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My heart pounded in my chest as I sprinted toward my temporary shelter. When I finally reached the small cottage, I hurried inside, my breath ragged and sweat beading on my forehead. I scanned the room, relieved to find it empty—Patricia was still out. She was the first human I had trusted in this settlement, the cook at the tavern where I worked as a serving staff.

My pulse still raced from the encounter I had narrowly escaped just minutes earlier. As I had been making my way home, three men had been waiting for me in a dimly lit alley.

"What a lucky night," the burly man with curly hair had said to his companion, his voice slurred with alcohol.

"Yeah, we’ve hit the jackpot," the other one, had snickered, giving him a rough pat on the back.

"Don't worry, lass," the third man had chimed in, licking his lips, "we'll show you a good time."

"Don't frighten her, " The burly man grinned, their eyes fixed on me as they slowly circled, trapping me in the shadows.

His rough hands grabbed me, twisting my arms behind my back as he clamped a hand over my mouth. His grip was suffocating, the stench of alcohol on his breath making my stomach churn. Panic surged, but I didn’t freeze—I couldn’t afford to.

In a blur, I thrust my knee up, landing a vicious kick squarely into the other man’s groin. He doubled over with a strangled groan, and I caught the look of shock on his face before his knees buckled. 

My heart pounded, not just from fear but from the awareness that we were alone—completely alone in that dim, narrow alley. There would be no witnesses. No one to hear them scream.

I felt it then, the familiar tingling in my fingertips, the sharpness that begged to be unleashed. With a growl, I gave in, letting the claws emerge. My skin prickled, and the fear in his eyes as he saw the transformation sent a thrill through me.

“Too late to beg,” I whispered, my voice a dangerous whisper against his ear.

In a swift, fluid motion, I tore through flesh and bone, the alley darkening with the splatter of blood. One by one, they fell, their bodies crumpling like discarded rags, the life draining from their eyes. 

I stood there, breath heaving, the metallic scent of blood filling the air as my claws slowly retracted. I looked down at the bodies, heart still racing, and let the silence of the night envelop me once more.

Now in the safety of the cottage, I stepped into the bath, filling the wash basin with cool water. My hands trembled slightly as I scrubbed away the blood and grime, trying to erase the memory of what I’d just done. Each splash of water felt like a cold reminder. I had to finish before Patricia returned.

Once clean, I slipped into bed, sinking into the worn mattress. The ceiling above me seemed endless as I stared up at it, my thoughts spinning in the darkness. How did it come to this? I never intended for any of this to happen. My first human kill.

It has been three months since I left my pack, to search for my father’s killer and still, there was no lead. I miss my friends and most especially I miss Erick. My thoughts drifted back to those memories.

The evening air was thick with anticipation, the full moon casting its silvery glow over the Lycan castle. The reflection of the moon danced on the still waters of Lycan Lake, setting the perfect backdrop for the happiest day of my life.

As I stood at the entrance, the weight of my gown settled around me—a white crystal dress that clung to my waist and flowed down in layers of lace and shimmering crystals, trailing behind me like a river of light. The bodice was cut low, exposing the delicate curve of my collarbone, and the fabric hugged my chest, making me feel both exposed and empowered.

I took a breath, my heart pounding in rhythm with the ceremonial drums. My pack members gathered around the grand hall, their faces a mix of pride and joy. Every eye turned toward me, but there was only one pair that mattered—Erick’s. He stood at the altar, his gaze locked on mine, unwavering and intense. The world faded around me, and for a moment, it was just the two of us.

“Steady now,” Aunt Terra whispered beside me, her arm looped through mine as we began the slow walk down the aisle. Her presence grounded me, but it did little to quell the whirlwind of emotions swirling inside me.

Each step brought me closer to Erick, my heart racing faster with every click of my heels against the stone floor. My friends Demi, Tony, and his family sat in the first row, their smiles warm and encouraging. But it was Erick’s eyes that kept drawing me in, pulling me toward him like a magnet. He stood tall, his presence commanding, but there was a softness in his gaze that spoke of love, of promises yet to be fulfilled.

As I reached the altar, the officiating Elder Ulric nodded, ready to begin the rites. But for a brief moment, time seemed to stand still. It was just me, Erick, and the moonlit sky above, about to step into a future that held both promise and uncertainty.

