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The Crown's Errand

❖

— Seraphina —

The iron gates of Iron Hollow smelled like wet earth and old blood, and Seraphina Voss had promised herself she wouldn't notice.

She noticed.

Her wolf noticed first — that was always how it worked. The animal part of her stirred before her human mind caught up, lifting its head somewhere behind her sternum, ears pricking toward the tree line where the territory markers began. Old magic lived in those stones. Not warm magic. Not the kind you invited into your chest and let settle there like a hearthfire. This was the other kind — the kind that had been here since before the High Council drew its careful maps, since before Lycan packs learned to dress their wildness in politics and titles and diplomatic pouches.

Seraphina shifted the leather satchel on her shoulder and did not let herself look up at the Keep.

She looked at the gates instead. Wrought iron, black with age, worked into the shapes of wolves mid-leap. Whoever had commissioned them had wanted grandeur. What they'd achieved was threat. The wolves' eyes were hammered into narrow slits — not the open, searching eyes of a pack on watch, but the closed-down gaze of something that had already decided.

Five years ago, she had stood at these gates for a very different reason.

She had been twenty-two and furious and so desperately in love she hadn't trusted herself to speak without the words rearranging themselves into something embarrassing. She had come to stand at these gates at three in the morning because the mate bond had pulled her out of a perfectly good bed in the Crown City and across four hundred miles of mountain road, and she had stood here in the dark and waited for him to come out, and he had.

He had looked at her for a long time.

Then he had said: I can't do this, Seraphina. Go home.

She had gone home. She had not gone quietly, and she had not gone without leaving marks — not physical ones, she had more control than that even at twenty-two and breaking apart — but she had said things to him in those next ten minutes that she had spent considerable effort not thinking about since, because some doors, once opened, could only be sealed with the application of a great deal of deliberate forgetting.

She was very good at deliberate forgetting.

The Crown's letter had arrived three weeks ago. It had used words like urgent and irreplaceable and delicate situation, which in Council language translated roughly to we are out of options and you are the least-bad one. Iron Hollow had gone dark — no treaty communications, no border reports, the Alpha not responding to summons. Two junior diplomats had been turned away at the gates. The Council had escalating concerns about the stability of the northern territories, the integrity of the Veil — that last part delivered in the careful, understated tone that meant someone was quietly terrified.

They needed their best negotiator in Iron Hollow. Seraphina was their best negotiator.

The fact that she had a prior connection to the Alpha was noted in the letter with what she could only describe as diplomatic optimism. The fact that the prior connection in question had ended with her standing in a freezing courtyard at three in the morning being told to go home was not mentioned at all. Council letters were very good at what they didn't say.

She had accepted the assignment because she was good at her job and because saying no to the Crown was not something one did lightly, and not — absolutely not — because some part of her that she refused to acknowledge had needed to know that he was all right.

The gates opened before she reached them.

The man who stepped through was not Kael Dravenmoor.

He was almost as tall, built in the same way that pack Betas were built — like someone had looked at the requirements for war and decided to make a person shaped by them. Dark hair, lighter than Kael's. Eyes that were doing something complicated. Caden Ash had been Beta of Iron Hollow for as long as Seraphina could remember, and she had always liked him in the careful, arms-length way that one liked people who were loyal to someone you were trying not to think about.

He looked, she noted, like he hadn't slept in several days. Like he had been carrying something very heavy for a very long time.

"Princess Voss." He inclined his head — not quite a bow, not quite not one. "The pack is grateful for your willingness to make this journey."

"The Crown is grateful for Iron Hollow's cooperation," she replied, because this was how these conversations went, and she had learned years ago that the ritual of formal language was not meaningless — it gave everyone a moment to breathe, to settle, to decide who they were going to be in this room before the real conversation started.

She stepped through the gates. They closed behind her with a sound like a decision being made.

"How is he?" she asked, because she was good at her job and good at her job meant getting the actual information as efficiently as possible, and standing on ceremony about it served no one.

Caden was quiet for a half-second too long. "The Alpha is unwell."

"Unwell." She turned the word over. "That's what you're going with."

"It's what I have permission to say at this stage."

"Caden." She stopped walking. He stopped too, half a step ahead of her on the gravel path, and when he turned around his face had stopped doing the complicated thing and was now just doing something tired and desperate and barely held together. "I've traveled four hundred miles in three days. I've put my career in a position that my supervisors at the Council are going to spend the next six months writing memos about. I am here because you sent a message — not through official channels, but directly to my personal correspondence, which you should not have had — that said 'please come.' I came. Tell me what I'm walking into."

Something moved behind his eyes. "He's — there are things happening here that I don't fully understand. His behaviour has changed. His connection to the pack is —" He stopped. Started again. "The pack is suffering. We need help. And you are the only person I could think of who he might let close enough to help him."

"He turned me away from these gates five years ago."

"I know."

"He made it very clear he didn't want —"

"I know what happened. I know what I'm asking." Caden met her gaze directly. "I wouldn't have asked if I had any other option."

