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The first thing I learned about being rejected by a prince was that the room stayed warm.

Nothing cracked open.

No windows shattered.

No ancient bell sounded above Edinburgh to announce that my life had just divided itself into a before and an after.

The fire kept burning in the narrow stone hearth.

Rain continued tapping against the high windows.

Somewhere beyond the walls, people walked the Royal Mile with shopping bags and takeaway coffee, taxis crawled through wet traffic, and tourists complained about the weather.

Inside the council chamber, Ronan Strathaird looked at me as if I were already something he had lost.

That was almost worse than hatred.

I stood near the end of a polished oak table beneath a ceiling older than anyone in the room. The Crown kept several properties throughout Old Town under ordinary names, historic trusts, private offices, foundations. To human Edinburgh, this building was another carefully restored Georgian property tucked behind an unremarkable door.

Below street level, wolves had been making decisions here for generations.

That afternoon, they were making one about me.

Queen Elspeth sat halfway down the table, perfectly upright, silver threaded through her dark hair. Lord Tavish Calder had a folder open in front of him. Two other house representatives watched me with the particular stillness people adopted when they wanted to pretend they were observing policy rather than a person's life.

My father wasn't there.

His name was.

MERCER appeared across the tab of a thick file near Tavish's hand.

My stomach tightened every time I looked at it.

Ronan stood opposite me.

He had not sat down once.

Twenty minutes earlier, before we entered the chamber, he had touched the back of my neck in the empty corridor.

A small touch.

His thumb beneath my hair.

The gesture had always meant the same thing between us.

I'm here.

I had believed him.

That was the part I would remember later.

Not the council.

Not Tavish's voice.

Not even the formal words Ronan eventually spoke.

I would remember his thumb against my skin and how completely I had believed him.

"Iona."

He said my name quietly.

I folded my arms.

"If you're about to tell me this isn't what it looks like, you'll need to be more specific."

Something shifted in his face.

Most people would not have noticed.

I knew him well enough to see the strain around his mouth.

"I told you there would be consequences after your father's accusations."

"My father's accusations are his."

"The houses don't see it that way."

"Then perhaps the houses should learn object permanence."

Tavish's mouth tightened.

Under any other circumstances, Ronan might have almost smiled.

He didn't.

That frightened me more than the council.

I'd known for three days that something was wrong.

Three days of postponed dinners.

Three days of Ronan answering messages at strange hours.

Three days of his voice becoming more controlled every time I asked what was happening.

The Mercers had never been loved by the Crown, but my father had made dislike politically useful.

Ewan Mercer had spent most of his career measuring land, verifying old boundaries, and becoming personally offended whenever the physical world failed to match the paperwork describing it.

Then he'd found records that didn't match.

Historic territorial transfers.

Revised ownership maps.

Pack boundaries altered decades after the agreements they supposedly documented.

He hadn't raised the issue quietly.

My father had never possessed a quiet setting.

Now three wolf houses were accusing the Crown of manipulating territorial records, two others were threatening to reconsider the succession compact, and somehow my relationship with Ronan had become evidence.

Evidence of what depended on who was speaking.

That my father had royal access.

That the Crown had bought his silence.

That the future king intended to reward the Mercer family.

That my father had fabricated his accusations to improve my position.

Most of it was absurd.

Absurdity had never prevented politics from becoming dangerous.

I looked at Ronan.

"Tell them."

His jaw tightened.

"Tell them what?"

"That this has nothing to do with us."

Silence.

Not a long silence.

Perhaps two seconds.

Enough.

My arms loosened.

"Ronan."

Queen Elspeth spoke before he could answer.

"The question is not whether your relationship caused Mr. Mercer's actions."

I turned toward her.

"Then what is the question?"

"Whether formal recognition of you as the Crown Prince's mate would be interpreted as the Crown endorsing those actions while the territorial claims remain unresolved."

Mate.

The word still did something to me then.

It had been four months since Ronan and I had recognized each other.

Four months since my wolf had gone utterly still in the middle of a conservation fundraiser at Holyrood before surging forward with such certainty I'd almost dropped my glass.

Ronan had been across the room.

He'd looked at me.

Everything inside me had known.

There had been terror in it.

Wonder too.

Afterward came the slower things.

Walking through Edinburgh after midnight because neither of us wanted to say goodnight.

Arguments about old buildings.

Takeaway containers on the floor of my tiny flat while he read briefing papers and I revised drawings.