Elder Ulric stepped forward, his presence commanding as he raised his hands to signal the start of the ceremony. The soft murmurs of the gathered pack members hushed instantly, leaving only the sound of the wind rustling through the trees outside the castle walls. 

“Tonight, under the gaze of the full moon, we gather to witness a union bound by destiny,” Elder Ulric’s voice resonated, deep and steady, filling the hall with a sense of ancient tradition. I could feel the weight of his words settle over us, thick with meaning.

I stole a glance at Erick, my pulse quickening. His eyes were still locked on mine, a silent promise in their depths. His hand reached out, finding mine with a warmth that steadied me. The connection between us felt electric, a current of energy that flowed from him into me and back again, stronger with each breath.
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“As the moon shines upon us, so too shall it shine upon your bond,” Ulric continued, his gaze shifting between the two of us. “This is not just a union of two souls, but of two packs, two futures intertwined.”

The weight of those words settled heavily on my shoulders. This wasn’t just about love—this was about responsibility, about the future we were stepping into together. I squeezed Erick’s hand, drawing strength from the steady way he held mine. The elder’s voice became a rhythmic chant, invoking the blessings of the Moon Goddess, the words ancient and powerful. The air seemed to hum with energy, as if the very fabric of the night was responding to the ceremony, binding us together in ways that went far beyond the physical.

Elder Ulric raises his hands, “As the moon witnesses this sacred union, let the vows be spoken, binding you both in eternal harmony.”

Erick takes a deep breath, his gaze never leaving mine. His voice is strong, filled with emotion as he takes my hands, “Soraya, from the moment I first laid eyes on you, I knew my life would never be the same. You are my strength, my solace, my guiding light. I vow to stand by your side, to protect you, to cherish you, and to love you with all that I am. In the light of the moon and the presence of our packs, I promise to be your partner, your friend, and your mate, for now and forever.” His words wash over me, filling my heart with warmth. 

My voice trembles slightly as I begin my vows. Looking intensely at his eyes, “Erick, you have shown me a love that is fierce and unyielding, a love that has made me whole. I vow to be your strength when you are weak, your calm in the storm, your home in the wild. I promise to honor and respect you, to stand with you through every challenge and every joy. Under the light of the moon, I give you my heart, my soul, my life, now and for eternity.”

We exchange rings, the cool metal a symbol of the promises we've made. The pack is silent, the weight of the moment palpable.

Elder Ulric said while placing a hand over ours, “By the power bestowed upon me by the Moon Goddess, and witnessed by this pack, I now pronounce you bonded, mates for life. May your union be blessed, your hearts entwined, and your souls forever united.”

Erick’s thumb brushed against the back of my hand, a small gesture that sent a wave of calm through me. I focused on that touch, letting it anchor me as Elder Ulric said the final rite. The words echoed in my mind, sealing our fates, and binding us as one under the watchful eye of the moon. Erick and I share a final, lingering gaze, the world around us fading as we step into the future together.

The air buzzed with anticipation as the wedding ceremony came to an end, but there was no time to catch my breath. The moment our vows were sealed, the atmosphere shifted, growing even heavier with the weight of what was to come.

Elder Thorne stepped forward first, his presence as commanding as the ancient oak forests that surrounded our lands. His voice was a low rumble, like distant thunder, as he addressed the gathered pack. "Under the gaze of the Moon Goddess, we now begin the ceremony of crowning our Queen Luna."

I felt a shiver run down my spine as Elder Seraphina approached next, her silver hair shimmering in the moonlight. She held my gaze with eyes that had seen centuries pass, her expression serene but powerful. "The bond between pack and leader is sacred," she intoned, her voice a melodic contrast to Thorne's, "and in you, Soraya, we see the strength of a true Queen."

As Elder Draven joined them, the ceremony began in earnest. He moved with the grace of a predator, his dark eyes piercing as he regarded me. "Kneel before us," he commanded, his tone leaving no room for hesitation.

I dropped to my knees, feeling the cool stone beneath me as the weight of my new role pressed down. My heart pounded in my chest, each beat a reminder that there was no turning back. This was the moment I had been preparing for, yet the enormity of it threatened to overwhelm me.

The Elders formed a circle around me, their combined presence a palpable force. Elder Thorne held out a crown, crafted from silver and moonstone, the metal gleaming with an otherworldly light. "This crown," he said, "is a symbol of your authority, your responsibility, and your power."

