
    
      Forsaken by the pack mated to the lycan king

      A Dark Rejected Mate, Fated Lycan King Romance

      by Anthony James

    

  Copyright
ISBN: 978-1-997354-79-6

Copyright © 2026 Anthony James. All rights reserved.

1. The Branding of the Curse-Bringer
"Hold her still."

Thomas did not look at my face. He kept his eyes on my left collarbone, where my tunic had been torn away.

Two pack warriors, Eric and Vance, forced my shoulders down against the stone altar. The granite was cold against my bare skin. My silver-streaked dark hair hung over the edge of the stone, touching the dirt floor of the Great Hall.

"You have nothing to say?" Thomas asked. He adjusted the heavy, ceremonial wolf pelts on his broad shoulders. His green eyes were bloodshot. He had not slept in three days, ever since our northern border patrol was killed by the Lycan soldiers.

"I have several things to say," I said. "First, the border miscalculation was yours. I told you three times that the Lycan patrols had shifted their rotation to the eastern ridge. I wrote the reports. I placed them on your desk. You signed the order to send our scouts into their path anyway."

Thomas tightened his jaw. "The records show the strategic plan came from your office, Elora. The war diaries have your signature on them."

"The records were altered," I said.

I looked past him to where my twin brother stood. Gideon was twenty-three, the same age as me, but his shoulders were hunched. He kept his hands buried deep inside his leather coat. He refused to look at me. He was the one who had copied my strategic diaries and given them to Thomas to cover his own failure at the eastern ridge.

"The pack council has voted," Thomas said. He walked toward the iron brazier at the side of the altar. "We lost twelve warriors because of the false intelligence. The Silver Ridge pack cannot survive another failure. The soil in our eastern fields is turning gray and hard. The crops are dying. The Ashen Rot is spreading because the spirits are angry with our leadership. We must purge the cause of our misfortune."

"I am wolfless, Thomas," I said, my voice flat. "I do not have a wolf spirit to anger the ancestors. You are using my lack of a wolf as an excuse to avoid a coup by your own captains."

"You are a curse-bringer," Thomas said. He took the long iron rod from the hot coals. The tip of the metal was orange. "You have always been a parasite on this pack. You survived on our meat while contributing nothing but words on paper."

"I designed the irrigation system that kept your family from starving three winters ago," I said. "I negotiated the salt treaty with the iron miners. I wrote the defensive guard rotations that kept the wild beasts out of your bedroom."

"And then you betrayed us to the Lycan King," Thomas said. He raised the iron rod.

"That is a lie," I said. "I took the blame so the Lycan King's executioners would not cross our borders and hang you from your own gates. I saved your life."

"Silence," Thomas said.

He stepped closer. The heat from the iron rod reached my face before the metal did. I smelled the coal smoke and the hot iron.

"By the law of the Silver Ridge Pack," Thomas declared, his voice rising so the fifty warriors standing in the shadows of the hall could hear him, "I, Alpha Thomas, strip Elora Vance of her rank, her family name, and her right to walk on our soil. She is hereby marked as the Forsaken."

He brought the iron down.

The hot metal pressed against my left collarbone.

My skin hissed. The pain was immediate and intense. Heat moved through my nerves and spread down my arm. My muscles locked. I did not scream. I bit my tongue until the taste of iron filled my mouth. I kept my eyes fixed on Thomas's face.

He looked away before the metal was finished burning.

When he lifted the iron, a gray mark remained on my skin, shaped as a broken wolf skull. The flesh around it was red and swollen.

"Take her to the border," Thomas said. He put the iron back into the brazier. He did not look at me again.

The two warriors grabbed my arms and dragged me off the stone altar. My legs did not support my weight. My boots scraped against the stone floor.

Gideon turned his back as they dragged me past him.

"Gideon," I said. My voice was hoarse.

He did not move. He did not speak.

The warriors dragged me through the heavy oak doors of the hall. The morning air was cold. The village was silent. The pack members stood near their wooden houses, watching. None of them spoke. Some of them looked at the dirt. Others looked at the fresh red burn on my collarbone.

