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elyra morcant pov

The fog is already thick when I wake, the kind that creeps under doors and settles in your chest until breathing feels like work, and I know before I even sit up that the city is restless today. Gravenmoor does that. It holds its breath when something bad is coming.

“Don’t move,” I tell the man on my table, even though he’s already trembling too hard to listen. “If you jerk again, I’ll miss the vein, and then you’ll have a bigger problem than the cut you came in with.”

“I’m trying,” he says through clenched teeth, sweat shining on his forehead. “You make it sound easy.”

“It isn’t easy,” I reply, tightening the cloth against his side, feeling the warmth of his blood soak into my fingers. “It’s just necessary.”

The room smells like iron and boiled bark, sharp and bitter, mixed with the damp stone scent that never leaves these walls no matter how much I scrub them. My home sits low, half-buried like the city itself, with one narrow window that looks out onto an alley where fog pools and refuses to lift. I’ve lived here long enough that the darkness feels normal. Safe, even.

I thread the needle slowly, deliberately, letting the familiar motion steady my hands. Outside, something metallic clangs, followed by raised voices, and then the sound I haven’t heard in years rolls through the streets.

The horns.

Not the market horns. Not the watch.

The high horns.

The man freezes. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes,” I say, though my fingers hesitate despite my will. “I heard it.”

“They only sound those when—”

“I know when they sound them,” I cut in, sharper than I mean to, and he goes quiet, watching my face too closely.

The horn sounds again, deeper this time, vibrating through the stone beneath my feet. Something tightens in my chest, not fear exactly, but recognition, like a scar being pressed after too long left alone. My wolf, who has slept for years, stirs in the dark corner of my mind, not awake but no longer silent either.

“Hold the leather,” I tell him, pushing it toward his mouth, because if I stop now, I might not start again.

He obeys, biting down hard as I stitch. His muffled cry fills the room, and I focus on the work, on skin and thread and the simple truth that pain can be managed if you face it straight on. When I finish, I wrap the wound and step back, forcing my breathing to slow.

“You’ll live,” I say. “Don’t run. Don’t drink. Come back in three days.”

He nods, relief softening his face, and fumbles coins onto the table with shaking hands. I glance at the pile and push half of it back to him.

“You’ll need food more than I need silver.”

“You’re sure?” he asks, surprised.

“Yes. Go. Before the streets fill.”

He hesitates at the door, hand on the latch. “You should come outside. Everyone’s talking. They say the Wolf Crown himself is riding in.”

My heart slams once, hard enough to steal my breath.

“Then the city can greet him without me,” I say, and turn away before he can see my face.

The door closes behind him, leaving the room quiet except for the distant noise of the waking city and the low echo of the horns fading into fog. I stand there longer than I should, palms flat on the table, staring at nothing.

“He’s gone,” I tell myself. “Kings don’t come back for ghosts.”

My wolf shifts again, uneasy.

I should stay inside. I know that. I tell myself that.

But when the horns sound a third time, closer now, curiosity and dread twist together in my gut, and before I can stop myself, I pull my cloak tight and step into the street.

Gravenmoor is already crowded, people spilling from doorways and alleys, faces tilted upward, voices buzzing with fear and excitement. Old banners are dragged out, dust shaken free, symbols half-forgotten stitched into cloth too thin to matter. Children climb barrels. Vendors shout. The fog curls around boots and hems, clinging to everything like it wants to be part of the spectacle.

“The Crown!” someone yells, and a ripple runs through the crowd.

I keep to the edge, hood low, heart beating too fast. Then it hits me.

Not sound. Not sight.

A pull.

Sharp and sudden, like an invisible hand closing around my ribs.

My knees buckle, and I grab a post to steady myself, fingers digging into damp wood as my vision blurs. Heat flares beneath my collarbone where the old mark lies, a place I haven’t felt in years, not since the night everything broke.

“No,” I whisper, even as my wolf wakes fully, pacing, snarling, alive.

The crowd parts.

Horses come first, massive and dark, their hooves striking stone in a steady rhythm that echoes through my bones. Guards ride stiff-backed, armor blackened, eyes scanning with practiced suspicion. And then the banner appears, snapping in the cold air.

Silver wolf on black.

My throat tightens, breath catching as if the fog has turned solid in my lungs.

