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  Prologue


FOURTEEN YEARS AGO 
“Over here, Sush,” the old man said from the hospital bed, his voice hoarse and weak. The words came out in barely a whisper.
Seventeen-year-old Sushmita Alagumalai had come home to find her uncle on the floor next to a broken mug, a pool of spilled-over coffee puddled by his side.
Her scream exerted her vocal cords like never before, making the neighbors rush over. They then called the emergency helpline as Sushmita tried to wake her uncle.
An ambulance arrived God knows how long later, and Sushmita was held back as the medical team checked the old man’s vitals—another heart attack—strapped him on a stretcher, and hauled him into the ambulance, letting Sush sit with him and hold his hand. In a journey that seemed to be taking too long, all she could think of was, “Please help him. Please make him wake up. I’ll be good. I’ll do anything. Don’t let him go too. Please.”
She didn’t know who or what she was praying to. She’d just lost her aunt two years ago, and she and her uncle had been grieving her death ever since. They were happy that they still had each other, until the first heart attack a year ago planted a seed of worry in her. A gnawing feeling grew as the seed sprouted, like it was telling her the last person she had wasn’t going to be there for much longer. When she walked in on his fallen body, it was like her worst nightmare had come true.
At the hospital, once the ambulance doors flew open, everything that happened next was a blur. She didn’t know how she got off, nor did she remember which corridors they passed through or whether she’d knocked into anyone. All she knew was that the operating room seemed too far away when it was—in fact—just right down the first hallway.
She stayed outside alone, sunk into one of the plastic chairs that were stained yellow from its original white, blind to her surroundings, deaf to any chatter, screaming, and medical staff yelling orders. Her back was bent over, elbows on her knees, mouth to her interlaced fingers that had already turned cold. Her mind was blank, and it only knew one word—please.
When the doors next to her cracked open, she shot up from her seat, eyes fixed on the two nurses and a doctor who emerged. The nurses went the other way while the doctor met her gaze, a flash of sympathy marring his face. “He wants to see you,” was all he said, holding the door open for her.
She sprinted in, wasting no time, halting only when the sight before her created a force from the ground that was so strong it threatened to bring her to her knees.
Her uncle pushed a reassuring smile, asking her to come closer. She drew strength from his voice, as she always did, battling against the pull of the ground and letting his eyes guide her. By the time she had reached his side, her hands had to clench around the rail of the bed, no longer able to support herself. How could a man she once knew to be strong and invincible—one who fought for her and her aunt, one who taught her to fight for herself—now find himself in this state, unable to speak as loudly as he used to and hardly able to move?
“Sush,” he drew her prying eyes from the daunting sight of machines and blood back to him. His throat bobbed. “Your aunt has always been with us. And I will always be with you.”
She knew what that meant, and the tears of fear turned into those of anger. Her mouth opened, but before she could say anything, his hand raised ever so slightly as his forehead creased, knowing what she wanted to say but stopping the words right before they spilled out. “It won’t be easy,” he continued, “but you will do well. Your aunt and I . . . have never done anything that surpassed our pride in raising you.”
Sushmita didn’t know how, but her hand found his, her thumb brushing across the back, feeling the wrinkles. His grip was still strong, and she let herself hope, hope that this was a phase, that he would get better, that everything would go back to normal, as much as his exhausted eyes were telling her he’d lost the will to fight.
He swallowed a lump in his throat, and she watched the wave the movement created in case she never got to see it again. “Your aunt . . . never wanted to tell you this, but I think you have a right to know. Your mother . . . she didn’t pass away from a road accident.”
Her eyes grew wide, a hunger for the truth now rivaled the devastation of her uncle’s state. The old man went on for a few minutes, and when he’d told her everything, he said, “We had hoped it would surface one day—the truth—but maybe you’re the one who’s destined to hear it. And when you do, Sush, tread wisely, choose carefully. Choose peace. Choose happiness. Choose what’s best for yourself.”
The corner of his lips lifted as he gave her hand a firm squeeze for a moment before his eyelids fell, his grip lost strength, and the beeping that Sush didn’t hear before was now a flat monotone.
As the medical team spilled in and ushered her toward the corner, an endless supply of tears trailed down her cheeks that no number of tissues could absorb.
It was hours before the tears stopped, days before she fully processed the events of that day, and months before she accepted that she’d lost everyone she held close. 
Every time she replayed her uncle’s last words, a fire blossomed in the middle of her chest, and one day she decided that what was best for herself was to get to the bottom of things, to hunt down the ones who had killed her mother, and she was going to make them suffer, down to the very last creature.






  
  Chapter 1

PRESENT DAY 
The duke of L’ouest, Greg Claw, remained pensive as his darkened eyes examined the pictures and screenshots for what was probably the twentieth time. The report his top hacker had curated for him—behind his back—would normally warrant praise, a raise, a pat on the back for the initiative taken, but this changed everything he thought he knew, everything he thought he believed in the last three months, everything he thought he could have. This was why he had simply accepted the stack as the glow of his complexion dimmed, leaving Jade—his hacker—without a word.
The decision was supposed to be an easy one, and Greg felt ashamed to admit that he had hesitated and—for a brief moment—considered looking the other way, asking the subject why she was doing this before doing anything rash himself.
But he knew why.
It was written in the evidence. Asking wouldn’t just waste more time and make him vulnerable; it’d make everyone he knew vulnerable.
What had changed his mind within microseconds? What made him just know that he had to do what he was going to do? Enora. Seeing his four-year-old little sweetheart in his mind was enough to steer him back onto the path which, he hoped, was the right one to embark on.
The way his little niece clung onto his pants and shirt, hid behind him, and refused to speak whenever the subject was around should have alerted Greg, but it didn’t. And it made the duke feel even more idiotic that it didn’t. It should have. He was Greg Claw. Something as glaring as the pup’s aversion should have alerted him or—at the very least—made him suspicious. And Greg felt like he had failed when he didn’t even instinctively feel that something was wrong.
Greg had developed doubts over time, but these little thorns hadn’t grown on their own. They came about when his nieces and nephew—who normally took meeting strangers moderately well—didn’t seem to take to the subject at all.
