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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,




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




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




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




With all my heart,

Raine Feener
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POV: Celine




Cold.

That’s the first thing I feel when consciousness drags me back from wherever I’ve been hiding. Cold so deep it lives in my bones now, like ice has replaced my blood. My shoulders scream—they’ve been screaming for so long the pain is just noise, constant and meaningless.

I try to move. Can’t. My wrists burn where metal bites into skin, and when I force my eyes open, the world swims. Dark. Everything’s dark except for the thin line of light bleeding under a door somewhere far away. Too far. Might as well be on another planet.

I’m hanging. The chains hold my weight, arms stretched above my head, toes barely brushing stone. How long have I been here? Days? Weeks? Time stopped meaning anything after the first night—or was it the second? I can’t remember.

My stomach cramps, hollow and angry. Hunger isn’t new. Hunger’s been my shadow since I was old enough to understand I wasn’t worth feeding properly. But this is different. This hunger has teeth. It’s eating me from the inside, and I’m too empty to fight it.

I let my eyes close again. Easier that way. The darkness behind my eyelids is softer than the darkness of this cell. Warmer, maybe. Or maybe I’m just losing feeling everywhere, and warm and cold don’t mean anything anymore.

A sound escapes my throat. Not quite a whimper. Not quite a breath. Just proof I’m still alive, though I’m not sure why that matters.

My wolf stirs somewhere deep inside me, so faint I almost miss it. She’s been quiet for so long. Years of my father’s fists taught her that making noise only brings more pain. She learned to hide, to stay small, to barely exist.

Still here, she whispers, barely a thread of sound in my mind.

Yeah, I think back. Still here.

For now.

Memory crashes over me, dragging me under before I can stop it.

My father’s hand in my hair, yanking me down the pack house stairs. His grip so tight I feel strands ripping from my scalp. I stumble, can’t keep up with his pace, and he jerks me harder.

“Worthless.” His voice is granite. Cold. “Weak piece of shit.”

I don’t answer. Answering only makes it worse. I learned that lesson when I was six and thought explaining would help. It didn’t. It never does.

He drags me past the main dungeons—the ones everyone knows about, where wolves who break pack law spend a few nights learning respect. But we don’t stop there. We keep going. Down another flight of stairs I’ve never seen before. Down a hallway that smells like mold and old death.

My heart hammers against my ribs. This is new. New is bad. New means he’s found a fresh way to hurt me, and the old ways already feel like dying.

“Please.” The word slips out before I can stop it. “Please, I’ll do better. I’ll—”

His backhand catches my mouth, splits my lip. Blood floods my tongue, copper and salt. I swallow it. Spitting it out would be disrespectful. Disrespect means more hits.

“You’ll shut up,” he says. “That’s what you’ll do.”

We reach a door hidden behind a false wall. He pulls it open, reveals a cell smaller than my closet back home. Chains hang from the ceiling, rusted and old. The floor is stone, stained dark with things I don’t want to think about.

Fear wraps around my throat, choking me.

“No. No, please—”

He throws me inside. I hit the ground hard, palms scraping stone, and before I can scramble away, he’s on me. Heavy. Too strong. He locks the chains around my wrists, yanks me up until my shoulders pop, until my feet barely touch ground.

“You embarrass me,” he says, voice flat. Matter-of-fact. Like he’s commenting on weather. “Every day you breathe, you embarrass this pack. Weak omega. Can’t shift right. Can’t fight. Can’t do a goddamn thing except exist and make me look like I raised defective offspring.”

Tears burn my eyes. I blink them back. Crying makes him angrier.

“Maybe a few days down here will teach you to try harder.” He steps back, looks me over like I’m meat hanging in a shop. “Or maybe you’ll die. Either way, problem solved.”

He walks out. Closes the door. Locks it.

And I’m alone.

That was… days ago? Three? Four? I lost count after the first night when thirst became a living thing in my throat and hunger started gnawing holes in my stomach.

I surface from the memory gasping, or trying to. My throat’s too dry. The gasp comes out as a wheeze, pathetic and small.

My wolf whimpers again. She’s scared. I can feel her fear like a second heartbeat, fluttering and weak.

It’s okay, I lie to her. We’re okay.