The first time I realized the future king of Britain's oldest wolf line snored faintly when exhausted.

The first time he shifted in front of me.

The first time I put my hand against the enormous dark wolf's neck and felt him lean into my palm.

Fate had identified him.

Love had taken longer.

That had made it feel real.

I looked back at Ronan.

"And what does formal recognition have to do with today?"

No one answered quickly enough.

Cold began moving through me despite the fire.

I uncrossed my arms.

"What have you agreed to?"

"I haven't agreed to anything."

"Then say no."

His eyes met mine.

Grey blue.

Controlled.

Miserable.

I knew that expression.

He wore it when duty had become painful enough for him to confuse pain with proof that he was doing the right thing.

"Say no," I repeated.

Tavish shifted in his chair.

"Miss Mercer, the succession compact currently depends on the cooperation of houses that are already questioning the Crown's neutrality."

"I wasn't speaking to you."

"Iona," Ronan said.

I looked only at him.

He came around the table.

Not close enough to touch.

That mattered.

"The Calder and Morven houses have both indicated that they may withdraw support from the accession framework if the Crown appears compromised."

"Because you're mated to me?"

"Because of what your father has alleged."

"My father has alleged that someone falsified records. If he's wrong, prove he's wrong."

"It will take months to establish that."

"So?"

His silence landed harder this time.

I understood before he said it.

My wolf did too.

A low, distressed pressure gathered behind my ribs.

"No."

Ronan's nostrils flared.

"Iona."

"No."

I stepped backward.

He did not follow.

There it was again.

A decision hidden inside restraint.

I stared at him.

"You already decided."

His voice dropped.

"I am trying to prevent several houses from reopening disputes that people died settling."

"And I am what?"

His face changed.

Only slightly.

Enough.

I laughed once, though nothing was funny.

"I'm the easier casualty."

"No."

"Then choose me."

Every person in the room disappeared.

There was only Ronan.

The man who knew how I took my tea.

The man who could tell when I was lying about being tired.

The man who once drove across the city at one in the morning because I'd texted that the pipes in my flat were making a strange noise.

The man who had told me, with his forehead against mine, that whatever came with the bond, we would decide the rest ourselves.

"Choose me," I said again.

His hands closed at his sides.

I watched him make the decision.

Not in one dramatic instant.

That would have been easier.

I watched him assemble it piece by piece.

Duty.

History.

Fear.

The lives of people he'd been trained since childhood to consider before his own.

His father's failures.

The Crown.

Me.

Then he straightened.

The prince arrived where the man had been standing.

Something inside me went very quiet.

Ronan looked at the council.

When he spoke, his voice carried cleanly through the room.

"I, Ronan Alasdair Strathaird, recognized heir to the Wolf Crown, formally renounce my claim upon the mate bond between myself and Iona Mercer."

My wolf recoiled.

Pain struck beneath my left ribs.

Sharp.

White.

Immediate.

I gripped the edge of the table.

Someone moved toward me.

I couldn't tell who.

"Don't."

The word came out rough.

They stopped.

Ronan's face had gone pale.

His hand pressed briefly beneath his left collarbone.

So he felt it too.

Good.

The thought was vicious and small.

I hated myself for it.

I hated him more.

The pain changed from a blade to a burn.

I could feel something forming beneath my clothes, an injury without broken skin, the bond turning itself into evidence.

Ronan took one step toward me.

"Iona."

I lifted my head.

"No."

He stopped.

Not because he wanted to.

Because I had told him to.

At least he could listen now.

I released the table.

My fingers left damp marks on the polished wood.

Queen Elspeth's face had lost some of its perfect control.

Tavish looked older.

None of them looked victorious.

That irritated me.

If they were going to destroy something, they could at least have the courage to look pleased with the result.

Ronan's breathing had changed.

He stared at me with enough grief to make my stomach turn.

"Don't look at me like that."

His eyebrows pulled together.

"Like what?"

"Like someone did this to you."

The room went completely still.

I took my coat from the back of the chair.

My hands shook once.

I shoved them into the sleeves before anyone could see.

Ronan said my name again.

I faced him.

There were a hundred things I could have asked.

Did you ever love me?

Was any of it real?

How long have you known?

Will you regret this?

None of them mattered.

I already knew the answer to the question that would stay with me.

He loved me.

That was the horror of it.

He loved me, and when love became expensive, he found something he valued more.