Hiding. Avoiding eye contact. Using potty breaks as an excuse to avoid having to answer the subject’s questions. And the list went on.
Looking back at the way he had tried so hard, believing that the trust was real, made him feel used, naive. And he hated feeling naive. In other words, slow, slow to catch on. This was an insult that he reserved only for the truly slow, and he knew karma was a bitch when he was handed this stack of papers printed in black and white, now in a neat bundle settled against his steering wheel.
The red Sharpie—which was among Enora’s things in his glove compartment—now rested in his hand as he flicked it over and over to kill time, rereading the texts and decoding the messages again even though everything was already etched into his brain.
One of the screenshot messages read: 
“Keep fucking him to keep him blind. We should be able to wrap this up in a couple of months. Then you’re done.”
“Relax. He’s not as sharp as they say. It’ll be a loooong time before he suspects a damn thing.”
“He still thinks you’re a porn star in bed?”
“The fact that you have to ask is insulting.”
“Just checking. Do you . . . cum with him?’
“I have to. It’s part of the job. Logan, we’ve been through this—I think of you to come.”
“God, I’m getting a hard-on just by reading that.”
The words burned Greg’s eyes, and he squeezed them shut. 
Once they reopened, he steadily underlined “not as sharp” and “a loooong time” in red, as if to carve it to memory and let those words deliver a blow to his soul and leave its mark there, so that he’d never be this stupid or blind again.
Three months. He’d admit it really was “a loooong time.”
What these people didn’t know was that anyone who crossed him couldn’t even hope to survive. It was one thing to toy with his reputation and skills, but it was another to undermine his intelligence, and a completely separate ball game to play with his heart.
He checked the time on the dashboard. Two more minutes. 
Greg closed his eyes once more and pressed the back of his head against the headrest, linking Alissa, ‘In position?’
‘Yes, Boss.’ 
Greg appreciated that Alissa had filtered out the sympathy from her reply. He then checked in with Ivory and Desmond, who had been ready for a good ten minutes, just as he was.
Like the biological clock in Greg’s body was in sync with the digital clock on the dashboard, his eyes opened the second the white number against the blue backdrop changed. 
Peering out the window, he hoped he was wrong. He hoped his hacker was wrong. He hoped the evidence and this whole thing was an array of misunderstanding that would be brushed away as a well-executed prank. 
But his people wouldn’t do that to him, and he knew in his bones this was happening. He had started this mess, and Greg Claw never created any messes he couldn’t clean up—advertently or inadvertently.
On cue, the five-foot-six brunette with curls covering half her back, fair skin, and an hourglass figure appeared from around the corner, just like the screenshots said she would. Her signature leather jacket that was two sizes too big covered the sunny yellow dress underneath with a crimson belt that matched her lips. Greg tried not to think of her lips or her eyes and focused on the blue velvet bag hanging loosely from her right shoulder.
When she came close to the cluster of parents, her razor-edged lips—which his most-hated cousin subtly cringed at during their encounters—curled into a smile. The way she nodded and mingled was as beautiful as it was fake. A show.
The duke’s held breath was only broken when Hailey, the kindergarten teacher and one of his highest-skilled followers, linked, ‘I don’t care if you’re going to kill me for asking this, but honestly, Your Grace . . . is this the only way? These are the pups we’re risking! Among them, Enora.’
‘I’m well aware.’ Greg’s voice was a deep, uncompromising baritone. ‘If we play this right, everyone here will be none the wiser.’
‘If she decides to deviate today, she’ll still be here when the pups are released!’
‘She won’t deviate. The pups can be released. Everyone will be safe . . . Well, everyone except her.’
Hailey exhaled hard, her frustration and justified worry blasting through the link. ‘At least tell the queen!’
‘Already have.’ Silence hummed, until Greg cleared his throat. ‘Which is why, as I understand, the bloodsucking empress’s consort is now in her invisible form, one step away from our target. And the empress herself is at the gate. Also invisible.’
‘It’s still risky,’ Hailey adamantly argued.
‘What we’ve been doing for years has been risky, Hailey. We will succeed in this just as we’ve succeeded in every other assignment prior to this mess. It will go smoothly. Because we—me, in particular—have a lot to lose if I screw up. I’ve screwed up enough in this lifetime. And I have had enough of losing.’
Ending the link in a brusquely imperious manner and stepping out of the car, Greg crossed the clear road and headed straight to the woman in her oversized leather jacket, bracing himself. 
Her high-pitched laughter brought back great memories, all of which he now marked as lies. The thundercloud brewing inside him was controlled and calmed with the image of his niece in mind, returning his eyes to their original lilac shade, which he’d have to hold onto for at least another two minutes.
When he was several steps away, the parents that the subject was speaking to spotted him and made her aware of his presence.
Izabella Delilah turned, the same coy smile plastered across her face—a smile which Greg returned as she stepped forward and their lips touched. The familiar sparks traveled from their lips to his entire body, disorienting his animal, especially when her tongue demanded entrance, which he allowed only briefly. 
Parting their mouths and smirking at her as naturally as he could, he murmured, “Hey, baby.”
“My roguish duke,” she whispered his pet name almost hungrily, invitingly, as she always did. Her hand crawled up his chest and rested on the side of his neck.
The corner of his lip tugged higher, which would have been a dead giveaway for creatures who actually paid attention, who actually knew him. Izabella Delilah clearly didn’t, despite being his bonded mate whom he’d spent hundreds of hours with and slept with more times than he’d like to admit. 
What a disappointment, he thought. It was at this moment that he conveyed a silent thanks that they weren’t marked.
“Can I steal you away for a moment?” he asked in a gentlemanly but suggestive manner that had some of the listening ladies swooning.
Izabella’s hand ran down his hard chest, stopping above his heart when her lips pursed into a pout. “Will there be enough time? Aren’t the pups coming out soon?”
Stepping closer and tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear, tracing the lobe, he muttered, “If we’re quick, we can still make it.”
She feigned contemplation, then resigned with an alluring smile. As usual, she tugged him by his hand and led him around the corner from where she had appeared earlier, then a second corner into the empty back alley.
