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Chapter 1  The Name He Gave Me
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POV: Elena

The stone was cold enough to burn.

That was my first thought—not where am I, not who am I, but the specific, animal awareness of cold seeping through fabric and skin and muscle, pressing its fingers all the way down to bone. The kind of cold that didn't ask permission. The kind that simply took.

I opened my eyes.

The ceiling above me was black timber and older than anything I had words for. Iron chandeliers. Candles that had burned long enough to weep rivers of wax down their chains. The light they cast was amber and sickly, the color of a bruise at the edge of healing.

Where—

The pain arrived before the thought could finish.

It split through my skull from the base of my neck upward, white and vicious, and I made a sound I immediately hated—small, wounded, the sound of something caught in a trap. My hand flew to my throat. The skin there was raised. Tender. A circle of puncture wounds just below my ear, too deliberate to be an accident, too deep to be anything but—

A chair scraped.

My body moved before my mind caught up, lurching upright, spine slamming against the headboard. The room swam. Dark stone walls. A fireplace large enough to stand in. Furs piled at the foot of the bed I was lying in—a bed I did not recognize, in a room I did not recognize, in a life I could not locate inside myself no matter how frantically I grabbed for it.

Nothing. There is nothing there.

The man who stood up from the chair beside the fire was the largest human being I had ever seen.

I knew that with bone-deep certainty, even though I couldn't tell you my own name.

He was built like a weapon—broad through the shoulder, long-limbed, the kind of body that looked like it had never once been soft. He wore black. He wore blood. Not fresh—dried, dark brown, cracked along the creases of his knuckles and smeared in an arc across his jaw like a painter's afterthought. His hair was black and his eyes, when they found mine across the room, were not any color eyes were supposed to be.

Dark gold. Molten. Lit from somewhere behind the iris.

He crossed the room in four steps. The floor didn't creak under him. Nothing that big should move that quietly, and Artemis—

Artemis.

A name surfaced from somewhere beneath the blankness, attached to a presence that was not quite mine. Something white and feral pressed its face against the inside of my ribs, and every hair on my body stood upright.

Run, it said. Run, run, run—

His hand closed around my jaw.

Not cruel. Not gentle. Precise—the way you'd hold something you were afraid of dropping and equally afraid of breaking. His thumb pressed into the soft hollow beneath my cheekbone and tilted my face up, and his eyes moved over me the way a man checks a wound he's been watching all night.

"You're awake." His voice was gravel and low thunder, the kind that resonated in the chest cavity. He said it like a fact he'd been waiting on, like he'd sat in that chair and simply willed this moment into existence.

I couldn't speak. My throat worked around nothing.

"Don't try to move too fast." His thumb stroked once, slowly, across my cheekbone. The gesture was so practiced it nauseated me. "You lost a great deal of blood."

"Where—" The word came out wrecked. I swallowed. "Where am I?"

Something shifted in those gold eyes. Not quite a smile—something more proprietary than that.

"Blackwood," he said. "You're safe."

Safe. Artemis slammed herself against my sternum at the word, and I flinched, and his hand tightened fractionally on my jaw—not punishing, just noting. He noticed everything. I could feel him noticing me, cataloguing the flinch, filing it.

"Who are you?" I whispered.

His jaw worked. He looked at me the way a man looks at something he's been waiting his whole life to say.

"Silas." His thumb traced my bottom lip, and I was too stunned to pull back. "Silas Thorne. And you," he said, "are my Luna."

The word landed somewhere in my chest and stuck there like a blade.

His.

"I don't—" My voice cracked. "I don't know what that means. I don't know who you are. I don't know who I am, I can't—there's nothing, there's nothing there when I try to—"

"Elena." He said it quietly. Like he'd said it a thousand times. Like the word had worn grooves in his mouth from use. "Your name is Elena."

I stared at him. The firelight caught the dried blood on his jaw, and some distant, animal part of me registered what it meant—what kind of man sat beside a stranger's sickbed wearing another person's blood and didn't think to wash it off.

"What happened to me?"

His expression didn't change. "You were attacked. Southern wolves—rogues, the remnants of a pack that lost their Alpha." He set my face down, finally releasing my jaw, but didn't step back. He stayed in the narrow space between me and the edge of the bed like a wall someone had grown there. "They're dead now. Every one of them."

The way he said every one. Flat. Factual. The way you'd note you'd swept a floor.

"You killed them?"

"I protected you." The correction came without heat. "There's a difference."

Was there? Artemis was pacing in the back of my skull, agitated in a way that felt like a warning I couldn't translate. I pressed my palm flat against the mattress—cold stone through the furs—and tried to inventory my body. My head. My throat, with its raised, aching circle of punctures. My wrists—

My ankle.

