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Book Description

They sent me to Blackmere to die.

My family took my name, my title, and every warm thing I owned.

The prison gave me hunger, coal dust, and a black wolf bleeding in the snow.

I should have left him there.

Instead, I fed him.

I hid him.

I taught him my voice.

I let him sleep beside me when the cold got too sharp.

I thought I was saving a beast.

I was wrong.

The wolf was Lucian Vesper.

The lost Alpha Prince.

The man his enemies had chained, starved, and buried.

And somehow, I was the only thing he remembered.

By the time he became a man again, he already knew my voice.

By the time he became king, he already belonged to me.

Now the court wants to use him.

His enemies want to break him.

My family wants me back on my knees.

But Lucian only kneels when I say his name.

And the people who sent me to die are about to learn what happens when the wolf I saved becomes my Alpha King.
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By the time they dragged me to Blackmere, they had taken everything that proved I used to be Elena Vale.

My cloak.

My brooch.

My signet ring.

The fur-lined cloak was the last warm thing I owned. It had my father's crest stitched at the collar, blue thread on silver, the kind of detail servants used to brush clean before I entered a room.

The guard ripped it off my shoulders anyway.

Snow hit my dress.

Cold went straight through me.

"Please," I said before pride could stop me. "Not that."

The guard did not even look sorry.

"Order from House Vale."

That was all.

My father had signed the exile order. My sister had cried when they put me on the sled. Mira's tears had looked perfect, of course. Soft. Wet. Timed well enough that the servants watched her instead of me.

I knew better.

Mira knew when to cry.

On purpose.

She had also known where to stand.

Close enough for me to see the blue brooch at her throat.

Far enough that no one would expect her to reach for me.

When the guard took my cloak, her hand had moved once toward the fur collar. Not to save it. To make sure the family seal came away with the cloth.

I had understood then.

She was not mourning me.

She was collecting what could still be useful.

I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood and climbed onto the sled.

I would not beg again.

Not where my father's windows could see me.

Not where Mira could hear about it later and lower her eyes and pretend my humiliation hurt her.

The road north was white for hours.

White fields. White trees. White sky.

Then the land turned ugly.

Black stone showed through the snow in long uneven ridges, and smoke moved low across the road as the sled approached the outpost. The wind grew sharper there, colder than it had been on the open road.

The younger guard glanced back once when the sled jolted hard enough to slam my shoulder against the side.

He looked ashamed.

Good for him.

His shame did not warm me. It did not turn the sled around.

By dusk, Blackmere appeared through the storm.

It was not a prison in the dramatic way stories liked to describe prisons. No high white towers. No iron gates shining under moonlight.

Blackmere was worse.

It was low, filthy, and practical.

A timber wall. A trench. A gate with two spears. Coal under lock. Water under chain. Smoke leaking from crooked roofs. Men dragging ore carts with their heads down, too tired to even stare properly at the new girl being delivered to die.

No one laughed.

That was the first thing I noticed.

The second was the man waiting by the gate.

Black coat. Ledger under one arm. Riding crop in one gloved hand.

A scar cut from his beard into his collar.

"New one?" he asked.

The older guard handed him the sealed paper. "Elena Vale. Sentenced for financial misconduct and unlawful transfer of household funds."

The lie looked official because it had a seal.

The man cracked the seal and skimmed the page. His eyes moved over my face, then my thin dress, then my bare shoulders.

He smiled.

I hated him immediately.

"A noble girl," he said. "They never last."

"I can work."

His eyes came back to mine.

"Can you?"

I wanted to spit at his boots.

Instead I lifted my chin. "Yes."

He laughed once, sharp and dry.

"We will see."

Then he turned to the yard and raised his voice.

"Listen up."

The workers did.

They moved fast.

They had learned what happened when they did not.

"This is Cedric Thorn," he said, tapping the riding crop against his own chest. "You breathe in Blackmere because I allow it. You eat because you earn it. There are two endings here. You dig and live, or you freeze and die."

No one flinched.

That told me more than his speech did.

Cedric opened the ledger.

"Name."

"Elena Vale."

"Not anymore."

His pen scratched across the page.