The vandalized walls brought back such fond memories of him pushing her up against them as they made out like teenagers. The way their mouths devoured each other, the sounds that came from their efforts. But they never took things too far, Greg being mindful about who might appear out of the blue.
When they reached this spot today, Izabella’s hands found their place on his wrists, seductively moving up his arms like they always did when they were bound to begin. She brought herself nearer to the wall and pulled him in, expecting Greg’s hands to go for her ass like before. 
However, instead of going for her bum, one of his hands pinned her at her collarbones as his other hand extracted a syringe from his back pocket containing a serum, which he injected into her voice box. 
It was a move that she clearly hadn’t seen coming, judging by those widened eyes.






  
  Chapter 2

Izabella opened her mouth to speak but found herself muted. She tried to scream but realized she was only forcing air out of her lungs. 
Before her brain computed what was happening, vines appeared from the concrete against her back and bound her limbs and body to the wall. Flowers of transparent petals grew within seconds on the tendrils, exuding a scent that she didn’t think much of when two women she’d never seen before seemed to magically appear behind Greg, both dressed in black.
Izabella screamed Greg’s name, trying to tell him about the two women, who she perceived as imposters, not knowing that they were the empress and consort of the vampire community, whose presence Greg had requested.
Greg, his eyes now a deep onyx, began, “Izabella Delilah.” The fact that he had used her full name and that his eyes were a shade that she’d never seen told her everything she needed to know. 
Her neck stiffened. Her wrists tried to break free, but the tendrils only tightened around them. 
The duke smirked. “Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?”
Her breathing shallowed. But her eyes maintained their adamant ferocity.
Greg took one step closer, making sure they looked each other eye to eye. “I have to say, the misguided confidence you and your hunter boyfriend have in me choosing you over my family, my queen, my niece really is the cherry on top of the cake of foolishness.”
She said nothing but merely smiled—the most sinister smile he’d ever seen her show. He didn’t even know she had a sinister smile. She was always sweet and flirty, but never vicious. Fierce, maybe. But never wicked. And the worst part was that they both knew it didn’t take any words for the message to be conveyed: for three months, Greg Claw had been the foolish one.
“We’ll see who’s smiling by the end of this,” Greg mused.
His rough hands trailed up her butt to her jacket, and then—without warning—he tore the garment and took satisfaction in the way her eyes widened in horror as she tried to scream, “NO!” 
Casually, he instructed, “Nod for yes. Shake for no. Did this belong to your so-called ex?”
Izabella’s plan was to keep her head still, hoping to minimize the threat posed to her lover now that the cat was out of the bag. But the scent from the transparent flowers contained an element that compelled her to tell the truth—to nod, just as Greg suspected she would.
He scoffed darkly, not knowing whether it was contempt or hurt that engulfed every cell and filled every last vessel in his body.
So much for believing that she ended things with her lover the day the mate bond with Greg was discovered—when they met at a hunter-lycan mediation that he had instinctively wanted to join even though he never cared about lawful politics. Some shit about her love-at-first-sight declaration and habitual repetition to anyone who’d listen.
In a zipped compartment of the torn portion of the jacket, he extracted a recording device that she’d been carrying around, a device disguised as her crimson lipstick, and crushed it with his bare hand. Tugging the blue handbag from her shoulder with force, he broke the gold-colored chain strap, creating a small wound on her shoulder. 
Trying his best to ignore the twist in his chest when she winced in pain, Greg tossed the bag to Ivory, who Izabella hadn’t even seen appear from the side. 
Greg relished the way her eyes were incinerating his own because she knew she was losing, admitting to herself that there was no way out, unfiltered detestation now on full display.
She’d never loved him. He doubted she even liked him. Then again, she had an unfair advantage: humans, unlike wolves or lycans, didn’t feel the mate bond until they were marked. 
Damn the so-called sacred gift.
To minimize the pain for himself, Greg knew what he had to do first. Even his animal admitted there was no turning back, as reluctant as they were for what was to come.
In a voice he barely recognized, one that seemed soulless and dead, he recited, “I, Greg Claw, reject you, Izabella Delilah . . . as my mate.” 
It was as if a dagger had been struck into his heart, eliciting the most anguishing howl from his animal—a yowl of loss so piercing that Greg felt he was breaking for them both. His human, however, pressed his lips together and refused to show any pain. The agony came in waves, gnawing at his chest, shooting into his heart, weakening his being.
His fingers then spread across Izabella’s chest, feeling the vibration of her beating heart, a rhythm that he once fell asleep to now becoming one that would haunt him forever. His claws extended slowly, entering her flesh leisurely as she gritted her teeth, adamantly trying not to express her affliction, but the tears escaping the corners of her eyes discredited her. 
Red smears blossomed on her shirt, giving the sunny yellow a new color, and when her first cry of pain came out in a puff of air, he forced himself to smirk more darkly, reminding himself not to let what he felt for her get in the way of relishing in her suffering.
Her tensed body was loosening, and her face was decolorizing. Right before she passed out, Greg extended his claws all the way, jolting her body when he reached for her heart and tore it out. He dropped it onto the ground like the organ was just sloshy trash as he conveyed her lifeless body hanging there into memory. 
The original plan was to crush her heart, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. This was as far as he could go.
Seeing this—the creature he thought was his to trust, to protect, to love, who had ended up fooling him—made him release a shaky breath as the first of his tears fell.
“Greg.”
He knew that voice anywhere. Anyone knew that voice anywhere—the one that he and the rest of the kingdom instinctively bowed to. Firm with the occasional softness. Normally authoritative, now solemn. 
She had insisted on coming and stayed far enough not to be seen but near enough to watch things unfold and be ready to get involved if necessary. 
Greg appreciated that she hadn’t interfered, that she—as always—understood that he wanted to do this: to clean up his own mess.
After a hasty wipe of the tears, he exhaled hard, wondering if this was what it felt like to be free from the mate bond—like everything in him was hollowed out. His eyes remained on the ground as he turned in her direction and fell on one knee, from his obedience to her or from the heartache of losing his mate, he wasn’t sure. “My queen,” he acknowledged.