Seraphina's hands hovered over my head, a soft glow emanating from her fingertips. "May the light of the Moon Goddess guide you," she whispered, her voice wrapping around me like a protective spell.

Draven stepped closer, and I felt the cold touch of the crown as it was placed on my head. The weight of it was startling, almost as if it was alive, connecting me to the very essence of the pack.

"You are now Queen Luna of the Lycan Castle," Draven declared, his voice carrying through the hall. "May your reign be just, your heart be fierce, and your spirit unbreakable."

I lifted my head, meeting the eyes of each Elder in turn. Their expressions were unreadable, but I could feel the approval in their gaze, the acknowledgment of the responsibility I had just accepted. The pack members bowed their heads in respect, the power of the moment binding us all together.

In that instant, as the final echoes of the ceremony faded, I knew that nothing would ever be the same. I once fought hard to be the Alpha Leader of the Blood Moon Pack but never had I thought that this would pave the way to make me Queen of the Lycans and Werewolves. Am I worthy of this power? My heart is dark and my thoughts are full of resentment and vengeance. I look at Erick, his eyes so full of love, is it enough to heal my darkened heart?
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The echoes of the coronation still lingered in the air as the grand celebration unfolded within the palace walls. Laughter, music, and the clinking of glasses filled the hall, but my mind was still reeling from the weight of the crown now resting on my head.

I caught sight of Uncle Sabas and his wife, Mira, making their way toward me. For a moment, I hesitated, unsure of what to expect. My uncle had never been an easy man to please. But as he approached, there was something different in his eyes—pride, perhaps, or maybe a begrudging acceptance.

"Soraya," Uncle Sabas began, his deep voice carrying a hint of warmth that I hadn’t heard before. He placed a hand on my shoulder, and I felt the strength of his grip. "You’ve made us proud today."

Mira smiled beside him, her gaze soft as she nodded in agreement. "Indeed. It’s a great day for the family, for the pack."

I forced a smile, hoping it looked genuine. "Thank you, Uncle, Aunt Mira. It means a lot to have your support."

He pulled me into a rare, brief embrace, and for a moment, I allowed myself to believe that things might be different now. That I might finally have earned his respect.

As they moved on, I turned to see my cousin Mark approaching, his familiar swagger unmistakable even in the crowded room. By his side was Ara, her hand resting lightly on his arm. There was an easy confidence about them, a sense of unity that made me both proud and a little envious.

Mark grinned as he reached me, his eyes sparkling with mischief. "So, Your Majesty," he teased, emphasizing the title with a mock bow. "How does it feel to have the world at your feet?"

I rolled my eyes, but the warmth in his voice made me smile. "It feels heavy if you must know," I shot back, nudging him playfully. "But I’ll manage, with a little help from you, of course."

Ara smiled gently, her gaze filled with admiration. "We’re here for you, Soraya. Always."

The sincerity in her voice tugged at something deep within me, grounding me in the moment. Surrounded by family and pack, the palace walls seemed to pulse with life and energy, the celebration swirling around us like a living thing. Finally, the tension that dragged us down in the past had evaporated. Competition can make even the closest relatives lose kinship but I hope despite everything we can forget the past and move forward.

But even as I stood there, accepting congratulations and exchanging banter, there was a part of me that couldn’t forget the weight of the crown or the responsibilities that came with it. The night was filled with laughter and joy, but beneath it all, the reality of what lay ahead lingered in the back of my mind, a constant reminder of the path I had chosen. 

I was still processing the rush of emotions from the coronation when I felt a familiar presence nearby. I turned, and there was Aunt Terra, her warm eyes finding mine immediately. Her golden hair swayed while she moved toward me with that graceful determination she was known for, her hand outstretched as she reached me.

"Soraya," she said, her voice soft but firm, laced with the wisdom of years. "You’ve made us all proud today." 

Before I could respond, she pulled me into a tight embrace, and for a moment, I let myself melt into the comfort of her arms. When she finally released me, I saw Demi standing beside her, the healer who had been a steadfast friend to my father and a constant presence in my life.

Demi’s kind eyes sparkled with pride as he approached. "Your father would be so proud of the woman you’ve become," he murmured, taking my hands in his. His touch was gentle, familiar, and it sent a wave of warmth through me.

"Thank you, Demi," I whispered, feeling a lump rise in my throat. His words meant more than I could express.