He rides at the center.

Aldric Fenrow.

The Wolf Crown.

He looks older, harder, as though the years have carved duty into his bones and left no room for softness. The weight of his power hangs on him like a physical thing, heavy and unyielding. People bow as he passes, some kneeling outright, murmuring prayers or promises. I stay standing, rooted in place by the force of his presence and the bond I thought long dead.

His gaze sweeps the street, slow and assessing, and when it lands on me, the world narrows to a single breathless moment.

Recognition flashes in his eyes.

He dismounts.

The sound of his boots on stone carries through the fog, measured and deliberate, and every step toward me tightens the pull until my skin tingles and my wolf presses forward, furious and aching all at once.

“Elyra Morcant,” he says, my name steady on his tongue, too familiar, too intimate.

“Your Majesty,” I reply, forcing my voice to stay level even as people around us gasp and whisper.

“You’re alive,” he says, and something like disbelief slips through his control.

“You sound surprised.”

His jaw tightens. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“This is my city,” I say, lifting my chin.

He looks around, taking in the cracked stone, the sagging roofs, the damp walls stained with years of neglect. “This?”

“Yes.”

Silence stretches between us, thick with things neither of us says.

“You look thinner,” he remarks at last.

“And you still choose your words badly,” I shoot back.

A flicker crosses his face, gone almost before I register it. “I didn’t come to fight.”

“Then leave.”

“I came because I need you.”

I laugh, sharp and bitter. “You have healers. Scholars. Seers.”

“I need you.”

The pull tightens, my wolf snarling at the sound of his voice. “You lost the right to ask.”

“I know,” he says quietly, and the weight of that admission hits harder than any anger.

A guard steps forward. “Sire, the council—”

Aldric lifts a hand without looking away from me, and the guard stops cold.

“Say what you came to say,” I demand. “Then go.”

“There’s a mission,” he says. “Into Blackreach Vale.”

The name sends a chill through me. “No one survives Blackreach.”

“I will.”

“You won’t.”

“I will if you guide me.”

I shake my head. “Find someone else.”

“There isn’t anyone else.”

“Then die like the rest.”

His eyes darken, something dangerous flickering there. “You’re angry.”

“You noticed.”

“This isn’t about us.”

“Everything with you is about us.”

He steps closer, close enough that I feel his heat, smell pine and smoke and something wild that makes my pulse jump despite myself. “I can offer you freedom,” he says softly.

“From what?” I ask.

“From pack law. From council reach.”

“And from you?”

His mouth tightens. “As much as possible.”

“You banished me,” I say, the words scraping my throat raw. “You broke the bond. You watched them turn away.”

“I live with that,” he answers.

“You live in stone halls,” I snap. “I live in fog.”

“Come to the court at dusk,” he says. “Hear the offer.”

“No.”

“If you stay here,” he adds, lowering his voice, “others will come. They won’t ask.”

A chill slides down my spine. “Who?”

“Those who want my crown.”

“Lady Serayne,” I say, naming the fear I see reflected in his eyes.

“She remembers you.”

My stomach drops.

“You have until sunset,” he says. “After that, I can’t protect you.”

“I don’t need your protection.”

“You always did.”

He turns away then, mounting his horse as the crowd surges forward once more, banners lifting, voices rising. I stand there long after he’s gone, my wolf pacing inside me, the old mark burning like it never truly healed.

At dusk, the bells ring.

And I know the city hasn’t forgotten me after all.

It’s been waiting.
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I don’t go to the court right away.

I walk.

That’s what I always do when the city presses too close, when memories start scraping at the inside of my ribs like claws that won’t let go. Gravenmoor knows me well enough not to stop me. The fog parts as I move, curling around my boots, whispering against stone and brick, as if the city itself is listening.

“Don’t be a fool,” I mutter under my breath, though I don’t know who I’m talking to anymore. Him. Myself. The wolf pacing restless inside me.

A woman steps out of a doorway ahead, clutching a basket to her chest. She freezes when she sees my face.

“You’re the healer,” she says. “The one from the lower street.”

“That’s me.”

Her eyes flick past me, toward the hill where the stone hall rises above the fog. “They say the Wolf Crown is there already. They say he’s brought half the council with him.”

“They say a lot of things.”

