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1. The Scent of Treason
The council chamber smelled of old parchment and the heavy, beeswax polish the servants used on the mahogany table. I sat at the head, my fingers tapping a slow, rhythmic beat against the wood. Across from me, Lord Kaelen smoothed the front of his silk doublet. The gold embroidery caught the light from the chandeliers, shimmering with every shallow breath he took. He was talking about trade routes in the southern territories, but his voice was a background noise I had learned to tune out decades ago.

Elder Hakan cleared his throat. The sound was wet and raspy. He adjusted his spectacles, his eyes darting toward the heavy oak doors at the back of the hall. We were behind schedule. The diplomatic summit was supposed to be a display of Obsidian Peak’s stability, a signal to the smaller packs that my reign remained absolute. Instead, it felt like a room full of aging wolves waiting for me to show a single crack in my resolve.

I shifted my weight. The scars across my chest tightened against the fabric of my shirt. They always ached when the air turned thin before a storm. I looked at the door. A group of servants entered, moving with practiced, silent steps. They carried silver trays laden with carafes of wine and small plates of salted meat. My gaze tracked them. They were unremarkable, trained to be invisible, until one girl drifted toward the head of the table.

She was small. Her white hair was pulled back into a tight, severe knot at the nape of her neck, but a few strands had escaped, framing a face that looked far too pale under the flickering candlelight. She reached for Kaelen’s glass first. Her hands stayed steady as she poured the dark red liquid. Then she moved toward me. As she leaned in to fill my chalice, her foot caught on the edge of the heavy rug.

Time didn't slow down. It shattered. The carafe slipped from her fingers. It hit the edge of the table with a dull thud before tumbling to the floor. Red wine sprayed across the white linen cloth and splattered onto the hem of my trousers. The glass didn't break, but the sound of the impact echoed in the sudden, suffocating silence of the room.

Kaelen let out a sharp, disgusted huff. 'Incompetent girl,' he snapped. He stood up, shaking a few droplets from his sleeve. 'Valerius, your domestic staff is becoming as lax as your border patrols.'

I didn't answer him. I couldn't. The moment the wine hit the air, something else rose with it. It wasn't the scent of fermented grapes. It was something buried deep beneath the chemical bitterness of the herbs the servants used to scrub the floors. It was a thick, primal heat that surged into my nostrils and straight down into my lungs. My heart hammered once against my ribs, a violent, heavy thud that made my vision blur.

My beast, usually a caged, silent weight in the back of my mind, lunged forward. It roared behind my teeth, a soundless demand for dominance. The scent was intoxicating. It was earth and woodsmoke and something fundamentally forbidden. It was the scent of the Judas Line.

I gripped the arms of my chair. The wood groaned under the pressure of my fingers. My eyes stayed locked on the girl. She was on her knees now, frantically dabbing at the wine on the rug with a cloth. She wouldn't look up. Her shoulders were shaking, her breath coming in quick, shallow gasps. She was terrified, but she was also hiding. I could see the way she kept her head bowed, her amber eyes fixed on the floor.

'Look at me,' I said. My voice didn't sound like mine. It was lower, vibrating with a frequency that made the wine remaining in the carafes tremble.

She didn't move. She kept scrubbing, her movements frantic and useless.

'I said, look at me,' I repeated. I stood up. The movement was sudden. My chair scraped loudly against the stone floor. Kaelen fell silent. The Elders watched me, their faces pale and confused. They felt the shift in the room, the sudden spike of tension that made the air feel heavy and hard to breathe.

I walked around the table. Each step felt like I was moving through waist-deep water. My instincts were screaming at me to reach out, to grab her, to sink my teeth into the junction of her neck and shoulder until I tasted the blood that carried that scent. I stopped inches from her. The heat radiating off her body was a physical force.

I reached down and grabbed her chin. I forced her head up. Her skin was cool, but the moment my thumb brushed her jaw, a jolt of electricity snapped between us. It wasn't a metaphor. It was a physical shock that made my muscles twitch. She gasped, her lips parting. Her eyes were a deep, burning amber, the color of autumn leaves caught in a forest fire. They were the eyes of a rebel.

'What is your name?' I asked. I stared into her pupils. They were blown wide, nearly swallowing the amber iris. My own eyes were shifting; I could feel the grey fading into obsidian black. The beast wanted her. It wanted to claim the thing that the laws told me to destroy.

'Elara,' she whispered. Her voice was thin, but there was a sharp edge to it. She wasn't just afraid. She was calculating. I saw the way her gaze flickered toward the exit, measuring the distance, weighing her chances of survival.

'You spilled the wine, Elara,' I said. I didn't let go of her chin. I leaned closer, until I could feel her breath on my skin. The scent was even stronger now. It was a physical weight in my throat. 'You are clumsy for someone who has survived this long in my house.'

Kaelen stepped forward, his face twisted in a sneer. 'Valerius, enough of this. She is a servant. Have her whipped and sent to the kitchens. We have more important matters to discuss than a ruined rug.'

I turned my head toward him. I didn't release the girl. Kaelen flinched. He took a half-step back, his hand fluttering to the hilt of the ornamental sword at his hip. He saw the obsidian in my eyes. He knew what it meant. The King was no longer in control. The beast was at the surface.

'She is not going to the kitchens,' I said. I looked back at Elara. She was staring at me with a mixture of horror and a strange, defiant spark that made my blood boil. 'She is coming with me. From this moment on, she is in my personal service. She will eat where I eat. She will sleep where I sleep.'

Hakan stood up, his hands trembling as he gripped the table. 'My Lord, the Blood Law... a servant of unknown origin in your private quarters? It is highly irregular. The Council must protest.'