We’re not okay. We’re dying. My body’s shutting down piece by piece—I can feel it happening. The cold doesn’t hurt anymore. The hunger’s fading into numbness. My heartbeat sounds distant, like it’s happening to someone else.

This is it, then. This is where I die.

Part of me thought it would be worse. Thought dying would be violent and scary, full of panic and fighting. But it’s not. It’s just… quiet. Slow. Like falling asleep except I know I won’t wake up.

Maybe that’s better. Maybe sleep is all I ever wanted anyway.

I let my mind drift, searching for somewhere safe to land while my body gives up. And like always—like every time the pain gets too big to carry—I retreat into my fantasy.

Him.

My mate.

I don’t know his face. Don’t know his name. Don’t even know if he’s real. But in my head, he’s perfect. Strong enough to protect me. Gentle enough not to hurt me. He’d have kind eyes—maybe brown, maybe green. And he’d smile when he saw me, like I’m something worth smiling about.

In my fantasy, he finds me. Breaks down the door. Tears these chains off like they’re paper. He’d gather me up careful, hold me close, and his scent would be something good. Cedar maybe. Or rain. Something clean and safe.

“I’ve got you,” he’d say, voice low and warm. “You’re safe now.”

And I’d believe him. In the fantasy, I always believe him.

He’d take me somewhere soft. Feed me. Let me sleep without fear. He’d touch my hair gentle, run his fingers through it instead of yanking it. And when I flinched—because I’d definitely flinch—he wouldn’t get angry. He’d just wait. Patient. Until I learned he’s different. Until I learned not everyone hits.

I know it’s bullshit. Know mates are random, that the moon goddess doesn’t give broken omegas strong, kind alphas. If I even have a mate—which I probably don’t—he’s probably just as fucked up as me. Or worse. Probably some asshole who’ll take one look at me and reject me on the spot.

But down here in the dark, dying slow, the fantasy is all I have. So I hold onto it. Paint the picture in my mind over and over. Let myself pretend that somewhere out there, someone’s looking for me. Someone cares.

The lie is comfortable. Warm. I wrap it around myself like a blanket and let myself drift deeper.

My heartbeat slows. Each breath takes more effort than the last. The numbness spreads from my fingers and toes, creeping inward, claiming more of me.

It’s okay, I tell my wolf again. We can rest now.

She doesn’t answer. Too weak. Or maybe she’s already gone, and I’m just talking to the empty space where she used to be.

I’m okay with that. Okay with all of it ending.

At least it’ll be quiet.




* * *

The world explodes.

Not literally—no sound, no blast—but power detonates through the air so massive it feels like the ground splits open. The stone walls vibrate. Dust rains from the ceiling. Every nerve in my broken body screams awake, responding to something my conscious mind can’t name.

Alpha power.

But not just any alpha. This is different. Bigger. This power doesn’t ask for submission—it demands it. Commands it. Like the air itself bows down and every wolf in range has no choice but to follow.

My wolf lurches upright in my mind, suddenly awake and alert in a way she hasn’t been in years.

Mate, she whispers. Not weak anymore. Not scared. Certain. Absolute. MATE.

No.

No, that’s not—

MATE. She’s insistent now, clawing at my mind, trying to make me understand what she knows in her bones.

My heart kicks against my ribs, stuttering back to life. The numbness shatters. Suddenly I feel everything—the chains cutting into my wrists, the fire in my shoulders, the hollow ache in my stomach. All of it crashes over me at once because I’m awake now, fully present, and my wolf is howling one impossible word over and over.

Mate. Mate. Mate.

He’s here. Above me. Somewhere in the pack house. That power—ancient and absolute—belongs to him. To my mate.

Hope detonates in my chest, so sudden and violent it feels like I’m breaking open. He’s real. The fantasy I painted in the dark is actually real, and he’s here, and he’ll find me. Of course he’ll find me. Mates can sense each other. He’ll feel the pull, follow it down to this cell, and—

Tears flood my eyes, hot and desperate. I try to call out, try to make noise, but my throat’s too dry. The sound that comes out is barely a whisper, definitely not loud enough to carry through stone and earth.

But it doesn’t matter. He’ll sense me. The bond will guide him.