We walked for two miles through the pine forest. The path became steeper and the soil turned from brown to a dry, ash-gray color. The pine trees here were dead. Their needles had fallen off, leaving bare white branches that pointed at the gray sky.

At the border line, a heavy iron gate stood between two stone pillars. Beyond the gate lay the Dead Marches. The air there was thick with a yellow fog that stayed close to the ground. The water in the pools was black and did not move.

Eric unlocked the gate. It swung open with a loud creak.

Vance pushed me forward. I fell onto the wet, gray dirt of the Marches.

"Do not return," Vance said. "If you cross the border again, any warrior has the right to kill you."

The gate closed behind me. The iron latch clicked into place.

I sat on the ground for several minutes. The mud was cold against my bare knees. I had no shoes other than my thin leather boots. I wore a sleeveless wool tunic and trousers. I had no knife, no water, and no food.

The pain in my collarbone was a steady, burning sensation. I pulled my collar aside to look at the wound. The skin was blistering around the dark gray mark. I took a handful of the wet gray moss from the ground, squeezed the cold water out of it onto the burn, and wiped away the dirt.

I stood up. My knees shook, but I forced them to lock.

I looked back through the iron bars of the gate. The two warriors were already walking back up the forest path. They did not look back.

The air in the Dead Marches had a bitter, chemical smell. It tasted of sulfur. This was the territory where the Ashen Rot was strongest. It was a dead zone between the Silver Ridge Pack and the southern territories of the Lycan Empire. No one lived here. The beasts that survived in these swamps were mutated and aggressive.

I turned my back on the gate and began to walk.

My strategic training kicked in. I had memorized the maps of the northern territory when I was fifteen. The Dead Marches extended for forty miles to the south. To the east lay the volcanic flats. To the west was the Obsidian Keep, the stronghold of the Lycan King.

I needed to find clean water first. The water in the pools near the border was contaminated by the Rot.

I walked for three hours. The yellow fog rose to my chest. It made my eyes water and my throat dry. I kept my hand pressed against my collarbone to keep my tunic from rubbing against the raw burn.

Every step required effort. The mud was deep, pulling at my boots.

I heard a sound behind me.

It was a dry, scraping sound. It sounded of hard bone sliding across wet stone.

I stopped and turned.

Twenty yards away, the yellow fog parted.

A marsh beast emerged. It had the general shape of a wolf, but its skin was hairless and covered in gray, rock-like scales. Its eyes were milky white. It had no teeth, but its jaw was a solid plate of sharp bone.

The beast lowered its head. It sniffed the air. It was tracking the scent of my blood from the burn.

I had no weapon. I looked around the ground. I found a thick, heavy branch from a dead pine tree. It was rotten, but the base of it was solid. I picked it up.

The beast lunged.

It moved faster than a normal wolf. I stepped to the left, using my strategic training to calculate its trajectory. I swung the branch with both hands.

The wood hit the side of the beast's head with a dull thud. The branch broke in half.

The beast fell to the ground, but it immediately scrambled back to its feet. It did not feel pain. The Ashen Rot had hardened its flesh.

It lunged again, aiming for my throat.

I threw myself to the side, falling into the black water of a deep pool. The water was freezing. It got into my nose and mouth.

The beast jumped into the water after me.

I reached down into the mud and grabbed a sharp, jagged stone. As the beast's head came down toward my face, I jammed the stone into its milky eye.

The beast thrashed. It let out a high-pitched hiss.

I scrambled out of the pool, gasping for air. My clothes were soaked in the cold, black water. The cold made my burn sting even worse.

I did not stop to rest. I ran.

I ran through the deep mud, ignoring the pain in my chest. I heard the beast behind me, thrashing in the water, but it did not follow me immediately.

I ran until the fog became so thick I could not see more than five feet in front of me.

My foot caught on a hidden root, and I fell face first into the dirt.

I lay there for a long time, unable to move my limbs. The cold was setting in. My body was shaking. If I stayed here, I would die of hypothermia before the marsh beasts found me.