He couldn’t even bring himself to look at her shoes, let alone her face. And he could imagine the larger pair next to hers—her husband’s—kicking his face for his failure to uncover the threat sooner, for putting his children in danger.
Greg didn’t know what to expect. He wasn’t even scared anymore. Enora was safe from Izabella now, and that was all he needed.
A small pair of arms wrapped around his shoulders. The queen’s scent surrounded him, and the lilac color of her dress came into his peripheral vision as he knelt there, immobilized by shock.
In a sorrowful but grateful whisper, she said, “Thank you.”
His arms came around her, briefly squeezing her in return, appreciating that she didn’t say, “I’m sorry,” or anything that reeked sympathy. He got enough of that from half his people, and he felt that energy radiating off the king’s being. It was getting suffocating.
Hoisting himself up and pulling the queen to a standing position in the process, his eyes went to the bush on the opposite side of the road just to avoid making eye contact with anyone. “You two should head back. It’s my turn today. Your pups will know something’s up if they see us all here. Enora will definitely know something’s up.”
From the blurred corner of his eye, he saw his cousin—the king—nod in agreement, and the queen muttered, “We’ll see you later.” Only after his cousin offered him a brief squeeze on his right shoulder did they leave with the empress and consort.
Alissa and Ivory dealt with the corpse and brought the handbag to the Den. They intended to assess all her makeup and accessories, even the bag itself, since they were suspected to be well-disguised weapons.
At the kindergarten, Hailey had remained more alert than she’d ever been in her entire career and kept a close eye on her surroundings, holding the two princesses and the prince close. She now gazed at the trio with a smile, relief washing over her when she received Alissa’s update.
Greg washed his hands with bottled water and disinfected them with sanitizer. The last thing he needed was for one of the pups to smell blood on him. He checked his clothes, making sure there weren’t any bloodstains, and exhaled impatiently when he had to change everything. It was a good thing Ivory had his spare clothes in a bag. 
After throwing the clothes into the trash, he brisk-walked to the kindergarten, avoiding everyone’s glances filled with questions that he was not going to entertain as he searched for the only creatures who mattered.
“There! He’s here!” the prince, Ken, exclaimed.
The smallest girl in her violet dress behind Ken looked up, then gazed to Greg’s left and right. When she discovered he had come alone, her cute little lips parted to display the grin that melted her uncle’s heart as she dashed toward him, almost tripping twice in her matching violet shoes before she leaped into his open arms and screamed, “Uncle Gweg!”
Squeezing her, mentally conveying apologies that weren’t spoken and taking comfort in her safety, he pulled himself together, acted casual, and asked the usual question, “How’s my little sweetheart?”
“I shot three cups at bweaktime!”
“Did you now?” 
She nodded proudly, making Greg smile. 
“That’s two cups up from yesterday. Want ice cream to celebrate?”
Pressing her lips and shaking her head, she placed her little hand on his nose, something she did when she was going to ask for something. “I want to feed duckies again.”
Greg’s brows raised in comprehension, seeing the mischief in her lilac eyes. “We’ll have to go home and ask your mommy and daddy first. And if they say yes, remember, this time we’re throwing the bread near the ducks, not at them. Alright, sweetheart?”
Enora chuckled but didn’t give an answer.
Instructing the elder princess, Reida, and the prince, Ken, to grip onto his pants, they crossed the road together. The doors of the driver and passenger seat flipped upward like wings ready for take-off, and Ken could finally reach the button on the driver’s side specifically placed at the highest region so that it was out of reach of the pups. 
Greg had always allowed Ken three seconds to try to reach for the button before doing it himself and telling the pup he might get it the next time.
To both the duke’s and prince’s surprise, Ken managed to reach it today, and Reida gaped at the opening door to the backseat she’d seen hundreds of times, then back at her grinning brother.
Greg began the usual headcount, despite there being only three of them. “Alright, let’s go. Backseat headcount: Princess. Check. Cousin look-alike. Check.” He watched the two climb into the booster seats, sit upright, and then methodically buckle themselves. He then leaned over to make the final adjustments for both pups, double-checked, and then jabbed the button for the door to close. Finally, he brought Enora to the passenger’s seat and buckled her himself.
When he was done, he left a kiss on Enora’s forehead and said, “Special seat headcount: my little sweetheart. Check.” Enora giggled and paddled her feet before Greg shut the door and got into the driver’s side.
On the way back, Greg tried not to think about the emptiness in his chest. He listened to how Ken and Reida went on their usual conversation of why only Enora could ever sit in front, which the elder princess answered—probably for the hundredth time—was because their youngest sibling was their uncle’s favorite, which the prince found unfair.
Grow up, you little shit. Life isn’t fair, Greg thought to himself. No, he didn’t care that Ken was only four.






  
  Chapter 3

At the Paw-Claw residence—the king changed his last name to include his mate’s a few years back as a birthday gift to himself—Greg extracted a white envelope from under his seat. Meanwhile the two pups behind raced to unbuckle themselves before getting out as soon as the car doors were opened and racing to the front door. Enora waited patiently for Greg to unbuckle her, carry her out, and set her on her feet. Her hand reached for his as they took their time traipsing to the entrance. 
Enora was filling him in with her classmates’ profiles and quirks, and he listened attentively, enjoying the momentary distraction despite having already memorized every single profile of the pups and their families in that kindergarten. 
It wasn’t as if he knew everything either, he admitted. He didn’t know which ones threw watercolors and painted their classmates’ faces and clothes during art, demanded a potty break twenty times a day, or vandalized the tables and chairs and subsequently got detention. All this nitty-gritty, Greg learned from Enora. He particularly liked the one who screamed and cried in history lessons because the pup found historical pictures and ancient writings spooky.
King Alexandar and Queen Lucianne greeted their pups with hugs that lasted longer than usual and kisses that spoke their relief before sending them to the kitchen, where Empress Pellethia and Empress-Consort Octavia would keep them distracted while the king and queen spoke to the duke.
Enora, after being embraced and kissed by her parents, stood between them and her uncle, refusing to leave. Greg asked the king and queen if he could take her to the pond later that evening, emphasizing that Enora had promised not to assault the ducks this time, even though she’d said no such thing. 
