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	AUTHOR'S NOTE

	



	This book was born from a question I couldn't stop turning over. What do you do with a survival that costs everyone you loved something they can never recover?

	Saoirse Callahan knows that cost intimately. So does Aldren Morrow, though he would never frame it that way — he would say he simply did what the office required, and he would be lying, and somewhere beneath the Wolf Lord's iron composure, the part of him that is still a man would know it.

	This is a story set in Aethermoor, a world of ancient kingdoms, blood-iron fortresses, and a supernatural mythology that runs beneath the political architecture like groundwater — present in everything, visible in almost nothing, until it isn't. The Bloodwarden Council has been erasing Oracle hybrids for three generations. The reasons they were given for doing so are not the reasons it began. That truth deepens across this series, one book at a time.

	A note on the Oracle gift: Saoirse's ability to read emotional truth is not telepathy. She cannot hear thoughts. She reads the emotional reality beneath what people say — the difference between a performed feeling and a felt one. She has lived in a world of visible lies her entire life and cannot switch this off. It has made her dangerous, lonely, and very, very tired.

	A note on the wolf-shifter bond: in Aethermoor, a fated mate bond is not a gentle thing. It does not ask for permission or observe social convention or respect the architecture of old wars. It recognizes. And recognition, in this world, carries the weight of an oath.

	The Wolf Lord's Cursed Bride is a complete story. Saoirse and Aldren's arc closes fully in these pages — HEA, no cliffhanger, no unfinished business between them. The series mythology introduced here continues in the next book, but it does not require you to follow it. This story is all by itself.

	I hope it gives you something to sit with.

	— Kathleen Hitt, 2026



	
CHAPTER ONE

	Saoirse

	



	The tribute convoy crossed into Aethermoor at first light, and the kingdom announced itself the way powerful things always did — not with noise, but with weight.

	It pressed down from the mountains first. Dark granite peaks still hold the last of winter's ice, even in the shoulder season, their ridgelines cutting against a sky the color of old pewter. Then the trees changed — the soft deciduous growth of Callahan border territory giving way to something older and darker, black-pine forests that had never been cleared because no one had dared, their canopy closing overhead until the road ran through a tunnel of shadow that smelled of cold resin and mineral earth and something underneath that Saoirse could not name except to say it made the back of her neck know things her mind hadn't caught up to yet.

	She catalogued it the way she catalogued everything. Filed it away.

	The convoy was twelve horses, six tribute women, and twenty of Aethermoor's border guards in formation — ten ahead, ten behind, their grey cloaks unmarked except for the small iron wolf's-head pin at the left shoulder. She had memorized the pins within the first hour. Memorized the horses. Memorized the rotation of the guards and which ones looked at the tribute women and which ones looked through them and which one, the young one on the left flank with the dark red hair, looked at the ground every time his gaze drifted toward the convoy.

	She had read them all on day two.

	The young one with the red hair felt ashamed. Not of anything specific — of the general fact of this. Of the women on horses with bound wrists, of the road north, of whatever waited at the end of it.

	She found she had no comfort to offer him. She needed what little she had for herself.

	Her wrists were bound in front of her, which was marginally better than behind — she could grip the saddle horn, and the grey mare beneath her was docile enough that riding with bound hands required attention but not panic. The rope was hemp, well-made, the kind of knot that would not slip and could not be worked loose without something to cut it. She had checked. Twice. Then stopped checking because the checking was costing her more than the rope itself.

	Focus on what you can use.

	Her father had said that. In the years before the siege, when the rebellion was still a thing with shape and strategy and some reasonable chance of success, he had pulled her aside after her first failed scout report and said it quietly, without cruelty: you spent three pages on what you couldn't change. I need one paragraph on what you can.

	She had spent six years trying to write only one paragraph.

	The convoy crested a rise and the valley opened below them, and Saoirse's breath went out of her body.

	Morrow Citadel.

	She had heard it described. Heard it dismissed, by people who had never seen it, as a fortress like any other fortress — larger, older, more feared than most, but a fortress nonetheless. Stone and iron and men with swords, which could be navigated like stone and iron and men with swords anywhere if you were careful and kept your head.

	The people who had described it to her had never stood on this ridge.

	The Citadel rose from the face of a volcanic cliff above the valley floor, not built upon the rock so much as carved from it — drawn out of the mountain by some ancient, patient hand that had understood the cliff's bones well enough to follow them. Black stone. Blood-iron reinforcement in every gate, every wall-mount, every window arch, the metal dark reddish-brown and visibly older than anything human hands had made in the last three generations. Steam rose from vents along the cliff base where geothermal heat worked through the rock, giving the whole structure a faint living quality, as though it breathed.