I forced myself to crawl. I reached a large, hollow log of a fallen redwood tree. The inside was dry. I crawled into the log and pulled myself into a tight ball.

I pressed my back against the wood. My skin was shivering violently.

I had nothing left. No pack. No brother. No mate.

Thomas had been my fiancé for three years. We were supposed to be mated on the next full moon. He had chosen his position as Alpha over me without hesitation.

I closed my eyes. I did not cry. I had no tears left for them. I felt angry. The emotion was static and did not fade.

As I lay in the dark of the log, a strange sensation began in my chest.

It was not the pain of the burn. It was a deep, physical pull. A localized force pulled my heart toward the south.

It was not a standard pack link. I had never felt anything like it. It was hot, heavy, and raw. It made my skin itch.

The pull grew stronger. It pulled my consciousness and my body toward the south.

The pain of it was so intense that my eyes flew open. My skin felt hot, matching the temperature of the iron brazier.

The Aether-Bond had begun to wake.

I did not know what it was. I only knew that something was pulling me out of the swamp, and if I did not follow it, the fire inside my chest would consume me.

I crawled out of the log. The sun was setting, turning the yellow fog dark gray.

I began to walk south, toward the source of the heat."
2. Into the Toxic Mires
My boots sank three inches into the black mud with every step.

The wet soil made a sucking sound when I lifted my feet. I had been walking for three hours. My coat was gone, left behind in the Great Hall of Silver Ridge. My shirt was torn, and the cold air of the Dead Marches pressed against my skin.

The heat in my chest felt heavy. It pulled me forward, forcing my legs to move even when my muscles were tired.

The brand on my left collarbone was swollen. The skin around the broken wolf skull shape was red and painful. Every time my shirt rubbed against it, a sharp sensation went down my arm.

I wiped black water from my forehead. The fog was thick and smelled of sulfur.

To my left, the branches of a pine tree were gray. The wood was solid and turning to stone. This was the Ashen Rot. It was spreading from the borders of the Silver Ridge pack territory into the marsh. The leaves of the ferns on the ground were dry and fell apart when my boots touched them.

I kept my eyes on the ground. I had to avoid the deep pools of quicksand and the predatory plants that grew in the dark. My father had taught me how to read the terrain when I was ten years old. He had taught Gideon too, but Gideon had always preferred the safety of the library.

Now, Gideon was the Alpha's strategist. He had my notebooks. He had my maps. He had my position. And I had nothing but this burning sensation in my chest.

The heat flared. It was not a warm feeling. It was a sharp sensation that made me gasp.

I fell to my knees in the wet grass. The mud soaked through my trousers.

I pressed my hand against my ribs. My heart was beating fast. The pull was coming from directly ahead, past the border line of the Dead Marches. It was a physical force pulling me south.

I had to keep moving. If I stayed here, my body would fail. The bond was consuming my energy.

I stood up and continued to walk. My legs were shaking, but the alternative was dying in the cold. I looked at the sky. The clouds were dark grey. The sun was gone.

I calculated my position. I was five miles south of the Silver Ridge border. I was in the territory of the Lycan King.

The Lycans did not allow pack wolves to cross their borders. They killed trespassers. My pack had always warned us about the King's soldiers. They were larger, stronger, and did not share the same laws as the southern packs.

The sound of heavy splashing broke the silence of the swamp.

I stopped. I listened.

The sound came from the west. It was fast and rhythmic. Multiple targets.

I crawled behind a thick log of a fallen redwood. The wood was damp and covered in green moss. I held my breath and pressed my body against the rough bark.

Three large wolves ran through the mist. They were twice the size of Silver Ridge wolves, with dark fur and heavy shoulders. These were Lycans in their beast forms. They did not run in the manner of normal wolves. Their movements had a physical weight that made the ground vibrate.

Behind them walked a man.