Enora blinked her wide lilac eyes—her secret weapon to raise the chances of getting what she wanted.
Her father still wondered how—of all the skills his youngest could have inherited from her mother—she had inherited this one. 
Enora had grown to learn that blinking innocently bagged her father, and persuading her mother was the real challenge, so she was elated when Lucy said yes so quickly this time. She wrapped her mother’s leg in a grateful hug, but then something came to her mind. 
Facing her uncle with a faltered smile, she asked, “Uncle Gweg, will Aunty Izabella be coming too?”
Lucy and Xandar stiffened. Lucy’s mouth opened, but Greg beat her in offering an explanation, “No, sweetheart. It’s just you and me. Is that okay?”
“Yay!” Enora wrapped her uncle’s leg before obediently disappearing to the kitchen to join her brother and sister. The faster she ate and finished her mundane homework, the quicker she’d be throwing bread at the ducks to vent her frustration of being trapped with coloring and repetitive scribbling of the same word just to learn the spelling.
The three adults at the front door exchanged relieved but awkward looks. Greg exhaled hard and began their murmured conversation. “I honestly don’t know where to start, so why don’t one of you deliver the first blow and we’ll take things from there.”
“Greg,” Xandar began, his hand falling on his mate’s waist as he chose his words carefully, “we’ll deal with things with the hunters. If you want to keep the corpse or require anything that can be traced to their territory, just say the word. We’ll handle the politics from our end.”
“I’m half surprise you’re not strangling me right now, Cousin.” For once, the way Greg addressed him contained no hatred. The tone came out flat and neutral, hiding the exhaustion and defeat that his soul was drowning in.
Lucy uttered, “There’s no need to strangle you, Greg. You put our pups first. You put the entire kingdom first.”
That sounded really nice and noble, but Greg knew he’d only put Enora first. Reida second. Ken? Maybe somewhere on the same level as his followers, so that’d be fourth or fifth. The rest of the kingdom? Well, unless they had a scarred past and could potentially qualify as a maverick, they technically weren’t his problem. The large chunk of that population was left in the very safe hands of his cousins and cousins-in-law. 
Anyway, here was the point: Even with a shorter list of creatures to protect, he had screwed up when he trusted something as vague and unreliable as feelings from the fucking mate bond!
Shaking his head at his blindness with a self-deprecating smile, Greg murmured, “And to think someone like me deserved love.” He scoffed. “Pathetic.”
The queen interjected, “It’s not pathetic, Greg. It’s not pathetic to want to be wanted. This was a terrible experience . . . No, terrible isn’t a strong enough word. The word I’m looking for probably hasn’t been invented yet. Anyway, the fact is none of this devalues you as a creature. You were so many things before she showed up, and you are still those things now that she’s gone. You have us. You have your people. You have Enora.”
“Thankfully,” Greg muttered. “If there isn’t anything else at the moment, I’ll come by later. To take her to the pond.”
“Have you eaten? You could join us for lunch.”
“No, my queen. I need to . . . get some shit out of my head.”
Lucy understood that better than anyone. After a rejection, one normally wanted to be alone. She nodded in comprehension, and her brows pinched together when she reiterated Xandar’s words, “Let us know if you have any specific request about the hunters involved, Greg. And whether you need anything else.”
“Duly noted. Thank you, my queen. Cousin.”
Trotting to his car without looking back, Greg sped out of the residence for the forest where he used to spend a lot of time with his now-dead mate.
###
Striding along the familiar path that he once moseyed through with Izabella—hand in hand—like an actual couple, he had to fight off the sudden urge to burn down the entire forest to erase every lie created here.
He reached the tree—their tree.
Greg brought Enora along once and she hated it. Not the forest. She hated having to spend time with his mate. Izabella actually glowed brighter, but in hindsight, Greg now knew that her giddy flamboyance was for her own motives, not because she was interested in getting to know the family member he held closest to his heart.
Looking at the dried-up leaves on the ground now, Greg recalled how Enora would put herself at least three feet away from the woman, despite being repeatedly told that she wasn’t going to be harmed, despite being shown that the huntress carried no weapon, despite Izabella bringing a teddy bear to coax her. 
By the way, Enora accepted the teddy bear to appease her uncle, but the moment Izabella left in a separate car after the date and Greg was bringing Enora home, she asked for a potty break midway. After parking in front of a thrift store, Greg thought Enora was warming up to the stuffed animal when she brought it out from the car with her.
As they approached the store where there was a bin outside, she feigned surprise and pointed at a tree to Greg’s right. He held her hand on his left. The moment he turned, Enora flung the plush toy into the trash. His swift sight caught her doing it. He would have asked if it was an accident, but it clearly wasn’t. And the girl had the audacity to turn back to him with a satisfied smile and said, “I don’t need to potty anymore, Uncle Gweg.”
Greg lowered himself into a squat to level their gaze, and when she told him why she’d pretended to look accepting of the toy, her uncle brushed a kiss on her forehead and apologized for making her feel the need to accept Izabella’s gift just to make him happy. Greg promised that he’d never put her in a position where she had to appease him again. She could do or say anything, as long as she wasn’t hurting anyone.
Enora blinked in a way like an idea came to her. Her eyes went to the trash can that was far too tall for her to see the contents inside. At the end of her contemplation, she asked innocently, “Does that mean I can buwn the teddy now, Uncle Gweg?”
“No,” Greg said, and hoisted her into her arms, carrying her back to the car before she got any other ideas. “Weaver would freak out with the open burning, your mother would slaughter me, and your Uncle Blackfur would laugh while she did it. And you would be grounded until you turn eighteen. Maybe longer.”
Greg now chuckled at the memory. He never told Izabella about it, keeping his lips sealed even when she suspected Enora might have given the teddy away “because she didn’t look very happy with it.” 
It was interesting . . .
Of all the things a pup could do with a toy they didn’t like—leave it in the corner of the room and never play with it, torture it for the hell of it, take out the insides—Izabella had settled on the reason Enora might have given it away. 
Pups were territorial with their toys, even the ones they didn’t like. It was about having more than it was about liking. Why would an adult think that a pup had disposed of the toy unless they knew the toy wasn’t in the child’s playroom?