I wait, heart hammering, every muscle tense despite the exhaustion. Any second now. Any second the door will open and he’ll be there—strong and kind like in my fantasy—and this nightmare will end.

Minutes crawl by.

The alpha power thrums through the building, steady and overwhelming. He’s still here. Still somewhere above me. I can feel him like a second sun, burning bright enough to sense even through layers of stone.

But the door doesn’t open.

More minutes. My heart starts to slow, confusion bleeding into the hope.

Why isn’t he coming?

He will, my wolf insists. He’s our mate. He’ll find us.

I want to believe her. Cling to that certainty. But more time passes—five minutes, ten, maybe more—and nothing changes. The power remains. The door stays closed.

Cold understanding starts to seep in, slow and poisonous.

He knows.

He has to know. Mates can sense each other. That’s how it works. Which means he’s felt the bond snap into place, felt me here beneath him, and he’s chosen not to come.

No, my wolf whines. No, that’s not—

But it is. It’s the only explanation.

He’s sensed me, sensed how weak I am, how broken, how pathetic. And he’s decided I’m not worth it. Even the mate bond—supposedly sacred, unbreakable—isn’t strong enough to make him want me.

The hope in my chest curdles. Rots. Turns into something sharp and toxic that shreds me from the inside.

Of course he doesn’t want me. Why would he? I’m exactly what my father always said: worthless. Defective. An embarrassment. Even fate itself looked at me and thought, You deserve better than this broken thing.

My wolf howls, anguish so deep it has no words. She believed. Despite everything, she believed we’d be wanted. That someone would choose us.

We were wrong.

The tears come harder now, silent and hot, tracking down my filthy cheeks. My body shakes with sobs I can’t make sound for. Everything hurts—not the physical pain, though that’s still there. This is deeper. This is my soul cracking open, all the hope I didn’t know I’d been carrying spilling out and leaving nothing behind.

He’s up there. My mate. The one person fate said was supposed to be mine. And he’s chosen to leave me here to die.

The alpha power thrums again, steady and strong. Mocking me. Reminding me he’s so close, but I’m still not enough to make him care.

I stop fighting.

Stop hoping.

Stop holding on.

The chains bite into my wrists but I don’t feel them anymore. My heartbeat slows again, each thump weaker than the last. The cold comes back, seeping into my bones, and this time I welcome it.

My wolf curls up inside me, small and broken again. She doesn’t argue. Doesn’t try to convince me we’re wrong about this. She knows what I know: we’re not wanted. Not by our father. Not by our pack.

Not even by our mate.

The darkness at the edges of my vision spreads inward. My breathing gets shallow. Distant. Like I’m listening to someone else breathe, someone far away.

I’m sorry, I tell my wolf silently. I’m sorry we weren’t enough.

She doesn’t answer. Maybe she’s already gone. Maybe I’m alone now in every way that matters.

I let my eyes close. Let my head drop forward. Let everything I’ve been clutching onto—survival, hope, the fantasy of being saved—slip through my fingers like water.

The alpha power still thunders through the building above me. My mate is still there. Still breathing the same air. Still existing in the same world.

But not for me.

Never for me.

The cold wraps around me completely now, and I sink into it. Grateful. Relieved.

At least dying means I won’t have to feel this anymore. Won’t have to carry the weight of being unwanted by the one person who was supposed to want me no matter what.

My heartbeat grows fainter. Each breath comes longer apart.

And in the darkness of this hidden cell, hanging from chains in a place no one will find me, I finally let go.

Let myself disappear.

Let myself become nothing.

Because that’s all I ever was.
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POV: Lucian




The main hall of Ironhide Pack reeks.

Not the clean musk of healthy wolves or the sharp tang of training sweat. This is different. Wrong. Fear coats every surface like oil, thick enough to taste on my tongue. Violence hums beneath the polished floors and fake smiles, a rot no amount of scrubbing can hide.

Alpha Alexander stands before me, and the bastard is sweating.

Good.

I don’t move from where I stand at the center of his hall, arms crossed, every inch of me radiating the authority that comes with being Lycan King. Three centuries of ruling taught me how to read wolves, and this one? He’s guilty as sin. His heart pounds too fast. His pupils dilate when I meet his eyes. His wolf cowers beneath his skin, recognizing a predator it can’t fight.