She hesitates. “You should stay inside tonight.”

I almost laugh. “That was never an option.”

She nods like she understands more than she should, then disappears back into her doorway, leaving me alone with the sound of distant bells and the ache spreading slowly through my chest.

The stone hall waits at the top of the rise, wide steps worn smooth by centuries of power passing over them. I remember these steps. I remember kneeling on them once, blood drying on my hands, my head bowed so low I could see my tears hit the stone.

I don’t bow now.

Two guards stand at the entrance, armor polished, eyes sharp. One of them recognizes me. I can tell by the way his posture shifts, just slightly, like a man bracing for impact.

“She’s here,” he says quietly to the other.

“I didn’t announce myself,” I reply.

“You don’t have to,” the second guard says. “The Crown gave orders.”

“Of course he did.”

They step aside, chains clinking softly as the doors swing open. Warm air rushes out, scented with oil and incense and old stone. The sound of voices follows, layered and tense, like a storm held just behind a wall.

Inside, the hall stretches long and high, torches lining the walls, banners hanging heavy with age and dust. Nobles cluster in small groups, murmuring behind raised hands, eyes cutting toward me and then away again, as if looking too long might be dangerous.

“She came,” someone whispers.

“I thought she was dead.”

“I heard she lived in the fog like a rat.”

I keep walking.

My boots echo louder than they should, each step ringing out, impossible to ignore. At the far end of the hall, the dais rises, and on it sits Aldric Fenrow, the Wolf Crown, his posture rigid, his hands resting flat on the arms of the chair like he’s holding himself in place by force alone.

Lady Serayne Volkhart stands at his right hand.

She is exactly as I remember. Tall. Pale. Perfectly still. Her dark hair is braided close to her head, threaded with silver pins shaped like thorns. Her eyes, sharp and cold, land on me with immediate interest.

“Well,” she says softly, her voice carrying across the hall without effort, “it seems the fog has returned what we lost.”

Aldric’s gaze snaps to her. “Enough.”

She smiles, slow and measured. “I’m only surprised you invited her so openly.”

“She is here because I asked her to come,” he says.

“And she came,” Serayne replies, tilting her head. “How obedient.”

I stop at the base of the dais. “Careful,” I say. “You mistake restraint for obedience.”

A murmur ripples through the hall.

Serayne’s smile widens just a touch. “Ah. The tongue is still sharp. I wondered if exile had dulled it.”

“It sharpened it,” I answer. “You should be grateful. It kept me alive.”

Aldric stands. The movement draws every eye. He looks down at me, his expression unreadable, but I can feel the tension rolling off him, thick and hot, pulling at the bond between us like a wound refusing to close.

“Clear the hall,” he orders.

Gasps. Protests. Shocked whispers.

“This is a council matter,” Serayne says smoothly.

“This is my command,” Aldric replies. “Anyone who wishes to argue can do so outside.”

No one moves at first. Then chairs scrape. Boots shuffle. Voices drop. Slowly, reluctantly, the hall empties, until only a handful remain: Aldric, Serayne, two guards by the doors, and me.

The doors close with a heavy thud.

Silence settles.

“You came,” Aldric says.

“I said I would hear the offer,” I reply. “Not that I would accept it.”

Serayne steps closer, her eyes never leaving my face. “You have nerve, standing here after everything.”

“I learned from the best.”

Aldric exhales sharply. “Serayne, give us a moment.”

She raises a brow. “Alone?”

“Yes.”

Her gaze flicks between us, something calculating passing through it. “Very well. But remember, Your Majesty, the council expects answers.”

She glides away, her steps soundless, disappearing through a side door. The guards remain, rigid and silent.

Aldric descends the dais slowly, stopping a few feet from me. Close enough that the pull tightens again, heat blooming under my skin, my wolf pressing forward with a low, angry growl.

“You shouldn’t provoke her,” he says quietly.

“You shouldn’t have brought me here.”

“Yet here you are.”

“Because you threatened me.”

“I warned you.”

I laugh without humor. “You always did have a talent for dressing threats up as concern.”

His eyes darken. “I didn’t want it to be like this.”

“Then you shouldn’t have rejected me.”

The word hangs between us, heavy and raw.

His jaw tightens. “This isn’t the time.”