I walked past him.

He did not touch me.

Outside, Edinburgh had become rain and reflected light.

I climbed the narrow steps from the hidden council rooms and pushed through the ordinary street door into Old Town.

Cold rain hit my face.

People moved around me with umbrellas bent against the wind.

A bus groaned somewhere downhill.

A delivery rider swore at a taxi.

A couple under one umbrella argued about directions.

The city had no idea I'd just lost the future I'd thought belonged to me.

I stood on the pavement until somebody bumped my shoulder and muttered an apology.

Then I started walking.

I didn't know where I was going.

Only that I would not turn around.

Not for the prince.

Not for the wolf inside me, pacing in silent confusion.

Not even when the scar beneath my ribs began to burn.

Especially not then.

Six years later

"Mum."

I opened one eye.

Nessa stood beside my bed in purple pajamas, holding a single sock.

"It's raining."

I glanced toward the window.

Grey morning pressed against the glass.

Water traced thin lines down the pane.

"This is Edinburgh," I said. "We don't announce rain. We announce when it stops."

She considered that.

"Can I wear my yellow boots?"

"Are they the ones currently full of pebbles?"

"They're not full."

"How many pebbles?"

She looked at the sock in her hand.

"Some."

I pushed myself upright.

My phone read 6:41.

A message from Ailsa waited on the screen.

Blackbrae inspection moved to eight thirty. Hamish meeting us there. Bring the thermal camera. Apparently the client is panicking about the ceremonial wing.

Blackbrae.

The name had sat on our project list for two weeks without becoming personal.

A historic Strathaird Trust property near Duddingston.

Fire damage.

Stone conservation.

Emergency stabilization.

Exactly the kind of work we'd built the practice to handle.

I'd read the reports.

Reviewed the photographs.

Marked areas requiring invasive inspection.

The surname attached to the trust had bothered me the first time I'd seen it.

Then I'd done what I'd become very good at doing.

I went back to work.

Nessa climbed onto the edge of the mattress.

"Do old buildings get scared when there's a fire?"

I looked at her.

Her dark hair stuck up at one side.

One grey blue eye was still creased from sleep.

Five years old.

Entirely herself.

The best thing that had ever come from the worst period of my life.

"Buildings don't get scared."

"They should."

"Maybe."

"What do you do after the fire?"

I reached out and flattened the piece of hair that refused to stay down.

"We find out what got hurt."

"And then?"

"We make it safe."

She frowned.

"Like new?"

"No."

That answer came easily.

"It doesn't have to be new."

Nessa seemed satisfied with that.

She hopped off the bed.

"Yellow boots?"

"Remove the geological collection first."

She ran from the room.

I sat there for another moment, listening to drawers open down the hall.

The scar beneath my ribs was quiet.

It had been quiet for years.

I pressed my palm against the place anyway.

Then I got out of bed.

By eight fifteen, Nessa was with my mother, my thermal camera was packed, my coffee was cooling untouched in the cup holder, and Edinburgh was shining dark beneath another wet October morning.

Traffic crawled south.

Arthur's Seat appeared through mist, disappeared, then surfaced again.

I drove toward Duddingston with the heater blowing against my hands.

Ailsa's car was already waiting when I turned through the gates.

Hamish Bell stood beside a van in a waxed jacket, looking up at the house with the expression of a man personally offended by bad masonry.

I parked.

Blackbrae House rose beyond the rain.

Old stone.

Dark windows.

A building carrying damage no one yet understood.

I turned off the engine, reached for my site bag, and stepped out into the cold.
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The house looked as though it had survived the fire out of spite.

Blackbrae rose beyond a sheet of October rain, broad shouldered and dark against the lower slope beneath Arthur's Seat. The oldest section was grey stone, weathered almost blue in places, with later wings added by generations of people who had apparently believed symmetry was optional.

Scaffolding climbed the eastern side.

Plastic sheeting snapped in the wind.

One upper window had been boarded over, and black staining feathered the stone above it.

Hamish Bell squinted at the damage.

"Could've been uglier."

Ailsa shut her car door and pulled up the hood of her waterproof jacket.

"Your optimism remains inspirational."

"I'm a stonemason. If a building falls down completely, I'm out of a job."

"You rebuild it."

"Aye, but then it's new construction. Different paperwork."

I took the thermal camera from my site bag.

"Can we save the philosophical crisis until after coffee?"

Hamish looked at the paper cup in my hand.