	It was the most beautiful and scariest thing she had ever seen.

	And that's where they took her.

	Good, she thought, with the specific, quiet stubbornness that had kept her functional through six years of things she had not chosen. Then I will learn it from within.

	



	The gates processed them without ceremony.

	Guards checked the convoy manifest against the tribute ledger — she watched the senior guard's eyes move down the list, pause at each name, look up to match face to record. When he reached her name his pause was slightly longer. She read him without trying to: not recognition, but note. Something about her name or her listed status that warranted the extra second.

	She kept her face still.

	They were dismounted inside the outer yard and separated from their horses, the saddle bundles containing their permitted belongings handed over to household staff who disappeared with them immediately. She watched her bundle go — small, containing almost nothing of value except the photograph wrapped in linen at the bottom, the one with the cracked frame — and told herself she would see it again. She made herself believe it.

	A woman in a grey household uniform moved to the front of the tribute group. Middle age, iron-grey hair pinned severely, the posture of someone who had stood in this yard for twenty years and found it unremarkable. She surveyed the six women with the quick, clinical efficiency of someone processing inventory.

	Private agenda, Saoirse's gift said, reading her before she'd spoken a word. The woman wanted something specific and it was not any of them — she wanted to be finished with this duty before the evening meal service. She had somewhere to be. The tribute processing was an inconvenience between her and that place.

	"You will be shown to the east wing guest quarters," the woman said. Her voice was even, neither unkind nor particularly kind. The voice of a woman who had learned that neither served her purpose. "You will be given one hour to wash and change. Dinner is served in the south hall at the seventh bell. Attendance is not optional."

	One of the other tribute women — young, fair-haired, from the look of her from one of the coastal clans — made a small involuntary sound, half-sob. The woman in grey did not look at her. She turned and walked toward the interior entrance and the guards at the rear of the group moved to indicate they should follow.

	Saoirse fell in with the others, filed through the door, and began to learn the Citadel.

	



	The guest quarters were better than she had expected and she was furious with herself for finding them so.

	It was a small room — relative to the scale of the rest of the wing, small — with a narrow window that looked out over the eastern slope of the valley and, distantly, the line of black-pine forest they had ridden through that morning. A fire had been laid and lit. The bedding was clean wool in deep grey, worn soft with use rather than cheap. A basin of water, still faintly steaming, sat on the dressing table beside a cake of plain soap.

	Someone had thought to leave the water hot.

	She did not know why that specific detail was the one that made her chest tighten, but it did. She stood in the middle of the room with her bound wrists and her road-filthy clothes and her excellent self-control and pressed the feeling down to where she kept all the other feelings she didn't have time for yet.

	You are not here to be comfortable, she told herself. You are here because your clan is starving and you are the last bargaining piece your people have, and that is what you are worth, and you have always known that.

	The lie settled into place like a familiar weight. She had been carrying it long enough that she barely noticed the way it sat wrong — the specific wrongness of a thing that had been adjusted so many times it had lost its original shape. It felt like the truth. It wasn't, but she had stopped examining the difference.

	She found a small knife in the dressing table drawer — a personal knife, not a weapon, the kind left for guests to manage their own grooming. She used the blade to saw through the hemp rope on her wrists. It took four minutes. Her wrists were raw underneath, the skin chafed red, and she pressed the heels of her hands together briefly before washing them in the basin.

	The water was almost cool when she finished washing. She changed into the cleanest thing remaining in the bundle the staff had returned — a grey-green dress, plain, respectable — and sat on the edge of the bed and closed her eyes and ran through what she knew.

	The Citadel's layout from the entrance to this room. Eleven turns, three staircases, two internal courtyards visible from corridor windows. The blood-iron in the walls was not merely decorative — she could feel it, faintly, a kind of metallic pressure against the outer edges of her gift, the Oracle sensitivity that she had spent twenty-four years pretending she didn't have. Blood-iron amplified wolf-shifter power. It was also, apparently, slightly uncomfortable for Oracle blood. She filed this information away.

	The manifest guard who had paused at her name.

	The woman in grey who wanted to be elsewhere.

	The young guard with the red hair who felt ashamed.

	She had yet to see Wolf Lord.

	She would. Tonight, presumably, at the seventh bell, in the south hall with five other women and whatever ceremony Aethermoor used to assess its tribute candidates. She was not going to think about what the assessment meant. She was going to eat whatever food was provided, read every person in that room, and begin constructing an accurate map of where the power actually lived in this place as opposed to where it was performed.

	You are not worth what they paid.

	The thought arrived without invitation, the way it always did — not as accusation but as fact, the quiet, reasonable voice of her own construction. Her father had surrendered the stronghold. Her mother had died in the Purge. Her brother Cillian had led the final charge so she could run.