He was tall, with broad shoulders and severe facial features. His hair was ash-blonde, cut short. He wore black leather armor with silver runes etched into the metal. His gray eyes scanned the marsh. He did not have the appearance of a man who lived in a court. He had scars on his face and hands.

This was Kaelen Vance, the Lycan King.

I knew his face from the tactical files I had prepared for Thomas. I had spent months analyzing Kaelen's military movements. He was twenty-nine years old, ruthless, and highly suspicious of outsiders. His mother had been killed by her own mate, which made him hate the concept of bonds.

He stopped ten feet from my hiding spot.

"The tracks end here," Kaelen said. His voice was deep.

"She is a rogue, Your Majesty," one of his soldiers said. The soldier had shifted back into his human form. He was a tall man with a scar across his jaw. "We found her scent near the border."

"She is not a rogue," Kaelen said. He looked directly at the log where I was hiding. "She is right there."

I did not run. Running was useless against Lycans. They could outrun a horse in this terrain.

I stood up from behind the log. I kept my hands where he could see them. My silver-streaked hair was wet and stuck to my face.

"I am not a threat," I said. My voice was raspy from the cold.

Kaelen walked toward me. His movements were slow and controlled. He did not draw his sword, but his hand rested on the pommel.

"You are on my land, stranger," Kaelen said. He stopped five feet away from me. "And you carry the brand of the banished."

He looked at my collarbone. The brand was visible through the tear in my shirt. The broken wolf skull was still raw.

"I was exiled by Alpha Thomas," I said. "I am passing through."

Kaelen tilted his head. His gray eyes were cold and analytical. He was studying my face, my posture, and my clothes.

"Nobody passes through my territory without my permission," Kaelen said. "Especially not a branded wolf from Silver Ridge. You are Elora Vance."

I did not deny it. "I was Elora Vance. Now I am nothing."

"You are the strategist," Kaelen said. "The one who designed the border defenses that kept my patrols out for three years. Your brother Gideon claimed credit for those designs, but the handwriting on the stolen journals did not match his own. My spies are thorough."

The revelation made my hands clench into fists. Gideon had not even changed the handwriting. He was more foolish than I had thought.

"If you know who I am, you know I have no reason to help Thomas," I said.

"I know you are a potential spy," Kaelen said. "And I do not tolerate spies."

He stepped closer. His physical presence was heavy. He smelled of cold iron.

"Who sent you?" Kaelen asked. He reached out to grab my arm.

The moment his fingers touched my skin, the heat in my chest exploded.

It was a physical shock. A wave of white light flared between us, pushing the gray fog away in a circle of ten yards.

I screamed. The heat turned into pure fire. The pain was intense, starting from my heart and spreading to my fingertips. My skin was hot and painful, burning from the inside.

Kaelen staggered back. His gray eyes widened. He grabbed his chest, his face turning pale. The black leather of his armor began to steam.

"What is this?" he gasped. His voice was strained. He fell to his knees, his hands digging into the wet mud.

The ground beneath us cracked. The black mud turned gray and dry where the light touched it. The grass withered and turned to dust in a matter of seconds.

The bond was pulling us together, but the physical force of it was tearing our bodies apart. It was not a gentle connection. It was a violent struggle between two opposing forces.

I fell to the ground, curling into a ball. I could not breathe. My lungs burned with every breath.

Kaelen was breathing heavily. The runic scars on his arms were glowing with a bright silver light. He looked at his hands, which were shaking.

"An Aether-Bond," Kaelen whispered. He looked at me with anger.

"You are the one."

"I do not know what you are talking about," I gasped. The words hurt my throat.

"The ancient bond," Kaelen said, his voice tight with pain. He stood up slowly, fighting the physical drag that wanted to pull him back to his knees beside me.

"The one that destroys both hosts if they do not submit to it."

He looked down at me. The bond was still pulling at him, but he was fighting the sensation. His jaw was clenched so hard I could hear his teeth grinding.

"This is a trap," Kaelen said. "A political play by the southern packs to bind me to a broken wolf."

"I did not choose this," I said. I pushed myself up with my hands, but my arms shook and I fell back into the mud.