“It’s always the time,” I snap. “You don’t get to summon me, drag me into your court, and pretend the past is finished.”

“I’m not pretending,” he says, his voice low. “I’m surviving.”

“Then say it. Say what you need from me.”

He holds my gaze for a long moment, and for a heartbeat, I think he won’t. Then he speaks.

“I need a guide into Blackreach Vale,” he says. “I need someone who can move unseen, who knows how to survive where others don’t.”

“And you think that’s me.”

“I know it is.”

“Because you watched me suffer?” I ask. “Because you threw me out and assumed I would die?”

His hand flexes at his side. “Because you didn’t.”

I swallow.

“There are others,” I insist. “Mercenaries. Outcasts. Wolves with nothing to lose.”

“They won’t do,” he says. “They don’t know the land like you do. And they don’t have…” He hesitates. “…your instincts.”

“My instincts tell me to run.”

“Your instincts brought you here.”

The bond pulses, sharp and insistent, and I hate it for betraying me again.

“And if I say no?” I ask.

Aldric’s gaze flicks to the doors, then back to me. “Then I can’t stop what comes next.”

“What comes next?”

“Serayne will move,” he says quietly. “She’s been waiting for a reason.”

A chill crawls up my spine. “Move how?”

“She wants my crown,” he answers. “And you are leverage.”

I stare at him. “You brought me here knowing that.”

“I brought you here to protect you.”

“By putting me in front of her?”

“Yes.”

I laugh, the sound brittle. “You haven’t changed.”

His voice drops. “Neither have you.”

The words shouldn’t matter. They do.

Footsteps echo behind us. Serayne returns, her expression cool, composed, as if she hasn’t been listening from the shadows.

“Have you finished reminiscing?” she asks.

“We’re done here,” Aldric says.

“Are we?” She looks at me. “Because I haven’t had my say.”

Aldric’s shoulders stiffen. “Choose your words carefully.”

“I always do.” She turns fully toward me. “Elyra Morcant. Or do you prefer healer? Outcast? Ghost?”

“Say what you want,” I reply. “I’m still standing.”

“Indeed.” She circles slowly, her gaze sharp, assessing. “Tell me, did you enjoy your freedom? The fog. The filth. The scraps of kindness from people who barely have enough for themselves?”

“I enjoyed surviving,” I say. “Something you wouldn’t understand.”

Her smile doesn’t falter. “Survival is not the same as belonging.”

“Neither is obedience.”

Aldric steps between us. “Enough.”

Serayne sighs. “Very well. Let us speak plainly.” She looks at me again. “You are a complication, Elyra. One that threatens stability.”

“I don’t remember asking to threaten anything.”

“You existed,” she replies simply. “That was enough.”

My hands curl into fists. “And now?”

“And now,” she says, “the Crown risks everything by dragging you back into the light.”

Aldric’s voice cuts in, hard. “She will come with me.”

Serayne’s eyes flash. “Into Blackreach?”

“Yes.”

“That is reckless.”

“It is necessary.”

She studies him for a long moment, then nods slowly. “Very well. But understand this.” Her gaze locks onto mine. “If anything goes wrong, if you so much as slow him down, I will make sure the fog is the kindest end you get.”

Aldric turns sharply. “That is not your place.”

“Everything that threatens the Crown is my place,” she replies.

Silence stretches, thick and dangerous.

I break it. “When do we leave?”

Both of them look at me.

“Tomorrow,” Aldric says after a beat.

“Then I’ll need supplies,” I say. “Real ones. Not court scraps.”

“You’ll have them.”

“And answers,” I add, meeting his gaze. “You promised me an offer. Not half-truths.”

His expression tightens. “You’ll get them. On the road.”

Serayne smiles thinly. “How romantic. A journey into cursed lands, secrets spilling with every step.”

I ignore her and look at Aldric. “If this is a trap—”

“It isn’t,” he says. “But it is dangerous.”

“I’m not afraid of danger.”

“I know,” he replies softly. “That’s why I chose you.”

The bond pulses again, sharp and undeniable, and for a moment, neither of us looks away.

Then the bells outside begin to ring, low and urgent.

Serayne’s smile fades. “They’ve started already.”

Aldric turns toward the sound, his jaw set. “We’re out of time.”

“What’s happening?” I ask.