“Your hospitality is noted, Alpha.” My voice cuts through the silence. Formal. Cold. I didn’t come here for pleasantries.

Alexander’s smile is plastic. “Of course, Your Majesty. Ironhide is honored by your presence. If you’d told us you were coming, we would have prepared—”

“I don’t announce inspections.” I let the words hang heavy. “Defeats the purpose.”

His throat bobs as he swallows. Around us, pack members line the walls, perfectly still, perfectly silent. Too still. Too silent. Fear rolls off them in waves, and beneath it—submission so absolute it sets my teeth on edge.

This isn’t a pack. It’s a prison.

Marcus, my beta, steps close enough that his shoulder nearly touches mine. His voice drops low, meant only for my ears. “Checked the lower levels like you asked. Found signs.”

My jaw tightens. “What kind of signs?”

“Torture.” The word is barely a whisper. “Old blood stains someone tried to scrub away. Chains bolted to walls. And omega scents, Your Majesty. Terror thick enough to choke on.”

Rage builds in my chest, precise and cold. I’ve seen this before—alphas who forget that strength exists to protect, not destroy. Who twist pack law into something unrecognizable, who treat their wolves like possessions instead of lives worth defending.

I built my rule on one principle: abuse will not be tolerated. Ever.

“Alexander.” I don’t raise my voice. Don’t need to. Power floods the room, an unspoken threat that makes every wolf flinch. “I’m going to ask you some questions. And you’re going to answer honestly.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. I have nothing to hide.” But his scent spikes with anxiety, bitter and sharp.

“Your omegas. Where are they?”

“Working, as they should be. Kitchens, mostly. Keeping the pack house running.” His answer comes too quick, too smooth, rehearsed.

“All of them?”

A pause. Brief. Damning. “Yes.”

Liar.

Marcus shifts beside me, tension coiling through his frame. He smells it too—the deception, the desperation poorly masked.

I take a step forward. Alexander takes a step back.

“Show me the omega quarters.”

“That’s hardly necessary—”

“Show. Me.” Each word drops like a stone. My wolf pushes against my skin, snarling, demanding I tear this place apart until I find what’s hidden.

Alexander gestures weakly toward a hallway. “Of course. This way.”

We walk through the pack house, and every detail screams wrong. Pack members press themselves against walls as we pass, heads down, eyes averted. No one speaks. No one breathes too loud. They move like ghosts, like existing too visibly might invite punishment.

My hands curl into fists.

The omega quarters are clean. Too clean. The kind of spotless that comes from fear, not pride. Beds made with military precision. Not a single personal item visible. The scent of disinfectant can’t quite cover the underlying terror baked into the walls.

“Where’s your daughter?” The question comes sharp, intuition prickling at my spine.

Alexander freezes. Just for a heartbeat. But I catch it.

“Celine?” His voice pitches slightly higher. “She’s… unwell. Resting in her room.”

“I’d like to meet her.”

“She’s not receiving visitors—”

“I wasn’t asking.” Power floods my voice, making the windows rattle. My wolf is done with games, done with excuses, done with this alpha’s obvious lies.

Alexander’s face goes white. “Your Majesty, please understand, she’s weak. Sickly. An embarrassment, really. I don’t want to waste your time—”

Then I smell it.

Faint. Buried beneath layers of stone and earth and the chemical bite of cleaning products. But unmistakable once it reaches me.

Honey and wildflowers.

Sweet like summer mornings. Delicate like the first bloom of spring. And underneath—pain. So much pain it nearly drives me to my knees.

My wolf doesn’t just stir. It explodes.

MATE.

The word roars through my mind with such ferocity that my vision whites out. Every instinct I possess screams one directive: find her, protect her, claim her, now.

My control shatters like glass.

Alpha power floods the hall in a wave so massive it sends every wolf crashing to their knees. The walls groan. The floor cracks beneath my feet. Somewhere distant, I hear furniture splintering, windows breaking, the entire pack house shaking with the force of my wolf’s fury.

“Where is she?” My voice isn’t human anymore. It’s gravel and thunder and three hundred years of dominance distilled into two words.

Alexander gapes at me from the floor, his face a mask of terror. “I—I don’t—”

“WHERE?” The shout makes the ceiling rain dust.