Hard.

He crossed out Vale so deeply the paper tore.

Something in my chest tore with it.

I stared at the ink and said nothing.

If I screamed, he would enjoy it.

"Bedding?" I asked.

"You get a mat if one opens."

"Food?"

"Half ration tonight. Full ration tomorrow if you show up before dawn."

Before dawn.

Useful.

Rules could be used.

Schedules could be used.

Cedric snapped the ledger shut and pointed his crop toward a woman stacking coal buckets.

"Marta. Show her where not to die."

Marta was missing two front teeth and all interest in kindness.

"Don't sleep by the outer boards," she muttered, shoving a coal bucket into my hands. "Wind comes through there hard enough to kill."

"Where do people sleep?"

"Where they can."

She led me into a long shed.

It stank of damp straw, coal smoke, iron dust, and bodies that had forgotten warmth.

People had claimed narrow spaces with scraps of blanket, broken bowls, old boots, and folded coats. Every inch had an owner, and every owner watched my hands before watching my face.

Marta pointed her chin toward a brick fire trench built along the inner wall.

"Closest heat."

Three men sat near it with bowls in their hands.

One had a scar across his lips. One wore a patched army coat. The youngest kept coughing into his sleeve.

Scar-lip looked up first.

"Taken."

"Everything is taken," I said.

"Then stand."

The coughing boy doubled over. When he wiped his mouth, something dark smeared his sleeve.

My stomach turned.

I crouched anyway.

"I have dried apples."

That got their attention.

I pulled out the last bundle from my satchel. Three shriveled slices wrapped in cloth.

Mira used to throw out more than this after breakfast.

I did not think about that.

"One slice for a space against the wall," I said. "One for a place to warm my hands before dawn. One if you tell me when Cedric checks the yard himself."

Army coat barked a laugh.

"Listen to her."

Scar-lip held out his hand.

I kept the fruit.

"Space first."

He stared at me.

I stared back.

At last, he shifted his boot half a foot.

"There. That's all you get."

I gave him one slice.

The second went to the coughing boy.

The third stayed in my hand until army coat answered.

"Cedric walks the north trench at dawn," he said. "Ore count after. Water barrels at dusk. If you want less trouble, don't be the first thing he gets bored with."

I handed him the last slice.

Now I had half a wall, weak heat, and Cedric's schedule.

It was not much.

It was enough for the first night.

I folded myself beside the bricks and held my hands over the fire trench until the numbness turned into pain.

When I breathed too deeply, coal dust scraped the back of my throat. I swallowed a cough.

Not now.

Not in front of them.

Around me, people ate without talking. Someone argued near the far door. A baby cried once, then stopped too fast. Cedric's boots passed outside in slow, heavy rounds.

I should have been thinking about revenge.

Instead I counted.

Two guards at the gate.

One water pump.

Coal on the east side under canvas.

Fire trench fed every four hours.

Three weak spots in the wall planks.

Live first.

Hate later.

Night came down over Blackmere slowly, until the yard outside the shed disappeared behind snow, smoke, and the weak red line of the fire trench.

Bodies lowered to the floor. Coughing became snoring. Marta had been right about the outer boards. Cold came through the gaps in steady drafts and settled under my sleeves.

I tucked my hands into my sleeves and leaned my head against the coal bucket.

Sleep came in pieces.

Then the yard went silent.

Not quieter.

Silent.

The kind of silence that made even exhausted people open their eyes.

A howl rolled over the wall.

Low.

Rough.

Close.

Scar-lip cursed under his breath. Someone near the door whimpered.

"Shut up and sleep," army coat muttered.

But his hand had already found his knife.

Another howl came.

Shorter this time.

Closer.

My pulse kicked hard.

Wolves.

Of course there were wolves.

Every northern story ended with wolves.

I should have curled tighter against the wall.

I should have prayed the gate held.

Instead, I pushed myself up on one elbow and looked toward the slatted gap above the fire trench.

Snow blew sideways outside.

Moonlight flashed between clouds.

At first, I saw nothing.

Then two eyes appeared in the white dark.

Gold.

Not lantern yellow.

Not animal dull.