"That thing's been dead since Stockbridge."

I glanced down.

He wasn't wrong.

Rain had collected along the lid. I had taken perhaps two sips during the drive.

I dropped the cup into a bin beside the temporary site office and checked my phone.

One message from Mum.

Yellow boots survived. Three pebbles discovered. Nessa denies ownership.

A photograph followed.

Nessa stood in my mother's hallway wearing the offending boots and holding both hands behind her back, her expression so innocent it would have failed in any competent court.

I smiled before I could stop myself.

Ailsa noticed.

"Pebble situation?"

"Escalating."

"Thoughts and prayers."

I put the phone away.

Work.

That was what I was here for.

Not the name on the gates.

Not the old discomfort that had tightened briefly in my shoulders when I turned beneath the Strathaird crest set into the stone pillars.

A building had burned.

Buildings didn't care about history between people.

They cared about heat, water, load, movement, material failure.

Those things made sense.

A woman in a fluorescent vest emerged from the temporary office and approached us with an umbrella already turning inside out.

"Mercer Conservation?"

I nodded.

"Iona Mercer. This is Dr. Ailsa Rennie, structural engineer, and Hamish Bell, master mason."

"Fiona Grant, estate operations. Thanks for coming."

She shook our hands quickly.

"Fire brigade cleared the wing for limited access yesterday. We still have electrical isolation in place, and you'll need masks once you're past the first corridor. The worst damage is concentrated around the ceremonial chamber."

"Cause confirmed?" Ailsa asked.

"Preliminary report says electrical fault in an adjoining service space. Nothing deliberate."

"Water volume?"

"Significant."

That concerned me more than the visible soot.

Fire announced itself.

Water travelled.

It found joints, voids, old mortar, timber ends, hidden cavities. By the time it showed you what it had done, it had often been working for hours.

Fiona led us toward the house.

Gravel shifted beneath my boots.

The rain had thinned to something finer, almost suspended in the air. Beyond the roofline, Arthur's Seat disappeared behind drifting mist.

Near the main entrance, two men in dark coats stood beneath the stone portico.

Security.

Not unusual for an estate owned by a wealthy historic trust.

Still, one of them watched us longer than necessary.

I looked away first.

Inside, Blackbrae smelled of damp wool, old timber, furniture polish, and somewhere deeper in the house, smoke.

Not fresh smoke.

The stale kind that settled into porous surfaces and refused to leave.

My body noticed it before my mind did.

The muscles across my back tightened.

"Lovely," Ailsa murmured.

Fiona glanced at her.

"The house?"

"The smell."

"Oh."

"Sorry. Engineer humor."

"That was humor?" Hamish asked.

Ailsa gave him a look.

We passed through a formal entrance hall where portraits watched from dark frames.

Generations of Strathairds.

I did not study the faces.

That was deliberate.

Fiona kept talking.

"The west side is operating normally. Staff accommodation is unaffected. The damaged wing has been sealed off except for approved personnel."

A pair of double doors stood open ahead.

Beyond them, the house changed.

Protective floor covering replaced polished timber.

Extension lights ran along walls.

The smell of wet ash strengthened.

I pulled my hair into a tighter knot and fitted my mask.

Routine settled over me.

Photograph before touching.

Observe before assuming.

Start wide.

Then narrow.

The ceremonial chamber opened at the end of the corridor.

I stopped at the threshold.

For the first time that morning, no one spoke.

The room had been beautiful once.

It still was, in the stubborn way damaged things sometimes remained beautiful after usefulness became uncertain.

A high ceiling disappeared into shadow above carved timber ribs. Tall windows lined one side, several covered temporarily from outside. Water staining tracked down pale stone walls. A section of decorative plaster had collapsed near the eastern corner.

The fire had entered through an adjoining service room, climbed into the ceiling void, then spread laterally before being contained.

Heat had blackened one wall.

Firefighting water had done the rest.

I stepped inside.

My boots made a faint gritty sound over the protected floor.

"Start with the east wall," I said. "Ailsa, I want movement readings around the window heads and the ceiling spring points. Hamish, mortar condition near the service opening. Nothing comes loose until we've photographed it."

"Already bossing us about," Hamish said.

"Would you prefer interpretive dance?"

"Depends who's dancing."

Ailsa pointed at him.

"One more sentence and you're carrying all my equipment."

Hamish became very interested in the wall.

I moved slowly around the perimeter.