“I don’t know what you—”

The scent grows stronger. Coming from below. From the dungeons Marcus mentioned.

From underneath this gods-damned pack house.

I cross the distance to Alexander in two strides, haul him up by his throat, and slam him against the wall hard enough to crack plaster. His feet dangle off the ground. My claws pierce his skin, drawing blood.

“My mate.” Each word tears from my chest. “You have my mate. And she’s in pain.”

Understanding dawns in his eyes. Then calculation. The bastard actually thinks he can talk his way out of this.

“Your Majesty, if you’ll just—”

I don’t let him finish. My fist connects with his jaw, a controlled strike that sends him flying across the hall into a table that collapses under his weight. He groans, tries to rise, blood streaming from his mouth.

I’m already moving.

Toward the scent. Toward her. Toward the mate I’ve waited centuries to find, who’s somewhere below me, suffering, and every second I waste talking is a second too long.

Alexander staggers to his feet, positions himself in front of the doorway that leads down. Like he can stop me. Like anything in this world could stop me right now.

“Your Majesty, please, if you’d just listen—”

I backhand him.

Not a punch this time. Just an open-palm strike, almost casual. But fueled by three centuries of strength and a wolf half-mad with need.

Alexander crashes through a bookshelf, through the chair behind it, into the wall with a sickening crunch. He doesn’t get up.

Good. Let him lie there. Let him watch what happens when you torture a Lycan King’s mate.

I tear the door open—wood splintering beneath my grip—and plunge down into darkness. Stone steps, narrow and steep, leading into the bowels of the pack house. The scent of blood and decay thickens with every step.

Behind me, Marcus and my guards scramble to keep pace. Their footsteps echo off damp walls, their breathing harsh and rapid.

“Your Majesty, wait—” Marcus starts.

“No.” The word is absolute. I’m not waiting. Not slowing. Not stopping until I find her.

The stairs end in a corridor lit by flickering bulbs. Old dungeon cells line both sides, most empty, some holding wolves who shrink back when my shadow falls across them. The scent is stronger here—omega terror, blood both fresh and old, hopelessness thick as fog.

But her scent, my mate’s scent, comes from deeper still.

I follow it like a lifeline, pushing past the main cells into a darker section where the walls narrow and the air turns stale. There—a door, half-hidden behind a false wall panel. Amateur concealment. Designed to make someone disappear.

Rage whites out my vision.

I don’t bother with the door. My fist goes through it, then my shoulder, wood and metal shrieking as I tear the entire thing from its frame. The panel covering the entrance crumbles like paper.

Beyond it: another corridor. Smaller. Hidden. Built for secrets.

Built for suffering.

Her scent fills my lungs now—honey and wildflowers drowned in blood and pain and fear so old it’s soaked into the stone. My wolf howls, a sound of pure anguish, because we can feel it now through the mate bond trying to snap into place.

She’s dying.

“Fuck.” The word rips from Marcus behind me. He’s seen what I’m seeing—the hidden corridor, the concealment, the intent behind all of it.

I don’t respond. Can’t. Every shred of my focus narrows to finding her before it’s too late.

The corridor ends at a metal door. No lock. No handle. Just a solid barrier between me and my mate.

I grab the edges and pull.

Metal screams. Rivets pop. The door tears free in my hands, and I throw it aside with enough force to embed it in the opposite wall.

Then I step inside, and my world stops.

She hangs from chains.

That’s the first thing I process. My mate—this fragile, precious creature I’ve waited three centuries to find—hangs from chains bolted to the ceiling, her wrists bound above her head, her toes barely brushing the ground.

She’s unconscious. Head lolled forward, blonde hair matted with dirt and blood, hiding her face.

She’s emaciated. I can see every bone through skin stretched too tight, every rib, every vertebra of her spine visible beneath the torn remains of a dress.

She’s covered in scars.

Old ones. New ones. Some healed wrong, raised and twisted. Burns. Cuts. The unmistakable pattern of fists and boots and deliberate, sustained torture.

My wolf doesn’t howl this time.

It whimpers.

A sound I’ve never heard from it in three hundred years. A sound of grief so profound it threatens to tear me apart from the inside.