I moved my foot. Something chimed, soft and silver, barely audible. A chain. Thin as a thought, anchored to a cuff around my ankle, the other end disappearing beneath the bed frame.

The air left my lungs.

"That," Silas said, and his voice had dropped another register, "is temporary."

"Temporary." I looked up at him. My voice came out steadier than I had any right to expect. "I'm chained to a bed."

"You tried to run in your sleep." He said it the way you'd explain child-proofing a cabinet. "You would have fallen."

He is lying. Artemis pressed her muzzle to the inside of my throat. He is lying and the chain is not for your safety and you need to—

"You said Southern wolves hurt me." My fingers found the chain beneath the furs, followed its length to the cuff, felt the lock. Small. Specific. Not a lock that had been improvised. "Why would Southern wolves—why would my own people—"

"They weren't your people." Something moved across his face then—fast and dark, there and gone. "Your people are here."

He reached out and tucked a strand of hair back from my face. The gesture was so intimate it felt like a violation, and my body—traitorous, wrong—didn't recoil the way every screaming thing inside me demanded. The place on my neck where his mark burned pulsed once, warm, and Artemis made a sound like a whimper swallowed into silence.

What did he do to us?

"You must be hungry," Silas said, stepping back at last, moving toward the door with that eerie, predatory quiet. At the threshold he paused, his hand on the frame, his broad back to me. "The chain comes off when I trust you not to hurt yourself. That's all it is."

He said it like he believed it completely.

"Silas." The name felt wrong in my mouth. Foreign. Like speaking a language I'd learned by accident.

He turned.

"What am I to you?" I asked. "Really."

The gold in his eyes flared—a full, incandescent pulse of it—and his expression was something I had no language for yet. Hunger and reverence and a ferocity so absolute it obliterated everything else in the room.

"Everything," he said.

The door closed behind him without a sound.

I sat in the amber light of a fire I hadn't lit, in a bed I didn't recognize, with a chain around my ankle and a stranger's mark burning into my neck, and I pressed both hands flat against my skull and tried to find myself inside the blankness.

Elena.

My name was Elena. A man with blood on his jaw and gold in his eyes had sat beside my bed all night and given me my name like a gift, like something that belonged to him.

Artemis dragged her claws down the inside of my chest, slow and deliberate.

We are not safe, she said. We are not safe, and he is not our savior, and those chains are not temporary.

I looked at the door.

I looked at the chain.

I lay back down, and I closed my eyes, and I let him believe I was too broken to be dangerous.
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​Chapter 2: The God I Drew Myself
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POV: Silas

She asked me who I was this morning.

I have been asked that question by kings. By men on their knees with my hand around their throats, by long old council members who thought their age gave them the right to look me in the eye. I have never once had to think before answering.

This morning, I thought.

I stand at the window of the war room now, looking out at the Blackwood courtyard where the last of my men are cleaning their weapons in the grey afternoon light, and I think about the way she said my name. Silas. Like it was a word in a language she wasn't sure she spoke. Like it could mean danger or salvation and she hadn't decided which.

Fifteen days ago, I would have told you I didn't care what my name meant in anyone's mouth.

Fifteen days ago, I was burning the South to the ground.

The White Wolf Clan's village didn't burn the way I expected.

Stone buildings—I hadn't accounted for that. Southern wolves built in pale granite and cedar, not the dark timber of the North, and when we hit them at moonfall the fires took longer to catch, which meant the fighting lasted longer than it should have, which meant there was more blood than I'd planned on the ground by the time Ares had finished with their Alpha.

Good, Ares had said, standing over the body with his massive paws soaked black to the ankle. Good. Find the archives. Find the bloodline records. Leave nothing.

He was always cleaner about it than I was. More absolute. I am the one who hesitates over the edge of things—Ares simply steps off and expects the world to catch him.

I moved through what was left of the village. My men knew what to do. They'd done it before, in other territories, for other reasons, though none of those reasons had been this particular combination of political necessity and the older, colder thing underneath it that I didn't let myself name.

The White Wolves had something we needed. A bloodline that hadn't been seen in four generations. Healers, the old texts called them—Lunara, the moon-touched, whose blood could rewrite a Bond that had gone septic, whose women were so rare the other packs had spent centuries pretending they didn't exist.

I needed one.

I didn't expect her to be her.

She was half-buried under a collapsed cedar beam when Ares found her—he stopped walking mid-stride, which he had never once done on a battlefield in my entire life, and the silence of him was so absolute that my own heartbeat stuttered in response.

There, he said. Just that. There.

She was white, even through the ash and the blood. Not pale—white, the way the moon is white, the way bone is white, a color that didn't belong in a burning village any more than a candle flame belonged underwater. Her wolf form had collapsed back to human at some point during the fighting—she lay in the wreckage in torn clothing, one arm pinned, a wound in her side that was doing the slow, patient work of killing her.