Then there was Tony, my trainer, whose steely gaze softened as he stepped forward. His presence was commanding, yet there was something almost paternal in the way he looked at me. "You’ve come a long way, Soraya," he said, his voice gruff but filled with an unmistakable pride. "It’s been an honor to train you."

I nodded, remembering the countless hours we had spent together, him pushing me to my limits, teaching me to harness my strength. "I couldn’t have done it without you, Tony."

Eli, Tony’s son, stood beside him, his youthful energy almost palpable. At 18, like me, there was still a boyish enthusiasm in his eyes, but also a deep respect. "You were incredible, Soraya," Eli said with a grin, his admiration clear. "I always knew you were destined for greatness."

I couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. "Thanks, Eli. You’re not so bad yourself." I teased lightly, giving him a playful nudge.

Finally, Mimi, Eli’s mate, stepped forward, her hand gently resting on Eli’s arm. She was radiant, her face glowing with happiness for me. "We’re all here for you, Soraya," Mimi said, her voice warm and sincere. "Whatever you need, you’ve got us." Then out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Erick smiling and making his way to me.

I looked around at them, this small circle of people who had been with me through everything, and felt a swell of gratitude so deep it nearly overwhelmed me. Their presence was a reminder that, even in the face of all that awaited me, I wasn’t alone. They were my family, my support, and in that moment, surrounded by their love and loyalty, I felt a strength that went beyond the crown I now wore. It was the happiest time of my life. It is that memory that keeps me going in times of distress. I thought everything would be fine from then on but I was wrong. I wondered how everyone was doing as I lay here alone in bed. 
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The morning sun barely filtered through the thin curtains when the scent of sizzling bacon and fresh bread coaxed me from sleep. Patricia’s cooking always had a way of making the world feel a little less harsh, a little more like home. I could hear the soft clatter of pans and the hum of her familiar voice, likely talking to that black Labrador of hers, her constant companion.

Patricia had been a fixture at the Tavern for as long as I’d been in this settlement. She wasn’t just the cook; she was the heart of the place. A spinster by choice, she lived a quiet life with her dog, pouring all the love she had into her cooking and into caring for those of us who came through the Tavern doors.

I remembered the first time I walked into that dimly lit, smoky room, the day I arrived here, desperate and hungry. It was Patricia who’d spotted me lurking in the doorway, her sharp eyes missing nothing. Jason, the Tavern owner, hadn’t even noticed me at first. He was a big, bald man with a belly that told of too many beers and too few walks, but Patricia had seen me. She’d approached, wiping her hands on her apron, and with a warm smile, she offered me a chance—a job serving tables.

Patricia is a woman of moderate build, neither too thin nor too heavy, with a figure that reflects a life spent on her feet in the kitchen. She stands at about 5'6", with a sturdy frame that carries an air of practicality and strength. Her skin is light, but slightly weathered, with a scattering of freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, evidence of years spent near the heat of the stove and under the sun.

Her hair, once a rich auburn, now carries the soft touches of time, with strands of gray interwoven through the reddish-brown locks. She keeps it neatly pinned back, usually in a loose bun at the nape of her neck, though a few rebellious tendrils often escape to frame her face. Her eyes are a warm, chestnut brown, always full of kindness, but with a glint of sharp intelligence and no-nonsense practicality.

The memory of that day faded as I swung my legs out of bed, the wooden floor cool under my feet. I could hear Patricia’s footsteps now, moving with purpose as she prepared breakfast, and I knew that soon, the comforting aroma of her cooking would fill the small cottage completely.

When I stepped into the kitchen, the warmth from the stove greeted me, wrapping around me like a comforting blanket. Patricia looked up from her frying pan, her eyes softening as she noticed me. "Good morning, dear," she said, her voice a gentle balm. "Let's have breakfast now. We start work at the Tavern at ten, and it's a long day until we close at midnight.”

The scent of sizzling bacon and eggs filled the small kitchen, mingling with the familiar creak of the wooden chairs as we sat down. I reached for a piece of toast, but Patricia's words pulled my attention from my plate.

"Did you hear about what happened last night?" she asked, her brow furrowed with concern. "Three men were attacked by some sort of beast—a predator. They’re saying it could have been a bear, or maybe a wolf." Her gaze met mine, filled with worry. "I’m just glad you’re okay. I know you usually take that route home."