I cross to her in two strides, my hands shaking—actually shaking—as I reach for the chains. They’re rusted, old, crusted with blood. Her blood. How many times has she hung here? How many days? How many times did she scream and no one came?

“Get bolt cutters,” I snarl over my shoulder at Marcus.

“Already here.” He appears beside me, hands me the tool, his face carved from stone but his scent betraying his horror.

I position the cutters at the first chain and squeeze. Metal parts with a sharp crack. Then the second chain. Her weight falls forward and I catch her, gathering her against my chest with a gentleness that contradicts the violence screaming through my veins.

She weighs nothing.

Less than nothing.

Like holding a ghost, a shadow, something already half-gone from this world.

Her heartbeat flutters against my palm—too slow, too weak, barely there. Her breathing is shallow, rattling, each exhale sounding like it might be her last. Her skin is ice-cold despite the heat of my body pressed against hers.

And her wolf. I reach for it through the bond trying to form, desperate to sense my mate’s lycan, to know some part of her is still fighting.

I can barely feel it.

Suppressed so deeply it’s almost nonexistent. Beaten into silence. Starved until it’s nothing but a whisper.

“No.” The word tears from my throat, raw and broken. “No, no, no. Stay with me. Do you hear me? You stay with me.”

She doesn’t respond. Doesn’t even flinch.

I gather her closer, careful of injuries I can see and the ones I can’t, mindful that every bone might be broken, every breath might hurt. My wolf howls to mark her, to flood her with our strength through a mate bond, to claim her so completely that she’ll feel our vitality and heal.

But she’s too fragile.

The marking—the bite, the rush of power—it could kill her in this state. Her body might not survive the intensity.

So I don’t. Even though every instinct screams to do it. Even though my wolf claws at my control, desperate and frantic.

I cradle my dying mate against my chest and force myself to just hold her.

“Get the healers ready,” I tell Marcus, my voice barely controlled. “Best ones. I don’t care who you have to pull from where. Get them to my territory now.”

“Already done, Your Majesty. Called them the moment we found the hidden corridor.”

Smart male.

I stand, cradling her carefully, and turn toward the door. Marcus and my guards create a protective circle, weapons drawn, though nothing down here poses a threat to me.

Nothing except time.

“Move.” The command sends them scattering ahead of me, clearing a path, shouting orders to each other.

I carry her up from the hidden cell, through the dungeon corridor, up the stairs. Every step measured. Every movement calculated to avoid jostling her. My wolf whines constantly now, a litany of distress and rage and desperate need.

We emerge into the main hall.

The entire pack has gathered—some still on their knees from when my alpha power brought them down, others standing in shocked clusters. They see me, see what I’m carrying, and the room goes silent.

I walk through them without a word, my mate held close against my chest.

Alexander has pulled himself up. He’s leaning against a wall, blood still dripping from his mouth, one eye already swelling shut. When he sees me carrying Celine, his face drains of what little color remained.

He opens his mouth.

I stop walking.

My guards read the shift in my posture instantly, move to take Celine from my arms. I pass her to Marcus with explicit care, watching until he has her secured safely.

Then I turn to Alexander.

He’s already backing away, hands raised, words tumbling out in a panicked rush. “Your Majesty, please, you have to understand, she was disobedient, disrespectful, I was only trying to discipline her according to pack law—”

I cross the distance between us.

My fist drives into his stomach, doubling him over. Then my knee meets his face, snapping his head back. He staggers, tries to raise his hands in defense, and I grab his wrist, twist, feel bones grind and crack beneath my grip.

He screams.

Good.

I want him to scream. Want him to feel a fraction of what my mate felt. Want him to understand what it means to be helpless, to be hurt, to have no one come save you.

My next punch breaks his jaw. The one after that shatters his orbital bone. I’m methodical about it. Precise. Each strike placed with surgical accuracy, designed for maximum pain.

For every scar on her body.

For every day she hung in that cell.

For every moment of suffering this bastard inflicted on my mate.

Alexander collapses, curls into a ball, sobbing and begging. The sounds are pathetic, animal, nothing like the alpha he pretended to be.

I grab him by the throat, lift him off the ground, and look into his one remaining good eye.

“She is mine,” I say, each word carved from ice. “My mate. The other half of my soul. And you tortured her. You starved her. You left her to die in darkness.”