Gold.

Sharp. Still. Waiting.

The wolf beyond the wall did not pace. It did not snap at the boards. It did not look at the nearest body, or the weakest body, or the door.

It looked straight at me.

It had crossed the snow and stopped there for one reason.

Me.

My breath caught.

The eyes stayed.

One heartbeat.

Two.

Long enough for a stupid thought to rise in my mind.

If I lifted my hand, would it come closer?

My fingers twitched before I could stop them.

The wolf's gaze sharpened.

It had seen.

It understood.

Cold slid down my spine.

That was not hunger.

That was not a beast looking through a wall.

That was someone looking back.

Then the moon slipped behind a cloud.

Snow thickened.

The gold vanished.

But I knew, with a certainty that made no sense yet, that it had not gone back to the woods empty.

It had seen me.

Worse.

It had recognized me.

And somewhere in that dark, it had already chosen me.
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I did not sleep after I saw the gold eyes.

No one else cared.

Scar-lip rolled over. Army coat kept one hand on his knife. The coughing boy curled against the wall and breathed badly through the rest of the night.

I stayed awake.

Every scrape of wind against the boards made my heart jump.

Morning came gray and hard.

Cedric's bell dragged everyone up before full light. Men cursed. Boots hit the floor. Someone vomited outside. The fire trench had burned low again, and my hands had stiffened around the coal bucket while I slept in pieces.

Half ration was one heel of black bread and a scoop of oats that tasted of old iron.

"Move faster," Cedric barked when the coughing boy nearly dropped his bowl.

No one answered him.

I ate standing up and watched.

North trench.

Coal lock.

Water barrels.

The bridge.

The broken sled runner near the wood pile.

By midday, my palms were raw from hauling buckets. By afternoon, my arms shook every time I lifted one. Marta sent me behind the old stores after dusk.

"Broken crates," she said. "Splintered rails. Burn anything dry."

"Anything?"

"If Cedric hasn't locked it, he doesn't care."

The storm had thinned, but snow still moved through the yard in hard white sheets. The sheds behind the outer trench leaned under old ice and bad repair. One roof had fallen in. Another held cracked ore pans, frozen straw, and enough dry wood to make another morning possible.

I took the sled runner first.

Then two warped planks.

Then a bundle of fallen branches trapped under ice.

It should have been enough.

It was not.

Firewood meant heat.

Heat meant surviving long enough to hate people properly.

I pushed farther behind the broken shed.

Something dark lay in the snow.

Not wood.

Not cloth.

I stopped.

One foreleg stuck out at the wrong angle. Black fur covered the body. Blood had frozen along one shoulder and down one side. Its ribs moved so faintly I almost missed it.

Wolf.

My whole body went tight.

Every sensible thought said to turn around.

Find a guard.

Find a spear.

Walk away.

Then the wolf opened one eye.

Gold.

Fever-dull now, but still gold.

The same eyes.

My breath caught.

"You," I whispered.

The wolf's lip twitched. It did not have the strength to snarl.

That should have helped.

It did not.

Recognition landed under my ribs. This was the thing that had watched me through the boards. This was the thing that had crossed the snow and stopped for me.

Now it was bleeding out behind a shed.

"No," I said.

The wolf watched me.

"Absolutely not."

It blinked once.

I hated that I understood the look.

I kicked snow off the sled runner, dragged it close, and looped my scarf under the wolf's front legs where I could reach without touching the worst wound.

The first pull moved it an inch.

The second nearly tore my arms from my body.

The third got the runner moving.

I dragged.

Slipped.

Swore.

Dragged again.

The wolf was heavy. Too heavy for how little strength seemed left in it. Heat came through the wet fur every time I shoved the body back onto the wood. Blood stained my sleeves. Snow soaked through my shoes.

No one came.

No one ever came in Blackmere unless pain could be counted against you.

By the time I reached the old side room behind the coal stacks, my lungs burned and my hands shook so badly I could barely work the latch.

The door stuck.

I hit it with my shoulder.

It opened into dust, old ash, and a roof that only mostly existed.

Better than snow.

I dragged the wolf inside and dropped to my knees beside it.