“Exactly what I warned you about,” he says. “The game has begun.”

The doors slam open as a guard rushes in, breathless. “Sire. The council chambers—someone’s been killed.”

Serayne’s eyes gleam.

Aldric looks at me. “Stay close,” he orders.

I don’t move.

Because somewhere deep inside me, my wolf is howling, and I know with cold certainty that this is only the beginning.
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They don’t let me leave the hall.

Not after the bells. Not after the word killed lands like a blade in the middle of the court and everyone pretends not to look at me while doing exactly that. Guards move fast, boots scraping stone, voices low and tight. Aldric gives orders I don’t fully hear, his voice steady in that way that means everything inside him is not.

“Where did it happen?” he asks.

“The west chamber,” one guard replies. “Council records room.”

“Who found the body?”

“A clerk. She’s in shock.”

Serayne steps closer, folding her hands as if this is a meeting she planned. “How unfortunate,” she says softly. “So soon after your arrival, Elyra.”

I turn on her. “You were listening for my name, not the news.”

Her eyes flicker with something sharp and pleased. “I listen for many things.”

Aldric cuts between us. “Enough. Take her to the side chamber.”

I laugh once. “You mean a cell?”

“A guarded room,” he says. “Until we know what we’re dealing with.”

“So a cell,” I repeat.

His gaze holds mine. “I’m trying to keep you alive.”

“Then stop pretending you control this.”

The guards move in, not touching me yet, waiting for his signal. The bond between us hums, tight and restless, like it knows something is about to tear open again.

“Elyra,” Aldric says quietly, close enough now that I feel his breath against my hair, “don’t make this harder than it already is.”

“I didn’t start this,” I reply. “You dragged me back.”

Something flashes in his eyes. Guilt. Anger. Both.

“Take her,” he orders.

The guards finally step in, firm but careful, as if unsure whether I’m a prisoner or something more dangerous. They guide me through a narrow side passage, stone walls close enough to brush my shoulders, the noise of the hall fading behind us.

The room they put me in isn’t a cell. That’s worse, somehow.

It’s a sitting chamber, small but clean, a single window barred with iron, a table, two chairs. No chains. No lock I can see, though I hear the door close heavy behind me.

A guard stays inside. Another waits outside.

“So,” I say, turning slowly, “is this where you decide whether I’m useful or disposable?”

The guard shifts, uncomfortable. “Orders are to keep you here.”

“From whom?”

He hesitates. “The Crown.”

I nod. “Of course.”

Time stretches. I pace. The bond pulls at me, faint but constant, like a thread drawn too tight. I try to ignore it. I’ve had years of practice pretending something doesn’t exist.

The door opens.

Aldric steps in alone.

The guard leaves without being told.

For a moment, neither of us speaks. He stands there, shoulders squared, crown gone, just a man in dark clothing with too much weight in his eyes.

“You shouldn’t be alone with me,” I say.

“You shouldn’t be alone at all,” he replies. “Not tonight.”

“Because someone died?”

“Because someone wants you afraid.”

I cross my arms. “You’re doing a fine job of that yourself.”

He exhales, slow, like he’s counting. “The clerk found the body slashed. No signs of struggle. No scent.”

“No scent,” I repeat. “That’s not common.”

“No,” he agrees. “It’s deliberate.”

“And you think it has something to do with me.”

“I think your return was a signal,” he says carefully. “To people who’ve been waiting.”

“For what?”

“For weakness.”

The word lands heavy.

I look away, toward the barred window. Fog presses against it, blurring the city beyond. “You already showed them weakness,” I say. “Years ago.”

He stiffens. “Say what you mean.”

“I mean the night you rejected me,” I say, my voice steadier than my hands feel. “The night you broke the bond in front of the pack and told them I wasn’t worthy of standing beside you.”

Silence stretches.

“You made a choice,” I continue. “You chose power over me. Over us.”

“I chose survival,” he snaps, and then stops, jaw tightening. “For the pack.”

“At my expense.”

“Yes.”

The honesty stings more than lies ever did.

“I remember that night,” I say, the memory rising whether I want it or not. “Do you?”

He doesn’t answer right away.

“I remember the way the hall smelled,” I go on. “Smoke and blood and fear. I remember kneeling because my legs wouldn’t










































































