“Please,” he gurgles. “Please, I didn’t know—”

“You knew.” My claws pierce deeper. “You knew exactly what you were doing.”

I could kill him. Want to. Need to. My wolf demands it, howling for blood, for justice, for this male’s life as payment for what he’s done.

But then I hear it.

A whimper. Soft. Pained. Coming from where Marcus holds Celine.

She’s stirring. Consciousness returning. And the first thing she’ll see is violence.

More violence.

I force myself to stop.

Force my fingers to open.

Alexander drops to the floor in a heap, gasping and broken but alive. For now.

I turn away from him, cross back to Marcus, and gather my mate into my arms once more. She’s trembling now, awareness creeping back, fear already flooding her scent.

“Shh,” I murmur against her hair. “You’re safe now. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

She doesn’t respond. Doesn’t open her eyes. But her trembling intensifies, her body recognizing touch, presence, danger even in unconsciousness.

I look at the assembled pack. Every wolf present. Every single member of Ironhide who stood by and let this happen.

“She is mine,” I repeat, my voice carrying to every corner of the hall. “My mate. The future Lycan Queen. Anyone who touched her, anyone who hurt her, anyone who knew what was happening and did nothing—you will answer to me. And I will not be merciful.”

Silence. Heavy. Absolute.

I shift my gaze to Alexander, still crumpled on the floor, blood pooling beneath him.

“Your pack is forfeit. Your title stripped. You’ll stand trial for crimes against pack law, and when you’re found guilty—not if, when—you’ll spend the rest of your miserable life in a cell identical to the one you kept her in.”

Then I turn and walk toward the exit, my mate held carefully against my chest, her heartbeat fluttering against mine.

Marcus falls into step beside me. “Your Majesty, the healers are waiting at the vehicle.”

“Good. Tell them to have everything ready before we arrive home. I’m not stopping. Not slowing. Not until she’s safe in my territory.”

“Already done.”

We step outside into afternoon sunlight. It feels wrong, somehow. Too bright. Too normal. Like the world should be as dark as the hell I just pulled her from.

I carry her to the vehicle, slide into the back seat with her still cradled in my lap. Marcus takes the driver’s seat. My guards pile into escort vehicles.

We pull away from Ironhide Pack, and I finally let myself look down at my mate.

Really look.

Her face is hidden behind matted blonde hair. I brush it back gently, revealing features that would be beautiful if they weren’t swollen with bruises. A split lip. A cut across her cheekbone. Dark circles beneath her eyes that speak of months, maybe years, without real rest.

She’s so still. So cold.

My wolf whines again, pressing against my control, desperate to do something, anything, to fix this.

But there’s no quick fix. No magic solution. Just time and healing and the slim hope that I found her soon enough.

That she’ll survive long enough to let me prove she’s safe now.

“Hold on,” I whisper, pressing my face to her hair, breathing in her scent beneath the blood and pain. Honey and wildflowers. My mate. Mine. “Just hold on. I’m taking you home.”

The vehicle speeds through the territory boundaries, racing toward my lands, and I hold her through every mile, feeling her heartbeat against mine, counting each shallow breath like a prayer.

She doesn’t wake.

And in the silence of that drive, cradling my dying mate, I make a vow.

I will spend every day of my existence making up for this. For every moment she suffered. For every second she spent alone, believing no one would come.

I will prove that she deserves softness. Safety. Love.

I will wait as long as it takes for her to heal, to trust, to believe that monsters don’t always look like alphas—sometimes they look like salvation.

And I will destroy anyone who ever tries to hurt her again.

She stirs in my arms. Just barely. A small movement, a weak sound escaping her throat.

I tighten my hold, careful not to hurt her, and press my lips to her forehead.

“I’ve got you,” I whisper against her skin. “You’re mine now. And I protect what’s mine.”

The vehicle races on, carrying us toward home.

Carrying my mate toward the life she should have had all along.

One where she’s cherished. Protected. Valued.

One where she never hangs from chains in darkness, waiting to die.

I close my eyes and breathe through the rage still simmering in my chest, the wolf still howling for blood, the mate bond straining between us, incomplete but undeniable.

She’s alive.

Barely. Broken. Traumatized beyond measure.

But alive.