At least his niece was sharper than he was. It was a good thing Enora had gotten rid of it.
Upon coming out of memory lane, Greg stripped and shifted. His brown-furred animal flexed its shoulders and growled at the tree. Then, with its bare hands on both sides of the trunk, it hauled the tree toward the sky with all its might. The muscles in his body tightened, his veins popped, and his jaw tensed, and when the sound of the first snap of roots entered his ears, a surge of strength motivated him to tug further. More snaps followed until the entire tree was uprooted.
Greg lifted the tree above his head like it was just a barbell, and his chest rose and fell as his eyes searched for a suitable position before he threw it in the direction of the coursing river, forming a diagonal bridge across the stream. 
Shifting back and getting out a lighter, he set the tree ablaze and watched the billowing smoke engulfing the space. He kept an eye on the grass, splashing water or stepping on the flames if any chunk caught fire. When the tree was about eighty percent burned through and could fit into the river, he kicked it in, and the crisp structure submerged for a moment before coming back to the surface, letting the water take it downstream.
If this was ever reported, Weaver would freak out. The queen would kill him. And Blackfur would have a good laugh.






  
  Chapter 4

In the evening, with Enora in the space on his crossed legs, they tore stale bread, and the girl clearly hadn’t gotten the memo when she aimed the first chunk at the mother duck of purple feathers, a turquoise beak, and yellow eyes. She only missed because Greg lifted her and turned her away right on time, so the bread was hurled neatly in front of the animal, who quacked in appreciation. And so it became a game, for Enora to estimate how far off she should aim to get the ducks while her uncle deflected her point of focus. 
Her giggles showed that she was having more fun than during their previous duck-feeding exercise. When the last of the bread was gone, some of which injured two ducklings and most of which scattered around the flock, Enora pulled out a strand of leaf next to Greg’s leg and tried to reach the dragonfly minding its own business above an empty lily pad.
Before the insect got away, a gray elastic structure came from underwater at the edge of the lily pad, and the dragonfly disappeared into a gray frog’s mouth as it hopped onto the lily pad. Enora flung the leaf in her hand at the frog, who ate her newfound live toy, not that the amphibian cared as it plopped back into the water, blending in with the stones at the bottom.
Greg chuckled, his chin gently rested on the crown of her head. “Hey, sweetheart, can I ask you something?”
“Mm-hm.”
“Did you . . . hate Izabella?”
Enora pursed her lips for a second before muttering, “Maybe.”
“And your brother and sister?”
“Maybe.”
“Sweetheart—” he turned her to face him “—you know what I love most about you?”
Her head swung side to side.
“That you are honest. You tell me the truth no matter what. That’s what I love most about you.”
She blinked twice, then avoided his gaze, murmuring, “I don’t like Aunty Iza.”
“There we go.” 
Greg’s tone and small smile sounded so encouraging that Enora continued, “Her lips are too wed. Her fingers are always cold. Her smwile is like those bad guys on TV. Weida says her laugh is skeawy. Ken says Aunty Iza makes him feel icky. He always hides behind Mommy. Weida always gets Daddy to help wash her hands and face if Aunty Iza touches her.”
Wow, Greg thought: that was a lot of information. “Were you ever . . . scared of her?”
Enora shook her head. “I’m skeawd when my teacher calls Mommy.”
Fair, Greg thought. He’d be scared too. “Thank you, sweetheart. I just had to know.”
Pulling out another blade of grass, Enora leaned into his warmth and articulated, “I’m not skeawd of Aunty Iza. I’m skeawd that . . . if I don’t like Aunty Iza, I don’t get to feed duckies with you anymore. And I don’t get my special seat when I go to school. And you won’t bwing me and Weida and Ken to school anymore. And you won’t bwing us home.”
Greg didn’t think his heart could break any further. It was then he realized Izabella’s death didn’t leave it hollow. He could feel the organ enduring a sharp twist from Enora’s words. “Sweetheart, that would never happen. Why would you think that? Did Mommy or Daddy tell you that?” 
It was his cousin. It had to be his cousin. Goddess, he hated his cousin. Or was it the distant cousin? Maybe his distant cousin-in-law?
With a shake of her little head, Enora said, “Mommy and Daddy say you will love me no matter what.”
“They’re right.” Oh, so it wasn’t his cousin.
Mindlessly tearing the grass into strips, she explained, “After I wanted to buwn Aunty Iza’s teddy, you didn’t come for two weeks. Mommy and Daddy said you had work. But you never work for two weeks, Uncle Gweg.” Technically, he worked every day, but he refrained from correcting her when her eyes watered as she looked up at him and asked, “Were you angwy with me for hating Aunty Iza’s teddy, Uncle Gweg?”
Oh. So it was him. This was all on him.
“Sweetheart, I was never angry with you. In fact, I should have let you burn the teddy. And I really was working. I was helping your Aunt Pelly set up a security system in her empire. But you’re right, I should have called.” Rubbing her arms to soothe her, he vouched, “If I have to work that long again, I’ll call, okay?”
“Mm-kay.” The glistening eyes cleared as she snuggled into him.
“And, sweetheart, you don’t have to call Izabella ‘Aunty’ anymore. She’s not your aunt. She’s never going to be your aunt, alright? She’s gone.” He kept his head up so she didn’t see the way his eyes watered and his Adam’s apple bobbed.
A ghost of a smile curled Enora’s lips, and she simply played with her grass and nodded like it wasn’t news. “Mommy said she left to pay for something. Weida asked what she forgot to pay. Mommy said it’s a few things. All very expwensive.”
The edge of Greg’s lips tugged upward. 
Left—yes, left the universe. 
Pay for something—her sins, her betrayal, for breaking his trust and his heart. 
All very expensive. He preferred priceless, but this worked too.
“Your mommy’s right,” Greg mused. “And let’s not say Izabella’s name even if we have to, okay?”
Enora’s brows pinched in confusion. “You mean . . . give her another name, Uncle Gweg?”
“Yes. Like a nickname. A secret code. One that only we both know. You pick.”