Work narrowed the world.

Cracks.

Spalling.

Soot.

Discoloration.

Water.

A faint white bloom of salts beginning near the base of one wall.

I crouched beside it and took photographs.

"Moisture's migrated farther than the report suggests."

Ailsa came over with the meter.

"How far?"

"Check through here."

She pressed the instrument to the stone.

Her eyebrows rose.

"Wonderful."

"That's not the word I'd use."

"Mine wasn't sincere."

I straightened.

Fiona hovered near the doorway.

"How bad?"

"Too early to say."

Her expression fell.

"That sounded ominous."

"It means I'm not going to guess."

I crossed toward the northern wall.

That was when I saw the crown.

It had been carved into a broad stone lintel above an inner ceremonial doorway, not ornate enough to be decorative excess, not simple enough to ignore.

Five points.

A central rise.

Small wolf heads worked subtly into either side.

Fire had darkened the surrounding stone.

A fracture ran almost vertically through the carving.

Right through the crown.

I moved closer.

Something about it bothered me immediately.

Not the crack itself.

The edges.

I set my site bag down.

"Light."

Hamish handed me a torch.

I angled it across the stone.

The fracture threw a thin shadow.

"That isn't all from the fire."

Hamish came beside me.

"No."

"You see it?"

"Aye."

He touched nothing.

Good man.

I moved the beam lower.

Along one side of the crack, the mortar tone changed almost imperceptibly.

Different aggregate.

Different age.

A previous intervention.

Covered well enough that most visitors would never notice.

I stepped onto the low mobile platform positioned beneath the doorway.

"Photograph this."

Ailsa raised her phone.

I pointed.

"Here. And here."

Click.

Click.

"Looks filled," she said.

"At least once."

Hamish made a dissatisfied noise.

"Badly."

"Cosmetically," I said.

He nodded.

Someone had made the crack disappear.

They hadn't necessarily repaired it.

I hated that kind of work.

Not because every historic intervention had to be visible. Good conservation required judgment, restraint, context.

But concealing structural uncertainty beneath a neat surface was something else.

That was not repair.

That was postponement dressed as confidence.

Fiona stepped closer.

"The Crown Stone is the main concern."

I looked down at her.

"The Crown Stone?"

"That's what the household calls it."

"Do we have previous conservation records?"

"I'll have to check."

"You'll need to."

Hamish rubbed his thumb along his beard.

"Somebody knew this was moving."

"Maybe."

"No maybe about it."

I climbed down.

"Knowing something moved and knowing why it moved aren't the same."

He gave me a sideways look.

"You defending the dead?"

"I'm defending evidence."

"Same thing with more paperwork."

Ailsa snorted.

Fiona hesitated.

"There is one thing."

I looked at her.

She shifted the umbrella she was still carrying, though we had been indoors for twenty minutes.

"The estate would prefer the crown itself restored without a visible repair line."

"Prefer?"

"Yes."

"Based on whose conservation recommendation?"

Her pause answered before she did.

"It's a ceremonial feature."

"That wasn't my question."

"The palace representatives were very clear."

Something inside me sharpened.

Palace.

Not trust.

Not estate.

Palace.

I kept my voice neutral.

"If the stone can be safely repaired and the treatment can be visually integrated without falsifying the material history, we'll consider it."

Fiona looked relieved too soon.

"But," I continued, "if you're asking me to hide a fracture because somebody doesn't like what it looks like, that's different."

"The coronation chamber has always been presented in a particular way."

My attention moved from her face to the broken crown above us.

"Then the chamber has changed."

"I understand, but if there is a way to make it appear as it did before..."

"I don't know yet if it can safely appear as anything."

She went quiet.

I took the torch from Hamish again.

"Whoever repaired this previously seems to have prioritized the surface. I'm not doing that twice."

Ailsa crouched beside one of the temporary supports.

"Movement here too."

I came over.

"How much?"

"Enough that I want another reading."

She reset the instrument.

Hamish muttered something in Scots under his breath.

I pretended not to hear it.

My phone vibrated in my pocket.

Probably Mum.

I ignored it.

The room required too much attention.

There was a rhythm to this part of a job that I liked.

Observe.

Test.

Record.

Question.

Nothing personal.

Nothing guessed.

You did not ask an old building what it wanted to be.

You asked what had happened to it and what it could safely become next.

I crossed back toward the Crown Stone.

The fracture looked different from this angle.