Her words hung in the air, and I forced myself to take a bite, chewing slowly. The tension from last night’s encounter still gripped me, but I nodded, trying to muster a reassuring smile. “Yeah, I’m fine, Patricia. Just took a different way home, I guess.”

She sighed in relief, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. "You be careful out there, alright? You never know what’s lurking in the dark." 

I nodded again, the weight of her concern settling in my chest as we continued our meal in a silence punctuated only by the crackle of the fire and the quiet clink of our utensils.

If only she knew that I was the predator she was talking about. The thought twisted in my gut like a knife as I forced down another bite of eggs, the taste suddenly bitter. Patricia’s concern was genuine, her care real—but it was built on a foundation of lies, on the secret that gnawed at me every day.

She watched me with such warmth in her eyes, completely unaware of the darkness that lurked beneath my skin. I was the one who had torn those men apart, the beast she feared in the night. They had left me no choice. But how could I explain that to her? How could I tell her that the girl she shared breakfast with was capable of such savagery?

I swallowed hard, trying to push down the memories that threatened to rise—the feeling of flesh giving way under my claws, the taste of blood in the air. I clenched my hands under the table, fighting to keep them steady, to keep my facade intact.

“I’ll be careful,” I promised, my voice a hollow echo of itself. 

Patricia smiled, satisfied, as she took another sip of her tea, oblivious to the turmoil raging inside me. She trusted me, and that trust felt like a noose tightening around my neck.

As we finished our meal, the kitchen felt smaller, the walls pressing in on me. I stood up, eager to escape, to breathe, but Patricia’s voice stopped me.

“You know, dear,” she said, her tone light, “whatever happens, you can always count on me. You’re like family to me.”

The words struck like a blow. I forced myself to smile, but it didn’t reach my eyes. “I know, Patricia. Thank you.”

I turned away, the smile slipping from my face as soon as my back was to her. If only she knew the truth. But that was a burden I couldn’t let her carry. It was my secret to bear, and as much as it pained me, I would keep it hidden for as long as possible.
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We set off for the tavern at 8:00 sharp, the morning air crisp and fresh against my skin. The town was already stirring to life, the streets buzzing with the usual hustle and bustle. As we made our way to the market, Patricia chatted away about the day’s menu, her voice bright and cheerful, as if the darkness of last night had never touched her.

The market was alive with the sounds of vendors hawking their goods and the rich smells of fresh produce and meat. We moved from stall to stall, Patricia carefully selecting the best cuts of meat, the freshest eggs, and the ripest vegetables. I kept close by her side, my senses on high alert, scanning the crowd for any sign of danger—any hint that someone might suspect me of being more than just another serving girl.

Patricia handed me a heavy sack of potatoes, then a basket filled with eggs. “You’re a godsend, my dear,” she said with a smile, piling another bundle of vegetables into my arms. “I don’t know how I managed before you came along.”

I offered a small smile in return, shifting the weight effortlessly. “I’m happy to help,” I said, though the words felt hollow in my mouth.

As we moved through the market, gathering the rest of our supplies, Patricia kept up her steady stream of chatter, occasionally stopping to greet familiar faces. Every now and then, she’d glance at me, her eyes filled with something like pride.

“I still can’t get over it,” she mused as I hefted a large slab of meat onto my shoulder, her gaze filled with admiration. “It’s just incredible how strong you are. Most young women your size would struggle with half of what you carry, but you handle it as easily as any man.”

I forced a laugh, trying to mask the unease that her praise stirred in me. If only she knew where that strength really came from—a constant reminder of the beast within. 

“It’s just good genes, I suppose,” I replied, trying to keep my tone light as we continued through the market. 

Patricia chuckled, patting my arm affectionately. “Well, whatever it is, I’m grateful for it. You make my life so much easier, dear.”

I nodded, focusing on the road ahead as we headed toward the tavern. The weight of the goods I carried was nothing compared to the weight of the secrets I bore, but I couldn’t let her see that. For now, I had to keep up the charade, pretending to be the strong, reliable girl she believed me to be, even as the darkness inside me threatened to break free.

When we finally arrived at the tavern, the familiar scent of ale and wood smoke greeted us before we even stepped through the door. Mr. Jason, the owner, was already up and about, bustling behind the counter as he prepared for the day ahead. He looked
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