Her lilac eyes were on the ducks, but her mind was far away, brows creased as she pondered hard. Her fingers on the grass were so still it looked like she was posing for a portrait. 
When she finally moved, her lips parted, and a toothy grin lit up her face when she suggested, “Ugly Deli?”
Greg’s brows rose in surprise. Izabella Delilah was hot. Smoking hot. When they went public, the media described her as a rare beauty with an enviable body and a charismatic smile, which Greg wholeheartedly agreed with. Then again, he was slightly blinded by the mate bond. Slightly.
At present, Greg matched his niece’s smile. “Ugly Deli it is.”
“Yay!”
###
When Lucy asked Enora how duck-feeding went, the fact that her pup leaped in jubilance with twinkling eyes and began rambling about the ducklings, dragonflies, frogs, and grass showed that she’d had fun. But when her mother questioned whether she hurt any ducks with askance, Enora pressed her lips tightly and shook her head, refusing to look her mother in the eye. 
After giving Greg a hasty hug and the usual goodbye kiss on his cheek, Enora bypassed her mother and scampered into the villa toward her room.
When they heard the door shut with a thud, Xandar uttered, “Getting into trouble seems to be good practice for her speed. She didn’t even trip this time.”
Lucy exhaled hard. She really didn’t want to ask. “How many did she assault today, Greg?”
The duke shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “Two. Ducklings.”
“This girl,” Lucy reproached with knitted brows, glancing in the direction her daughter had disappeared in.
“It’s just a phase, my queen. The ducks will bore her one day. Besides, there were six ducks in the pond, so the majority were safe. Just as we can’t realistically be expected to protect everyone in the kingdom, we can’t realistically be expected to protect every duck in the pond.”
Lucy pinched her nose bridge, exhaling hard as Xandar’s strong hands came to her shoulders, his thumb rubbing soothing circles while he pressed his lips together, trying to contain his amusement. 
Unbeknownst to him, his simple gesture set a heaviness in Greg’s heart, reminding the duke of how close he had been to having what they had—a relationship, a bond that was destined to last a lifetime. And Greg had to remind himself that—unlike his cousin and queen—the bond with Izabella was anything but authentic.
He harrumphed and, out of curiosity, asked, “How long have you both known your pups hated my mate?”
Their eyes snapped to him, both flabbergasted. A quick glance flickered between them before Lucy said, “Since the first time they met her, so a little over two months?”
His thick brows pulled together. “And no one ever mentioned this to me because?”
Xandar remarked, “Because we thought you knew.” His brows dipped lower. “The pups weren’t even subtle. Reida and Ken tried to be, but Enora definitely wasn’t. Besides, you always seem to know everything.”
“What a flattering explanation,” Greg replied numbly with as much sarcasm as he could muster.
Xandar wasn’t done. “And honestly, Greg, even if we wanted to tell you, how do you expect us to do it? Just walk up to you and ask our kids to spill every insult—”
“That’ll do, darling. He gets it.” Lucy’s hand on her husband’s chest made him drop the rest of the sentence before she turned her attention back to the duke. “Greg . . . we, as adults, understand that . . . in a family . . . there will be creatures that we click with and creatures that we don’t and perhaps never will get along with. But that doesn’t mean the latter can’t be part of the family, especially if she’s good for her mate, more so if she makes him happy. The thing is, Greg . . . your happiness triumphed over the . . . intolerance our pups have for Izabella.”
“It shouldn’t triumph over their safety, my queen.”
“And it didn’t. It never did,” she firmly replied.
That was when it hit him—how Lucy and Xandar always insisted he carried his poison detector around, especially when they knew Izabella was in town. They made a point to ask whether the detector ever detected anything: it didn’t. And whether it was switched on: it was. And whether it was under constant maintenance and improvement: again, yes, it was. 
Greg had assumed their paranoia was because mavericks, new and old, now roamed the streets and posed a threat to their pups. He thought they were particularly concerned about the newer recruits. 
Only now did Greg realize it was never the mavericks they were skeptical about; it was her—Izabella.
In the two times Greg had come to get Enora for a bonding session with Izabella, Lucy reminded him that Enora was never to be left with anyone but him, not even with his mate, meaning if Enora needed a potty break, Greg was to accompany her, not Izabella. The queen couldn’t even stop herself from asking Greg and her daughter to be careful during those times. 
“You always knew something was off,” Greg murmured, looking into her lilac-and-onyx eyes.
Biting her bottom lip, Lucy nodded curtly and guiltily. “The issue was I didn’t know what I was worried about. I wanted to trust her. I liked how happy you were with her. But something about her felt amiss. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t have hard proof. I didn’t even have a proper reason, to be honest. She was . . . trying to be approachable, trying to be nice, trying to . . . belong. And I didn’t want to take away someone who meant so much to you based on my own groundless distrust.”
“Your instinct,” Greg interjected, “should have been a good enough reason to distrust, my queen.” He added her title to sound a little less rude.
Quietly, she admitted, “I don’t disagree. With hindsight, I knew I should have said something, no matter how baseless it was. At least it would have hinted to you in some way. I . . . there’s no excuse. I’m sorry.”
Greg took in a lungful of the evening air, mindlessly gazing at the water feature, watching parts of the water scintillating under the last light of day, forming little stars that danced with the endless ripples. “Just so we’re clear, I’m not blaming either of you for this. I just . . . had to know what everyone was thinking when I was rendered blind.”
He didn’t join them for dinner, saying he still needed time alone, driving home and running through a few messages from his followers—the mavericks—before plopping into his home office chair. 
The twins’ birthday was the following week, and Greg settled on getting Enora a toy crossbow she’d been eyeing. He wanted to get her another archery set—the biggest one in the best store—but Hailey had called dibs on it in the mavericks’ group link, so Greg had to find something else. 
For Ken, he’d be getting a boring 500-piece puzzle set. The child seemed obsessed with working on those after school, to the point the queen had to confiscate them a few times just to make him finish his homework. Greg then wondered what pup even did puzzles these days when virtual games were so much more exciting with their vibrant colors, vivid animation, and exhilarating sound effects. 