Ares pressed his nose to the top of her head and made a sound I had never heard from him.

Not a growl. Not the hunting-keen whine before a chase. Something underneath all of that—something that lived in the part of him that predated language, predated strategy, predated every single decision I had ever made as Alpha.

Mine, he said. And then, because Ares was nothing if not honest about the things that terrified him: Please.

I stood over her for a long time.

Around me, the village burned and my men worked and the night carried the sounds of a war in its final chapter. I looked down at a girl in the ash with white hair and a wound that was three hours from fatal, and I felt Ares pressing against the inside of my skull with a desperation that would have humiliated me if anyone else had been there to see it.

The thing that lives underneath strategy. Underneath necessity. Underneath the political calculation that had brought me six hundred miles south to burn a healing bloodline out of existence before it could be weaponized against my pack—

She was supposed to die with the rest of them.

That was the plan. Clean, necessary, strategically sound. The White Wolf bloodline ended here, in granite and cedar smoke, and I went back North with the archive records and the problem was solved.

Ares sat down in the ash beside her and refused to move.

I have commanded men for fifteen years. I have never successfully commanded Ares.

"She's dying," I told him.

Then fix it.

"The Bond—" I started.

Fix it.

The Blood Bond ritual requires a sacrifice—not metaphorical, not ceremonial. Blood, and a great deal of it, from a source powerful enough to anchor two souls together across the gap of consent. I had the components. I had carried them for three years in the event I ever found someone Ares acknowledged as worth the binding.

I had not expected to use them in a burning village on a girl who would hate me when she woke up.

She won't remember, Ares said. He pressed his enormous head to her cheek, so gentle it made something in my chest ache in a way I hadn't felt since I was a child in a cage. She won't remember. Fix her. Keep her. The rest doesn't matter.

I crouched beside her in the ash and I pressed my palm flat against her wound and I felt the moment the Blood Bond latched—the violent, convulsive snap of two souls recognizing each other across a chasm neither of us had chosen—and she arched off the ground with a cry that cut straight through every wall I had ever built and Ares howled, long and broken and triumphant, into the burning Southern sky.

The wound closed.

Her breathing steadied.

I sat back on my heels and looked at what I had done.

If the gods had meant to give her to me, I thought, watching the color return to her face one degree at a time, they would have done it without the fire.

So I had drawn my own god. Written my own fate in someone else's blood and called it providence.

My men stood at a distance. They had seen what I'd used. They knew what the ritual meant—what she was now, what I had made her, what I could never take back.

Rainer, my second, stopped beside me. He looked at the girl. He looked at me.

"Sir," he said carefully. "Her pack—"

"Is gone." I stood. I lifted her out of the ash myself, because Ares wouldn't have forgiven me if I handed her to anyone else. She was lighter than I expected and she smelled like cedar smoke and something underneath it, something clean and winter-sharp that Ares pressed his whole face into and breathed like a man surfacing from drowning. "Gather the archive records. Burn the rest."

"And her?"

I looked down at the girl in my arms. At the mark already rising on her neck—my mark, my claim, my doing—and the way her face had gone slack and young and utterly unguarded in unconsciousness.

She is going to wake up, I thought, and she is going to be afraid.

The thought carved something out of me I didn't have a name for.

"She comes with me," I said. "She comes home."

The war room is cold. I've been standing at this window long enough for the fire behind me to drop to coals, and Rainer has been in the doorway for at least two minutes waiting for me to acknowledge him.

"She's awake," I said, before he could speak. I'd felt it through the Bond the moment her consciousness surfaced—a spike of fear so bright and clean it rang through my chest like a bell. "I know."

"The chain—"

"Is fine." I turned from the window. "She's not ready for it to come off."

Rainer's face did something careful and said nothing.

"She asked me who I was," I told him. I moved toward the door, and he stepped aside. "She didn't know her own name."

"The memory suppression from the Bond is holding, then."

"Yes."

I said it flatly, the way you say a thing you've decided not to examine. The suppression was necessary—I knew it was necessary, had told myself it was necessary a hundred times across fifteen days of sitting beside a bed watching her breathe—and I was not going to stand in my war room and feel guilty about necessity.

Ares said nothing. He'd been unusually quiet since she'd opened her eyes.

She called you Silas, he said finally, as I reached the corridor. She said your name.

"She did."

Like it was dangerous.

"It is dangerous."

She doesn't know that yet.

I stopped outside her door. On the other side of it, I could feel her—awake, contained, working very hard at something she didn't have the language for yet. The Bond hummed between us, low and constant, the way a blade hums when it's been thrown and hasn't hit anything yet.

She is going to remember, Ares said. Quiet. Certain. Eventually, she is going to remember everything.

I pressed my palm flat against the door.

"I know," I said.

I went in anyway.
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