Deeper.

The previous fill had hidden enough of its shape that we would need careful removal before understanding the original damage.

I reached for my camera.

Pain flashed beneath my left ribs.

I stopped.

Not severe.

Not at first.

A sudden hot line under my clothes.

I shifted my weight.

Maybe I'd twisted climbing down.

Then it came again.

Sharper.

My fingers opened.

The camera nearly slipped.

"Iona?"

Ailsa straightened.

"I'm fine."

I wasn't.

The scar.

No.

That made no sense.

It had ached occasionally during the first year.

Then less.

Then almost never.

Six years of silence.

Now heat spread along the old crescent beneath my ribs, so specific I could trace the broken crown shape without touching it.

My wolf rose inside me.

Not alarmed.

Not angry.

Recognizing.

Every sound in the chamber seemed to separate.

Rain against covered windows.

Hamish shifting his boots.

The distant hum of temporary ventilation.

A door opening somewhere behind me.

I stared at the fractured stone.

Don't turn around.

A ridiculous instruction.

My body ignored it anyway.

Footsteps crossed the threshold.

Measured.

Unhurried.

Familiar enough that six years collapsed before I saw his face.

My hand pressed against my ribs.

The burn intensified.

Ailsa looked past me.

Something in her expression changed.

I turned.

Ronan stood inside the coronation chamber.

He was older.

That was my first coherent thought.

Not dramatically.

His shoulders seemed broader beneath the dark coat, his face leaner, his presence quieter than I remembered.

His hair was damp from the rain.

Grey blue eyes found mine immediately.

He stopped.

For half a second, the future king of the Strathaird line forgot how to hide anything.

Recognition.

Shock.

Pain.

Then control closed over him.

My wolf pushed forward so hard I had to lock my knees.

Traitor.

Ronan's nostrils flared once.

His hand moved almost imperceptibly toward his left collarbone before he stopped himself.

So his scar felt it too.

Good.

No.

Not good.

Nothing about this was good.

The room seemed to have become smaller while remaining exactly the same size.

Fiona spoke first.

"Your Highness."

Your Highness.

Of course.

Ronan's gaze stayed on me.

"I wasn't informed Mercer Conservation had arrived."

My mouth was dry.

I swallowed once.

"Apparently communication is one of the property's weaker systems."

Hamish coughed into his fist.

Ailsa stared very deliberately at a moisture meter.

Something flickered at the corner of Ronan's mouth.

Gone before it became a smile.

He looked at the broken crown above me.

Then back at my face.

"You're leading the assessment."

It was not a question.

"Yes."

His attention dropped briefly to the site badge clipped to my jacket.

As though he needed physical evidence of the years he had missed.

I hated that I noticed.

I bent to retrieve my camera.

My fingers were steady now.

That pleased me.

"We'll issue preliminary findings after testing."

Ronan took another step into the chamber.

Not toward me exactly.

Closer anyway.

The scar beneath my ribs pulsed.

I ignored it.

"Is the chamber salvageable?" he asked.

"Everything is salvageable if you lower your standards enough."

Ailsa made a strangled sound behind me.

Ronan's eyebrows lifted.

I continued before anyone could interpret that as humor.

"The useful question is whether it can be repaired safely, responsibly, and within whatever constraints the building gives us."

"And can it?"

"I've been here forty minutes."

"I see."

"Do you?"

That one escaped before I could stop it.

Silence settled.

Not council chamber silence.

Different.

More dangerous because there were people here who did not know the entire history.

Ronan's expression barely changed.

"I remember that patience was never one of your preferred virtues."

I looked directly at him.

"I developed it."

The answer landed.

He looked away first.

Toward the Crown Stone.

Fiona cleared her throat.

"Mr. Bell was explaining the previous repair."

Hamish looked offended.

"I wasn't explaining anything to him."

"I meant to us."

"Ah."

I almost smiled.

Almost.

Ronan stepped beneath the carved crown and studied the fracture.

For one strange second, the image was too precise.

The heir beneath a broken crown.

The man who had chosen one over me standing directly underneath its failure.

I did not believe in signs.

I believed in evidence.

Still.

Ronan looked up.

"Can the fracture be hidden?"

I stared at him.

Fiona's face went pale.

"I already answered that."

"Not to me."

"Then listen carefully."

I moved closer to the stone, not him.

"If a repair can be visually integrated without compromising the structure or falsifying what happened, we can discuss it. If the priority is making this look untouched, find another architect."