When the duke deduced that the prince had probably gotten the boring gene from the king, who had gotten it from the Blackfurs, he began mentally combing through the things he’d like his cousin and cousin-in-law to demand from the hunters.






  
  Chapter 5

Four months later, Greg found himself in an elevator headed for the sixteenth floor alongside his cousins and the queen, along with the ministers and a few warriors. 
The metal doors parted, and they trooped down the well-lit corridor with glass-walled meeting rooms on each side, indifferent to the humans peering at them. Only the room at the end had opaque walls and doors, bookended by a guard on each side. At the sight of the neighboring species, the guards instinctively blocked the entrance, forbidding entry. 
It was their presence that told Lucy where to go. She knew who they guarded anyway. “Lowell. Harlow. Is Valor in there?”
Lowell, blond with a diamond face, replied with crossed arms, “He’s in a meeting, a matter of great urgency that just arose. You have been notified about the postponement of the treaty execution, I believe, Your Majesty.”
Lucy’s head tilted to the side as her lips lifted into a smirk. “We have a meeting with him. Now. It was scheduled last week, and it’s a matter of interspecies urgency. Unless his matter concerns the vampires—which I doubt it does—whatever came up last minute on his end can wait.”
“I’m afraid I’m not authorized to let you enter,” Lowell responded with resistance.
“I didn’t ask if you’re authorized,” Lucy said. “I’m informing you that I’m going in there and will have you thrown aside if need be.”
By his side, Harlow—who had dark hair and a broader frame—pulled out his pistol and aimed at Lucy. That barely lasted a second when a stone-faced Tobias Tristan, the kingdom’s minister of defense—who was right in front of Harlow—broke the pistol with one hand. The weapon shattered into pieces, and its pieces scattered across the terrazzo floor.
Xandar stepped forward, towering over Harlow, blocking his view of Lucy. He reached for the front placket of the man’s uniform, lifting him off the ground, making the guard do a 180 when his hands tried to get Xandar’s hand to loosen as the human began apologizing and begging for mercy.
Onyx-eyed and inundated by homicidal rage, the king warned, “The next time you even think of disrespecting my wife, I will crush your limbs, tear out your balls and your dick, and make the smallest incision in your throat through which I will take out your ribs one by one. In that order. Do you understand me?”
The guard nodded hastily as Lowell subconsciously stepped away from the door, his hand frozen by his side, reluctant to draw his weapon from the holster. 
The queen offered a meek, apologetic smile. “I’m sorry that your irresponsible coward of a boss put you and your colleague in the middle of this, Lowell. Thank you for your cooperation.”
Lucy’s small hand made the gentlest contact with her husband’s bicep as she stood on her toes to peck a kiss on his jaw, whispering, “That’s very sweet of you, darling. Please put him down. Gently. We don’t want to be late.”
Xandar mm-ed and lowered the man who—once his feet touched the ground once more—sprinted out of the king’s grip. 
Greg couldn’t help the scoff that left his lips when the guy almost tripped while making his escape. Even Enora ran better.
The lycan warriors pushed the doors that opened into the room of officials, all of whom were hunters. A projection of a map flickered on the white wall. 
“Out,” Xandar ordered the room, then pointed at the beer-bellied man at the head of the table and stipulated, “Except you.”
“Your Majesty.” Commander Valor, the leader of hunters with salt-and-pepper hair, stood, stunned. “We’re in the middle of a discussion about . . .”
“Oh, good.” Lucy’s perky voice bloomed before she strode to the front, eyed the presentation with an empty smile, and said, “We’re here for a discussion too. And we’re ready to start.”
Chairs scraped against the floor as everyone hung their heads low and scurried out without being instructed. 
After the king pulled out a chair for his mate and she sat, he sank into the seat between her and Valor as the remaining lycan and werewolf ministers and warriors took their places in the still-warm seats.
Valor exhaled. Frustration and reluctance hung in the expelled air before he hollered, “Alagumalai, Patterson, Abbott.” 
One woman and two men pivoted their gazes to him when their boss added, “Get your asses back in here.” 
They strode back in without a word.
Greg, like everyone else, studied them as they took their seats opposite Xandar, Lucy, and himself.
Hunters didn’t necessarily choose their profession. They might have been human, but they were a class of their own. One could dream about being one of them, but if he didn’t possess the birthmark on his nape in one of the three categories of their kind, there was no way he’d qualify—let alone be welcomed—to be a professional hunter.
There were one of three types a hunter could be born into: First was the archers—even though no hunter used bows and arrows nowadays—also known as the defenders, those who were said to be the best in combat and anything involving physical attacks or defenses. Second was the octopuses—the brains on strategy and tactics not solely in battles and wars, but also in mediating between species. Finally was the chameleons or—put simply—undercover agents, which was what Izabella was despite her once saying that she “loved not having to work whenever she visited lycan territory.” 
While the archers, octopuses, and chameleons had a birthmark on their napes to signify the category they were destined for, the leader—when chosen by the majority—had his or her birthmark changed into a crown, which was the mark Valor had on his nape, one he wore with pride.
Unlike vampires with an exclusive skill, a hunter possessed skills across each category, though their proficiency in ones they weren’t born with may be lower. For example, they may have been born octopuses, but that didn’t mean they weren’t good in combat; they were just generally less skillful than the archers.
The man furthest from Valor, seated directly opposite Greg, was Giovanni Patterson—a six-foot-two blond with a defined jawline, thin lips, and a narrow frame. His muscles bulged from the baby-blue short-sleeved shirt, and his complementary blue eyes had already been stuck on Lucy the moment he was called back in.
He had recently been appointed chief chameleon when the former chief and deputy were found to have “accidentally” woven themselves into the conspiracy with Delilah. Patterson had always been apt at getting what he wanted when he wanted. Ask him for advice, and he’d tell you that looks would only get you so far. Or not far at all. What mattered was what came out of your mouth, your eyes, and the tone you used to persuade. Which was why he was so drawn to Lucy.
Unlike so many he had had the displeasure of working with, the little gamma just got it. She knew how to act and when and how to react. And when he said she knew how to act, she really knew how to act. Act calm, act happy, act amicable, act harmless—she had it all. It was no surprise
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