	She had run.

	She was here.

	She would make it count. That was the only acceptable answer to a debt that could not be repaid — you made the survival worth the cost, and you kept making it worth the cost, every day, until there were no more days.

	She pressed her palms flat on her knees and felt the last of the road trembling go out of her muscles.

	The seventh bell found her ready.

	



	The south hall was lit by iron chandeliers holding fifty candles each, their light falling warm and slightly unsteady over a long table set for thirty. Twenty-odd people were already seated or standing near their chairs when the tribute women were brought in — court members, household officials, a scattering of faces that her gift touched and sorted in rapid succession: ambitious, bored, calculating, afraid, performing confidently, genuinely confident, watching the door.

	That last one.

	She found the source before she'd fully processed it — a woman in her forties near the head of the table, dark hair shot through with silver, wearing the kind of composed expression that took decades to perfect. Watching the door. Watching it with the specific attention of someone waiting for a particular entrance. Her private want was complex, layered — Saoirse got a daughter, timeline, security in a rush before the woman looked away and Saoirse moved on.

	Then she found the other one.

	He was standing at the far end of the hall, his back three-quarters to the room, speaking with a councilman in dark robes. She registered him the way she registered everything — methodically, without leading with the reaction her body was already forming. Tall. Broad through the shoulder. Dark hair. The clothes of a man who wore authority the way other men wore armour — not as display but as function.

	She read him from across the room.

	And the reading stopped.

	Her gift could not be found. Not because he was empty — the opposite. She felt the edges of something vast and tightly compressed, the emotional equivalent of a fist held closed. She could no more read what was inside it than she could read a locked room from a sealed door. In twenty-four years, no one had ever registered as a locked room.

	Her pulse did something it had no business doing.

	He turned.

	His eyes found her before she had time to arrange her face. Dark brown, nearly black in the candlelight, and they landed on her with the quality of attention she associated with men who were accustomed to seeing threats before other people saw anything at all. For one moment — one single, dislocating moment — she saw something move in those eyes. Not recognition. Not assessment.

	Something older than both.

	Then it was gone, and the Wolf Lord's face was precisely, completely nothing, and he looked away.

	Saoirse breathed.

	She took her assigned seat at the table and reached for her water glass and wrapped her hands around it and felt the cold of it against her chafed wrists and used it to anchor herself in her body, which had gone briefly, bewilderingly strange.

	Across the hall, the man who had looked at her looked at nothing, with the absolute concentration of someone who was working very hard at it.

	She noted that too.

	She filed it where she kept the things she didn't yet know the shape of — the things she'd return to when she had more information, when the context clarified, when she understood what she was actually looking at.

	The seventh bell finished ringing.

	The Wolf Lord turned from his conversation and moved to the head of the table. The room reorganized itself around him with the specific, unconscious gravity of a court that had learned where its centre was.

	Saoirse watched his hands.

	Strong hands. A small scar on the left, the back of the knuckle, old — not a blade scar, something else. She couldn't tell from here. She watched him pull out his chair, set his hand briefly on the back of it, and watched the slight tension in the tendons before he sat.

	Pain, her gift said, finally finding something it could read. Not emotional pain — physical. Something in the left arm, or the shoulder, or deeper than that.

	She stored it away with everything else and reached for the bread that had appeared at her place. The Wolf Lord looked at no one in particular, and the hall settled into the performance of a formal dinner in a court that was watching everything.

	The blood-iron in the walls pressed faintly against the edges of her gift.

	The candles burned.

	She ate her bread and began, quietly, to understand the room.

	



	She did not speak to him that night.

	She had not expected to — the tribute presentation was a group affair, a formal acknowledgment of the political arrangement between the Callahan clan and the Morrow crown, conducted with the precise impersonality of a ledger entry. Names were read. Brief biographical details confirmed. The women were assessed not as individuals but as entries in a political calculus she was not yet fully equipped to read.

	She watched his face during evaluation.

	He looked at each tribute woman with the same expression — measured, unrevealing, the slight forward attention of a man who was actually listening rather than performing the act of it. When his gaze reached her she was already watching, which meant their eyes met directly, which meant she had half a second of unguarded contact before she smoothed her expression into the pleasant neutrality she had been practicing since she was old enough to understand what her face sometimes did against her will.

	His gaze stayed on her for a beat longer than the others.

	Not long. Not enough for anyone else to notice. Just long enough that she noticed, and that he saw her notice, and that something in the locked room shifted — not opened, but acknowledged that there was a lock.

	Then he moved on, and the dinner continued. The evening ended with a formal dismissal and the household staff materializing at elbows to guide the tribute women back to the east wing.

	Walking back through the Citadel's corridors, Saoirse ran the inventory.