"If you bite me," I said, breathing hard, "I am taking that personally."

The gold eye narrowed.

Still proud.

Half dead and still proud.

I found a rusted basin, a candle stub, and two blankets that smelled terrible but were dry enough to matter. I broke ice from the water barrel outside and carried back what I could.

The first touch of wet cloth made the wolf shudder.

"Hold still."

It did.

Not perfectly.

Enough.

I cleaned blood from the shoulder. The wound was torn, not cut. The hind leg was badly swollen. Ice had crusted into the fur along its belly, and I worked it loose until my fingers went numb.

Under the dirt and blood, a white cross of fur showed on its chest.

Too clean.

Too deliberate.

"What are you?" I whispered.

The wolf looked offended.

That was when I knew I had made a mistake.

Not saving it.

Thinking it was only an animal.

I tore a strip from the inside hem of my underdress and wrapped the shoulder. The wolf endured it until I touched too close to the side wound. Its head turned fast.

I froze.

Gold eyes held mine.

"Don't," I said.

A stupid word.

A human word.

The wolf did not bite.

When I finished, the late-count bell rang outside.

I hid the runner. Hid the rope. Hid the bloodied cloth under coal dust.

When I came back, the wolf had dragged itself three inches closer to the corner with the least wind.

Practical.

Stubborn.

Alive.

I dropped my last scrap of bread beside its muzzle.

"That's all I have. Be difficult tomorrow."

It did not eat.

Its nose twitched.

Its gaze lifted from the bread to my hand.

I looked down.

A broken nail had cut my knuckle. Blood welled bright against my skin.

The wolf went still.

Not weak still.

Focused.

Its head moved before I could pull away.

A hot tongue dragged over the cut.

My body locked.

The room went silent around us.

The wolf's eye lifted to mine while its tongue was still on my skin.

I snatched my hand back.

"No."

The wolf stared.

My pulse would not slow.

The cut throbbed where his mouth had been.

He had not snapped.

He had not taken the blood.

He had tasted it and stopped, and somehow that was worse. The restraint made the room feel smaller than any attack could have made it. My hand still remembered the heat of his tongue. My body remembered the scrape of fang that had not become a bite.

I told myself it was fever.

I did not believe myself.

The wolf was not afraid of me.

It was afraid of what it might do if it came closer.

"You are trouble," I whispered. "I should leave you outside."

The lie did not convince either of us.

I stepped out and pulled the door shut.

A low sound rolled from the other side.

Then my sleeve jerked tight.

I looked down.

Through the split in the boards, one black paw had reached out and hooked its claws into the cloth.

Not deep.

Just enough to hold.

To make sure I did not leave him.
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I stared at the paw.

Then at my sleeve.

Then at the door.

"Are you serious?"

The claws tightened.

The wolf was bleeding in my storage room and still making demands.

I should have shaken free and gone back to the main shed.

Cedric's late count had already finished. If anyone missed me, I would have questions to answer, and I had no good answers left.

There was a wolf in the forbidden side room.

There was blood on my hem.

There was a shred of my sleeve caught under one black paw.

No sensible woman stayed.

I pushed the door open again.

It had dragged itself halfway upright against the wall. Its breath came rough. Its eyes were bright with fever and irritation. The bread still lay untouched near its paw.

"You don't get to choose much right now," I told it. "That privilege belongs to people who can stand."

One ear twitched.

Offended again.

Morning came without real sleep.

I slipped in and out before dawn count, carrying stolen water and hiding bloody rags under coal dust. By first light, I had three facts.

The wolf would not eat stale bread.

The wolf hated anyone touching its shoulder.

The wolf was not stupid.

When I returned after first shift, the basin had been nudged closer to the warmer wall. The blanket I had thrown over its injured leg had been shoved off the swelling and pulled around its chest instead.

An animal might find heat by accident.

This was not accident.

"No," I muttered. "I am not doing this with you."

The wolf watched every move.

Ration day offered little worth stealing, but there were always ways if a person had no pride left. I traded half my oats for a cracked marrow bone and one strip of rabbit meat from the cook pit.

It cost too much.