Ronan held my gaze.

Rain ticked faintly against the temporary coverings.

Hamish stopped pretending not to listen.

Ailsa had abandoned the pretense completely.

Ronan looked once more at the crack bisecting the crown.

Then he said, "No."

I folded my arms.

"No what?"

"No other architect."

The old scar burned again.

His voice remained calm.

"This restoration cannot be delegated."

I said nothing.

Ronan's eyes returned to mine.

"I want your firm to remain on the project."
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Ronan had always been dangerous when he lowered his voice.

Not because he threatened.

Because he made the room rearrange itself around him.

Six years ago, I had mistaken that kind of attention for safety.

Now I stood beneath a cracked stone crown with soot on my gloves and rain needling the windows behind me, and I refused to let him control the shape of this conversation.

“You want my firm to stay,” I said. “Fine. Start by telling me what wasn’t in the contract.”

Ailsa looked from me to Ronan.

Hamish cleared his throat.

“I can take another look at the west wall.”

“You already looked at the west wall,” Ailsa said.

“Aye. It may have changed.”

Neither waited for permission before moving away.

Cowards.

Useful, loyal cowards, but cowards all the same.

Ronan watched them cross the chamber. He had taken off his coat, leaving him in a charcoal suit too precise for a room full of ash. Rain had darkened one shoulder.

He looked older.

Not dramatically. Just enough that I noticed because I had once known his face at ridiculous distances.

“What do you think was withheld?” he asked.

“That this is a royal residence.”

His gaze shifted toward the broken crown above us.

“Blackbrae’s ownership is public through the trust.”

“That is not the same thing as telling me I’m walking into a coronation site.”

Something changed in his expression.

Confirmation.

I folded my arms.

“There we are.”

“Iona.”

“No. You don’t get to use my name like that and then answer half the question.”

His fingers flexed once.

“Was my firm selected because of me?”

“No.”

“Did you know I was the lead architect?”

“Not until yesterday afternoon.”

“Who knew?”

“The procurement team knew your name. They did not know our history.”

Our history.

He said it like a legal category.

My scar gave a small pulse beneath my ribs. I shifted my weight.

“And your mother?”

“No.”

“The council?”

“Not before your appointment.”

“And now?”

“Now they know.”

Of course they did.

Somewhere in Edinburgh, people who had once watched Ronan formally cut me out of his future now had my name on a project brief.

Perfect.

“If I walk away today?”

Ronan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You mean professionally?”

“I mean exactly what I said.”

“You finish whatever safety obligations your firm has under the emergency appointment, submit the findings, and withdraw before the full restoration contract is signed.”

“No penalty?”

“Not from me.”

“That is not the same answer.”

“No penalty from the trust for refusing the long term commission.”

I searched his face.

“You checked.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Last night.”

That landed somewhere inconvenient.

He had learned I was the architect yesterday afternoon, and one of the first things he had done was find out whether I could leave.

Not how to keep me.

Not whether the Crown could compel the contract.

Whether I had an exit.

Six years ago, he had decided what I would lose without asking what I could survive. Now he had apparently checked the door before I even knew I might need one.

I hated that the distinction mattered.

Outside, tyres whispered over the wet approach road. Through a gap in the protective sheeting I could see the blurred shoulder of Arthur’s Seat under low cloud, Edinburgh reduced to slate, rain, and distant roofs.

“What exactly am I repairing?” I asked.

Ronan held my gaze.

“The coronation chamber.”

I had expected it, and the confirmation still struck harder than it deserved.

“When?”

“January.”

“How generous.”

His brow moved.

“The timeline.”

“It was longer before the fire.”

“I’m sure the fire is very sorry.”

Hamish made a suspicious coughing sound.

“The ceremony is scheduled for the first week after New Year,” Ronan said.

“And you need this room ready.”

“Yes.”

The word altered the scale of the job.

A damaged ceremonial room was one thing. A room carrying a fixed public deadline, even one hidden from most of the city, was another. Every conservation decision would be competing with a calendar that had nothing to do with mortar curing, moisture migration, or whether two hundred year old stone cared who intended to wear a crown beneath it.

I turned and looked properly at the chamber.

Not as a room where Ronan stood.

As work.

Smoke stained the west wall. Heat had warped the timber screen. Firefighting water had darkened the lower masonry. Temporary supports stood beneath vulnerable areas with the rushed
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