And as long as she breathes, there’s hope.

I’ll build her a world where hope is real. Where safety isn’t a fantasy. Where she learns that strength can protect instead of destroy.

Starting now.

Starting with every mile that takes us further from Ironhide and closer to home.

My wolf finally quiets, settling into watchful alertness, focused entirely on the fragile creature in our arms.

Our mate.

Our salvation.

Our entire world, reduced to this one damaged, precious girl who has no idea she’s already claimed every piece of our heart.

I hold her tighter as the vehicle speeds through the gates of my territory, toward the healers waiting to save her life.

And I don’t let go.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





POV: Celine


Softness.

That’s the first thing my brain registers, and it’s so wrong, so foreign, that panic slams into me before I even open my eyes.

Softness means trap. Softness means I’ve done something terrible. Softness is the calm before Father’s fists rain down, before the chains bite into my wrists, before the world dissolves into pain.

My body jerks awake, muscles screaming in protest. Everything hurts—a deep, bone-level ache that tells me I’ve been hurt badly, recently. But the pain is different somehow. Distant. Like my body is wrapped in cotton, the edges of agony dulled to something almost bearable.

Clean sheets slide against my skin. Clean. When was the last time I touched something clean?

The scent hits me next—overwhelming, suffocating in its richness. Cedar and night air, wild and dark and safe. My wolf stirs weakly, whimpering that word again: safe, safe, safe.

But safe isn’t real. I know this. I learned this lesson carved into my skin, beaten into my bones, starved into my hollowed-out stomach.

Warmth surrounds me. Actual warmth. Not the false warmth of fever or the burning cold of the dungeon stones. Real, gentle warmth like I’m wrapped in something precious.

My eyes fly open.

Afternoon light streams through massive windows—real glass, not the narrow slits of the dungeon. The light is golden, soft, nothing like the harsh fluorescents Father used when he wanted to see my face while he hurt me. My eyes struggle to adjust, everything too bright after so long in darkness.

The room comes into focus slowly. It’s huge. Bigger than any space I’ve ever been allowed to occupy. Cream-colored walls, dark wood furniture that looks expensive and well-made. A chair near the window. Bookshelves lining one wall. Everything is clean, orderly, unthreatening.

This can’t be for me. I don’t belong in places like this.

My heart starts hammering against my ribs. Whose space is this? How did I get here? Why am I in a bed—an actual bed with pillows and blankets and softness I have no right to touch?

I need to leave. Now. Before whoever owns this place finds me here and punishes me for the invasion.

I try to sit up and my body screams. Fresh pain lances through my ribs, my back, my arms. Everything protests the movement, muscles weak and shaky like I haven’t used them in days. Maybe weeks. How long was I in that cell?

The memories slam back. Hanging from chains. Father’s face twisted with disgust. Hunger eating me from the inside out. Cold seeping into my bones. Giving up. Letting go.

The alpha power that shook the foundations.

Mate, my wolf had whispered. Mate is here.

But he never came. Hours passed and he never came for me, and I understood—even my fated mate didn’t want something as broken and worthless as me.

Except… I’m not in the dungeon anymore.

My breath comes faster, shallower. Someone moved me. Someone brought me here. But who? And why? What do they want from me?

Nothing is free. Father taught me that. Every scrap of food, every moment without pain, every breath I’m allowed to take—it all costs something. And I never have enough to pay.

I force myself to swing my legs over the edge of the bed, biting back a whimper as my body objects to every movement. My feet touch soft carpet—carpet—and the sensation is so strange I almost pull back. My toes curl against the plush texture, and tears prick my eyes because I don’t remember the last time I stood on something that wasn’t cold stone or concrete.

I’m wearing clothes I don’t recognize. A soft shirt that’s far too big, loose pants that feel like silk against my skin. Someone undressed me. Someone touched me while I was unconscious. The thought makes my stomach churn with nausea and fear.

I need to get out. Need to leave before—

“You’re awake.”

The voice comes from my right, and I freeze completely. Every muscle in my body locks up, prey instinct screaming don’t move, don’t breathe, don’t draw attention.

My head turns slowly, mechanically, toward the sound.

He sits in the chair by the window. How did I miss him? How did I not sense him the moment I woke?

Because he’s massive
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