I paid anyway, because a hungry wolf made noise, and noise in Blackmere became Cedric's property.

Back in the side room, I tossed the bone down.

"There. Be grateful."

The wolf lowered its head, sniffed once, and looked back at me.

It did not touch the bone.

I stared.

"You are a wolf. This should not be difficult."

Nothing.

My stomach growled.

The wolf kept staring.

I pulled out the rabbit strip.

That got a response.

The whole black body went tight. Fever sharpened into attention. Its gaze dropped to the meat, then returned to my hand.

"So that's it," I said. "You're spoiled."

Its lip lifted.

"Fine. Rules."

I held the meat higher.

"You don't growl at me. You don't bite me. You don't die in my room. And if you want this, you let me touch your head first."

The side room went quiet.

The wolf understood.

I knew it before it moved.

It did not rush.

It did not snap.

It watched the meat. Watched my face. Watched the hand waiting above its head.

Then it made a rough sound deep in its throat.

Outrage.

Not fear.

"You want the meat or not?"

Gold eyes narrowed.

I turned my wrist, just enough to pull the rabbit strip away.

The wolf's claws scraped the boards.

"Manners," I said.

It lowered its head slowly, every inch of it furious, and placed its skull under my waiting hand.

Warm fur.

Hard bone.

The rabbit strip hung forgotten between my fingers for one impossible breath.

The wolf did not look at it.

He looked at me.

As if the bargain had changed somewhere between my command and his obedience.

As if the meat had only been an excuse, and the hand had become the point.

My stomach tightened in a way hunger could not explain.

A tremor held under the skin.

I should have grabbed the chance and pulled away.

Instead, my fingers spread once over the top of its head.

The wolf froze.

So did I.

Something alive and dangerous shifted between us.

For one second, the room changed.

Not safer.

Closer.

My palm knew too much at once.

The fever heat.

The strength held back by injury.

The pride it cost him to stay there.

Then his eyes shut.

Only half a second.

Not enough to call surrender.

Enough to ruin me.

Then I gave it the meat.

It took the strip from my fingers with sharp teeth and insulting care.

No bite.

No blood.

Only the scrape of one fang against my skin.

My breath caught anyway.

The wolf chewed once, swallowed, and looked up for more.

"Absolutely not."

It stared.

"Don't look at me that way. I am already poorer because of you."

The marrow bone remained untouched.

So did a strip of fatback the next day.

Fish skin vanished.

Rabbit vanished.

A chunk of undercooked fox meat vanished fastest of all.

I learned his preferences against my will.

I learned where not to touch.

Shoulder, no.

Side wound, no.

Hind leg, absolutely no unless I wanted all my fingers.

Head, yes, if meat waited.

Neck, sometimes.

The thick fur between his ears, more often than he wanted me to notice.

By the fourth morning, the head lowered before I even brought the meat out.

"You are becoming predictable," I told him.

The wolf stared at me, deeply offended.

"Fine. Not predictable. Selective."

One ear flicked.

I almost smiled.

That was dangerous.

Laughter had no place in Blackmere. It made people look less broken, and Cedric noticed anything that looked hard to break.

So I swallowed it and tore the rabbit strip smaller.

"I cannot keep calling you wolf. It makes me sound lazy."

The wolf's gaze sharpened.

"Beast is accurate but rude."

Nothing.

"Your Majesty of Refusing Bones?"

His lip lifted.

"Too long."

I looked at the black fur, the half-shadowed corner, the way he watched from under lowered lashes and owned the dark without moving.

"Shadow," I said.

The name landed like a command.

The room changed again.

The wolf did not move.

Not a twitch of tail.

Not a shift of paw.

But the attention in him locked onto me so hard my throat tightened.

"Shadow," I repeated, softer this time.

This time, he lowered his head over his paws.

Still watching.

Not angry now.

Waiting.

That night, it refused the corner.

The fire trench outside had burned low. Cold came up through the floorboards. I curled on my mat with my boots still on and tried to sleep without thinking about the warm animal breathing three feet away.

A heavy weight landed across my shins.

My eyes flew open.

Shadow had dragged himself onto the lower half of my mat and collapsed over my legs.