Seraphina looked at him for a long moment. Her wolf was doing something strange — not the wariness she'd expected from entering another pack's territory, but something closer to urgency. Something that felt like recognition.

"Take me to him," she said.

✦  ✦  ✦

They didn't take her to him immediately.

First there was the Keep itself — the long walk through the main courtyard, past stone buildings that had the look of things built to outlast whoever was currently inside them. Pack members watched from doorways and windows and the upper walkways of the outer wall. She could feel their attention like a pressure change in the air — not hostile, exactly. More like held breath. Like a room full of people waiting to find out if the news was going to be bad.

She had been to other pack seats before, for work. There was a particular quality to a healthy pack's shared space — a hum of something underneath the visible world, bond-magic running through it the way electricity ran through wiring. You didn't see it, but you felt it. The lights were on. People moved with the ease of those who knew they were connected to something larger than themselves.

Iron Hollow didn't feel like that.

Iron Hollow felt like a pack with the lights flickering.

Seraphina filed that information alongside everything else Caden had said and hadn't said, and followed him through a side entrance into the Keep proper.

The room they gave her was on the third floor — large, stone-walled, hung with deep green tapestries that someone had clearly brought in to make it feel less like a fortress. It almost worked. There was a writing desk by the window, a washstand, a bed with a heavy wool coverlet. Through the narrow window she could see the inner courtyard: the moonstone circle, pale and still in the grey afternoon light, ringed by old-growth trees whose branches had grown into each other overhead.

She had unpacked precisely nothing when Caden knocked and told her the Alpha would see her now.

She had been prepared for this moment. She had prepared for it the way she prepared for all difficult meetings — thoroughly, at considerable personal expense, alone in the middle of the night with a cup of cold tea and a piece of paper on which she had written down every possible variable and assigned a response to it. She was calm. She was professional. She was the Crown's envoy and she had done harder things than walk into a room where Kael Dravenmoor was.

She walked into the room.

He was standing at the far end of it, at the window, his back to her. Just his back — the width of his shoulders, the dark of his hair. Five years had not changed the shape of him in any way that mattered. She had prepared for that too. Prepared for the way her wolf would rise toward him like a compass finding north.

What she had not prepared for was the wrongness.

It wasn't anything she could have pointed to and named. His posture was correct — Alpha-still, controlled, a body that knew how to take up space without apology. But there was something underneath it. Something that her wolf clocked before her mind found words for it: an absence. A quality of vacancy. Like looking at a house with all the curtains drawn and realising you weren't sure if anyone was home.

He turned around.

His eyes were wrong.

Not the colour — still dark, still that particular shade of near-black that she had spent considerable effort not thinking about for five years. But the quality of attention behind them was off. Kael Dravenmoor's eyes had always made people feel seen, whether they wanted to be or not. It was one of the things that made him dangerous and compelling in equal measure, that absolute quality of presence, the sense that he was tracking everything in the room simultaneously and deciding exactly what to do about all of it.

These eyes were looking at her from a great distance.

"Princess Voss." His voice was careful and flat. "The Council's envoy. I wasn't aware the Crown had concerns about Iron Hollow."

"The Crown has concerns about any pack that stops responding to communication," she said, keeping her voice neutral. Gathering data. "Standard protocol."

"Everything in Iron Hollow is functioning as required."

Functioning. She had never once heard him use that word to describe his pack. She had heard him say my people and my responsibility and the pack, always with that particular weight that came from someone who had made a choice at some point in their life to let other people's safety matter to them the way their own did.

Functioning was not his word.

"I'll need to meet with your council of elders," she said. "Review the border reports. Assess the current status of the treaty provisions. Standard protocol," she added again, and watched his face for something — for anything — beneath the flatness.

For just a moment, something moved. Something behind his eyes that was like a hand pressing against glass from the inside. There and gone so fast she almost missed it.

"Caden will arrange it," he said. "Is there anything else?"

"Not at the moment," she said.

She left the room. In the corridor, she stood very still for a breath.

That was not Kael Dravenmoor.

That was someone wearing Kael Dravenmoor's face while the actual Kael Dravenmoor was somewhere else entirely, pressing his hands against glass and watching.

She needed to find out what had been done to him, and she needed to find out quickly, because whatever it was, it was killing his pack.

✦  ✦  ✦

The moonstone courtyard was empty in the late afternoon, the rest of the pack having retreated inside as the temperature dropped. Seraphina walked its circumference twice without thinking about it, her hands in her coat pockets, her wolf pressing quietly against the inside of her ribs.

The moonstone was set in a circle perhaps twenty feet across — pale grey, shot through with threads of silver that caught the failing light. It was warm under her feet even through her boots, and that was wrong too, because moonstone this far from a full moon should have been cold. The warmth meant the pack-bond was still running through it, sluggishly, like blood through a body that was working too hard to compensate for something.

She crouched at the edge of the circle. Did not touch it. Her silver-shift had a way of activating without permission when she was emotionally compromised, and she was — she was fine. She was perfectly fine. But she was also standing in Iron Hollow for the first time in five years and the man
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