	One locked room she couldn't read. One woman at the table who wanted something involving her daughter's timeline. One moment of contact that had lasted precisely long enough to mean something and short enough to deny it. One man who had looked away with the focused effort of someone not allowing himself to look.

	She was going to need more information.

	She was also going to need to sleep, because her body had been on a horse for three days and was beginning to make this fact known in terms that were becoming difficult to ignore.

	She found her room, found her bundle undisturbed on the luggage stand, and reached inside for the linen-wrapped photograph and set it on the narrow windowsill where she could see it from the bed.

	Her father's face. Cillian's arm around her shoulders. Her own face, younger, caught in a moment of actual unguarded happiness that she barely recognized now.

	I'm inside, she told them. Give me time.

	The fire had burned to embers. Outside the window, the valley was dark and the black-pines were invisible against the sky, and somewhere in this fortress a man with locked eyes and a scar on his left hand was carrying something in his body that her gift had registered as pain.

	She did not know yet what that meant.

	She pulled the blanket up and closed her eyes and listened to the Citadel breathe — the faint, constant exhale of geothermal steam rising through the rock — and thought about the one moment of contact and what had moved in his eyes before he made it.

	She was here.

	She would make it count.

	The blood-iron pressed faintly at the edges of her awareness. The coals settled, and the dark held everything.


CHAPTER TWO

	Aldren

	

	He had not slept.

	This was not unusual. Sleep had become a negotiation in the last three years — something he could achieve in short intervals if he was disciplined about it, rationed the way a garrison rationed water in a dry season, enough to function, never enough to rest. His body had adapted. His wolf had not, but his wolf's opinion on most things had ceased to matter with the same slow, grinding inevitability that a river ceased to matter when the source dried up.

	What was unusual was the reason.

	He stood at the window of his private study at the hour before dawn, when the valley below the Citadel held the specific quality of darkness that came just before light began to argue with it, and he pressed the heel of his left hand against the blood-iron window frame and felt the familiar pain move up through the joint, through the wrist, into the forearm — dull, constant, the chronic ache of a bond dissolving by degrees, the wolf-shifter equivalent of a man watching his own hand go numb and being unable to stop it.

	Three years ago the pain had been sharp. Acute. The kind that made his vision white at the edges.

	Now it was simply present, the way a missing limb was present — felt most in the reaching for things that were no longer there.

	He pressed harder against the blood-iron and the pain intensified and he used it, the way he had learned to use it, to think clearly about the thing he was not allowing himself to think clearly about.

	The woman at the south hall table.

	He had read the tribute manifest three weeks ago when his border commander sent it ahead. Saoirse Callahan, twenty-four years, last surviving heir of the Callahan rebel clan, presented as tribute per the terms of the Ashwood Accord. He had read the name and felt nothing — or rather, he had felt the specific nothing that seven years of disciplined suppression produced, which was not the absence of feeling but the controlled burial of it so deep that it could not surface without warning.

	He had not been warned.

	She had walked into the south hall and his wolf — his silent, absent, deteriorating wolf — had simply stopped deteriorating.

	Not surged. Not roared. Not the violent, clawing recognition he might have expected after years of nothing. It had simply stopped. As if a machine that had been grinding through its last components had been fed oil for the first time in memory. A cessation of damage. A breath.

	One breath.

	Then she had looked at him with those grey-green eyes that held the quality of attention he associated with people who had survived things by watching carefully. His wolf had said — not in words, not in anything as legible as language — something that translated roughly as: there.

	He had looked away.

	He was still looking away, in the technical sense that she was asleep two floors below him and he was standing at a window in the dark, but the looking away was taking considerably more effort than it should have and this was a problem he needed to think through with the same cold precision he applied to every problem that threatened the functioning of his court.

	The Citadel breathed around him. He could feel it in the soles of his feet — the geothermal pulse that ran through the rock, the deep, slow exhale of the mountain working heat through ancient stone. He had lived in this Citadel for twenty-nine years and the pulse had always been there, regular as a heartbeat, unremarkable. Tonight it had a quality he couldn't name, something almost attentive in it, and he recognized that for the thinking of a man who had not slept and was assigning personality to geological processes.

	He took his hand from the blood-iron frame.

	The pain receded to its baseline, and his wolf went back to its slow silence. He was alone in his study in the dark with the problem clearly before him.

	

	The problem had four components.

	First: she was Callahan blood. The last heir of the rebel clan whose Oracle-touched mother had laid the curse that was killing him. Every month he survived was a month the curse moved closer to its conclusion — the complete dissolution of his wolf, and then, following that, the dissolution of everything else. His healers gave him two years. His body suggested they were optimistic.

	Second: she was a
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