"No."

It closed its eyes.

"No, you are enormous."

One ear twitched.

"You smell of blood and wet fur."

No response.

I tried to push it off.

It weighed more than my entire future.

The wind came through the cracked wall. My feet had been numb for an hour. The wolf was hot from fever, hot enough to hurt through two layers of cloth.

I stopped pushing.

"This is temporary," I told the ceiling.

Shadow gave a low breath and settled heavier.

He did not believe me.

Neither did I.

When I woke before dawn, one hand was buried in the fur at its neck.

My cheek had turned toward its back.

Shadow was awake.

It knew.

I pulled my hand free.

"Not a word."

It yawned, showing every tooth.

At the threshold, before first bell, I found a dead rabbit laid neatly on the boards.

Fresh.

Warm.

A strip of my scarf thread clung to its throat.

The same scarf I had used to drag him through the snow.

The same thread he must have carried in his mouth while finding his way back.

Not a mistake.

Not instinct.

A choice.

I looked at the wolf.

It looked back with visible satisfaction.

"You left the room."

Its tail moved once.

Barely.

Proud.

I should have been horrified.

Instead, I picked up the rabbit and whispered, "Shadow."

The wolf went still.

The name had landed.

Then the yard bell rang.

Three sharp strikes.

Late count.

Cedric's count.

And outside the shed, boots stopped in front of my door.

Shadow rose without a sound.

No limp.

No warning growl.

He placed himself between me and the latch, blood still damp at his shoulder, rabbit still warm at my feet, and bared his teeth at the wood.

Not at the door.

At the man beyond it.

This was not food or fear.

This was for me.

The message was so clear my skin went cold.

Cedric could open that door.

Shadow would kill him for it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4


[image: ]


Shadow healed too fast.

That was the first problem.

Three days after I dragged him in, he could stand.

By the fifth day, he could limp to the door.

By the seventh, he was bringing rabbits and once a fish so fresh its tail still moved when it hit the floor.

That was the second problem.

Wolves did not barter.

Shadow did.

If I cleaned his wound, he brought food.

If I praised him, he pretended not to care and then placed himself closer to my hand.

If I said, "Stay," he stayed.

Not always.

Often enough.

Often enough that I stopped sleeping well.

He watched me too much.

When I mended cloth, he watched my fingers.

When I counted rations, he watched my mouth move around the numbers.

When I came in cold and angry, he pushed the rabbit closer with one paw and stared until I ate first.

I told myself starving animals learned patterns.

I told myself clever dogs existed.

I told myself many things.

None of them explained why I began checking the threshold before I checked my own food bowl.

None of them explained the first night I woke from a bad dream and reached for him before I reached for the knife.

My fingers found coarse fur in the dark.

Shadow lifted his head at once.

I should have pulled back.

I did not.

The dream still had Cedric's boots in it. My father's seal. Mira crying beautifully while the sled moved north. I lay there with my throat tight and my hand buried between Shadow's ears because the room only steadied when I could feel him breathing.

"This is temporary," I whispered.

He blinked once.

Disbelieving.

Rude animal.

I scratched behind his ear harder than necessary.

"Do not look at me like that."

He lowered his head beside my wrist.

Not on it.

Beside it.

Waiting.

I moved first.

That was the shameful part.

I slid my hand over his head and down the thick fur of his neck until my fingers found warmth and a pulse under the hide. His body gave one deep, silent exhale.

Mine followed it.

Only then did I sleep.

By morning, I had turned toward him in the night and one corner of my blanket had ended up under his paw.

He knew.

Of course he knew.

He looked entirely too pleased with himself.

The first rabbit fed both of us for two days.

That mattered in Blackmere.

The second rabbit appeared on the third morning, dropped square in the center of the boards with the neat arrogance of a gift that expected admiration.

"You are showing off," I said.

Shadow sat by the door and looked patient.

"Do not look patient. You are the one committing crimes."

His tail moved once.

Not a wag.

Never that.

A royal flick, if wolves had royalty.

I cut the rabbit badly because my hands were still half numb. Blood darkened my fingers. Shadow watched every movement, his head lowered
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