"I was left to die."

"I do not care about your excuses," Kaelen said. He turned to his soldiers, who were standing ten feet away, staring at us with wide eyes. They had their weapons drawn, but they were afraid to approach.

"Bind her hands," Kaelen ordered. "Use the silver-lined iron cuffs. We are taking her to the Obsidian Keep."

Two soldiers walked forward. They kept their distance, looking at me with fear. They did not touch me directly. They used iron poles to hook my cuffs and pull my arms together behind my back.

They put heavy iron cuffs on my wrists. The cold metal stung my skin, but it did not stop the burning in my chest.

Kaelen turned his back on me and began to walk north. His movements were stiff, showing that he was still fighting the physical pull of the bond.

"Keep her secure," Kaelen ordered. "If she tries to use her magic, kill her."

I was forced to my feet. The soldiers pushed me forward, following the Lycan King into the dark.

As we walked, the heat in my chest did not fade. It remained a constant, heavy weight, tying me to the man walking ahead of me. I had survived the marsh beasts, but I was now the prisoner of the most dangerous man in the north. And my own body was working against me.

We marched for hours through the cold rain. The terrain changed from wet marsh to hard, black stone. The Obsidian Keep was visible in the distance, a tall fortress built into the side of a volcanic mountain. Its high towers reached into the dark clouds.

I did not look back. I looked at the back of Kaelen's head. He did not look back either.

We were bound together by an ancient magic, but we were enemies. And I knew that if I did not find a way to control this bond, it would kill us both.
3. The Shadow of the Lycan King
My boots struck the black volcanic rock at the base of the mountain.

The rain stopped, leaving the night air cold and damp.

Ahead of me, Kaelen Vance walked with stiff, forced steps. The physical pull between us was a constant sensation of pressure in my chest, drawing me toward his back. If I moved too far left or right, a sharp ache flared in my left collarbone, right where the brand of the broken wolf skull sat.

The silver-lined iron cuffs around my wrists dragged my arms down. The silver burned my skin, leaving red marks where the metal pressed against my flesh. I did not complain. I did not slow down.

"Keep moving," the Lycan guard behind me said. He shoved my shoulder with his iron pole.

I stumbled, but I caught my balance. My feet hurt from miles of walking through the mires, but I kept my head high. I looked at the dark fortress ahead.

My eyes noted the defensive positions of the Keep. I counted twenty guards along the outer wall. They were positioned at intervals of fifty feet. The stone walls were twelve feet thick, designed to withstand siege engines. I noted three ballistas mounted on the eastern tower. My brother Gideon had drawn up plans for similar siege defenses, but he had copied them from my notebooks. Here, the defense was real, practical, and highly efficient.

Kaelen noticed my eyes moving across the battlements.

"You are evaluating my defenses," he said, his voice flat.

"I am a strategist," I replied, my voice steady despite the pain in my collarbone. "I look at walls and see entry points. It is a habit."

"There are no entry points here for an exile," Kaelen said. "And there are no exit points either."

He shoved his hands into his belt, his long fingers resting near the pommel of his silver-hilted broadsword. The runes on his sword sheath glowed with a faint blue light. They were suppression runes, designed to nullify active magic.

The Obsidian Keep was a massive stone structure built directly into the side of the volcano. Its walls were made of black, polished stone that reflected the faint moonlight. Iron spikes lined the top of the outer walls, and heavy wooden gates reinforced with steel stood closed at the main entrance.

Kaelen raised his hand.

The gates groaned as they slid upward into the stone roof. Lycan soldiers in dark leather armor stood on either side of the entrance. They held long spears tipped with silver. Their eyes moved from Kaelen to me.

"A prisoner, Sire?" one of the guards asked. He was a tall man with a scar across his chin.

"A spy," Kaelen said. His voice was low and flat. "Bring her to the lower chamber. Clear the hall. No one enters without my direct permission."

The guard nodded and stepped back.

We walked through the gates and into a long, cold stone corridor. The air inside smelled of sulfur and wet stone
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