I let go of Elara’s chin and grabbed her arm instead. I pulled her to her feet. She was light, almost fragile in my grip, but I felt the corded muscle beneath her skin. She wasn't a servant. She was a soldier in a thin disguise. I leaned in close to her ear, my voice a low growl that only she could hear.

'If you scream, I will give them a reason to execute you right here,' I said. 'If you run, I will hunt you down before you reach the courtyard. Do you understand?'

She didn't nod. She didn't speak. She just looked at me with those amber eyes, the defiance in them hardening into something cold and sharp. She knew I had smelled her. She knew the secret she had spent years hiding was gone.

I turned and started walking toward the doors, dragging her along with me. I didn't look back at the Elders. I didn't look at Kaelen. I could feel their eyes on my back, a mixture of suspicion and greed. I had just handed them the weapon they needed to unseat me, but I didn't care. The only thing that mattered was the heat of her skin against mine and the scent that was currently tearing my sanity into pieces.

We reached the hallway. The torches flickered as we passed, casting long, distorted shadows against the stone walls. My guards fell in behind us, their armor clanking in the silence. They didn't ask questions. They saw my eyes. They knew better than to interfere when the King was in a state of dark obsession.

I led her toward the royal wing, up the winding stairs that led to my private chambers. My heart was still racing, a frantic rhythm that matched the terror I could feel vibrating through her arm. We reached the heavy iron-bound doors of my bedroom. I kicked them open and pulled her inside, slamming the doors shut behind us. I didn't wait. I shoved her back against the wood, my hands pinning her shoulders.

'Who sent you?' I demanded. My face was inches from hers. The scent was an ocean now, drowning out every logical thought I had ever possessed. 'Which cell? Who told you that you could hide the Judas blood from me?'

She looked up at me, her chest heaving. A single strand of white hair fell across her forehead. 'I don't know what you're talking about,' she lied. The words were steady, but the pulse in her neck was a frantic, visible throb.

'Liars don't last long in this palace, Elara,' I said. I moved my hand from her shoulder to her throat, not squeezing, just letting her feel the weight of my palm. 'I can smell the rebellion on you. I can smell the treason in your veins. And yet, I want to tear the clothes off your back and mark you until you belong to no one but me.'

Her eyes widened. The fear was there, but beneath it, I saw a flicker of something else. It was an answering heat, a recognition of the bond that was currently setting my world on fire. She was the one woman I was forbidden to touch, the one creature that would cost me my crown. And as I looked at her, I realized I would burn the entire kingdom to the ground just to keep her in this room.
2. The King’s Mandate
Elara’s eyes didn’t move from mine. She stayed perfectly still against the wood of the door. Her pulse hit my palm in a rhythmic, frantic beat that didn't match the calm expression on her face.

"You are hurting me," she said.

I loosened my grip on her shoulders but I didn't let go. I moved my hand to her jaw, my thumb resting just under her chin. I forced her to keep her gaze locked on mine.

"The Judas Line was wiped out sixty years ago," I said. My voice was low. I could hear the rasp of my own breathing. "That is what the records say. That is what my father ensured when he took the throne."

"Then your records are wrong," she replied.

Her voice was a whisper. It didn't shake. There was a hardness in her amber eyes that I hadn't noticed when she was serving wine in the Great Hall.

I stepped closer. My chest pressed against hers. The heat coming off her skin felt like a physical weight against my body. The scent she carried was stronger now that we were alone. It was an earthy, sharp smell that stripped away my ability to think about anything other than the woman in front of me.

"I should hand you to the Elders," I said. "They would put you in the Maw. They would drain your blood to see if the pheromones stay active after death."

She didn't flinch. She didn't beg. "Then do it. Call the guards back. Hand me over to Kaelen."

She knew I wouldn't. The bond was a physical pull in my gut. It was an instinctual demand to protect and possess. The beast inside me was pacing, claws scratching at the edges of my control. It wanted to mark her. It wanted to claim the room and everything in it as ours.

I leaned down. My nose brushed the pulse point on her neck. The skin there was soft. I could feel the heat of her blood beneath the surface.

"No," I said. "You belong to me now. Not the Council. Not the pack. Certainly not my cousin."

"I am a servant, Valerius. I belong to the kitchens. I have work to do."

"You were a servant," I corrected. "Now you are my shadow. You will eat where I eat. You will sleep in the adjoining room. You will not leave my sight for a single second."

She finally looked away, her gaze dropping to my chest. "I have a life. I have people who expect me to show up for my shifts."

"You have a brother," I said.

She froze. The tension in her body became absolute. She looked back up at me, and this time, the mask slipped. There was a flash of raw terror in her eyes.

"How do you know that?" she asked.

"I am the King. I know the name and face of every person who enters Obsidian Peak. I know you arrived three months ago with a young man. I know he works in the lower mines."

I stepped back, finally releasing her. I needed the distance. If I stayed that close, I would do something that couldn't be undone. I walked over to the heavy oak table in the center of the room and poured myself a glass of water. My hands were steady, but the rest of my body felt like it was vibrating.

"If you try to run, he dies," I said. "If you lie to me again, he dies. If you so much as speak to another man without my permission, I will find a reason to send him to the Iron Barrens."

Elara pushed herself off the door. She stood straight. She didn't look like a servant anymore. She looked like a soldier.

"Is this the Mandate?" she asked. "The great King Valerius uses a boy as a shield because he's afraid of a girl?"

"I am not afraid of you, Elara. I am afraid of what I will do to the world if I don't keep you exactly where I can see you."

There was a sharp knock at the door.

"Enter," I barked.

Captain Varick stepped inside. He was a man of few words, his face a map of scars from the Judas Rebellion. He looked at Elara, then at me. He didn't show any emotion, but I knew he could smell the state I was in. The air in the room was thick with the
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