, whatever you do, show as little emotion as possible. They’re watching us through that mirror. Now, what did they ask you and what did you tell them?”
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