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​CHAPTER 1: THE AUCTION BLOCK
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The concept of time had dissolved three weeks ago, turning into a slurry of darkness and damp stone.

I didn’t know if it was day or night. The only measure of time passing in the holding cells of the Northern Slave Exchange was the rhythmic dripping of a leaking pipe somewhere in the gloom and the rotation of the guards. They changed shifts every eight hours—or what I assumed was eight hours. The heavy iron door at the end of the corridor would groan open, the hinges screaming in protest, and the smell of fresh air would drift in for a fleeting second before being swallowed by the stench of the dungeon.

That stench was a living thing. It was a thick, suffocating miasma of urine, unwashed bodies, fear-sweat, and the metallic tang of dried blood. It coated the back of my throat, a taste I knew I would never be able to scrub away.

I sat in the corner of Cage 7, my knees pulled up to my chest, my arms wrapped around my shins like bands of iron. I was trying to make myself small, trying to disappear into the shadows. The stone floor was unforgiving, sucking the warmth from my body through the thin, tattered white shift they had dressed me in. It was a mockery of a garment—gossamer thin, barely reaching mid-thigh, designed not to cover, but to tease. To showcase the merchandise.

Merchandise. That’s what I was now.

I wasn't Raven Hayes, apprentice healer of the Silver Moon Pack. I wasn't the daughter of Beta parents who had died protecting the borders. I was Lot 74. A breathing, bleeding commodity to be sold to the highest bidder.

"Raven?"

The whisper came from the darkness to my left. I turned my head slowly, my neck stiff.

Maya was huddled against the bars separating our cages. She was young, barely eighteen, with hair that had once been the color of spun gold, now matted with dirt and grease. Her eyes, usually bright blue, were rimmed with red, swollen from days of weeping.

"I'm here, Maya," I rasped. My voice sounded foreign to my own ears—scratchy, unused.

"Do you think... do you think they'll let us stay together?" she asked, her voice trembling. "If we ask? If we tell them we're from the same pack?"

I closed my eyes, a wave of nausea rolling through me. Maya still had hope. It was a dangerous thing to keep in a place like this. It was a weakness.

"No, Maya," I said softly, opening my eyes to look at her. "They won't care. We aren't pack anymore. We're inventory."

"But my father—"

"Your father is dead, Maya," I said, the words harsh but necessary. "They're all dead."

The memory flashed behind my eyelids, unbidden and violent. The fire. The screams. The Silver Moon Pack had been peaceful, secluded. We were known for our healers, not our warriors. When the raiders came—mercenaries hired by the Southern Cartel—we didn't stand a chance. I remembered the heat of the flames licking at the sky, the sound of bones breaking, the way the Alpha's roar had been cut short by the wet thud of a blade.

I had been dragged from the healing ward, my hands still covered in the blood of a pup I was trying to save. They had thrown me into a truck with twenty others, and we had been driven north. North to the Darklands.

The Darklands. The territory where the sun rarely touched the ground, ruled by a monster.

"I don't want to go to the mines," Maya whimpered, curling tighter into a ball. "I heard the guards talking. They said the wolves who go to the mines... they don't last a year. The silver dust gets in their lungs."

"You won't go to the mines," I assured her, though I had no way of knowing. "You're young. Pretty. You'll be a house servant. Or a nanny."

Or a breeder, I thought, but I swallowed the words. Maya didn't need to hear that.

The heavy door at the end of the hall clanged open. The sound was different this time. Louder. More urgent.

The usual shuffling of the guards was replaced by the sharp, rhythmic clicking of hard-soled shoes. Dress shoes.

The dungeon went silent. The weeping in the far cages stopped. The pacing ceased. Even the dripping pipe seemed to hold its breath.

Three men walked into the light of the corridor. They weren't guards. They wore black suits that cost more than my entire village had earned in a year. They held clipboards and tablets, their faces illuminated by the blue light of the screens.

The Auctioneers.

"Get them up," the lead man barked. He was tall, thin, with a face that looked like it had been pinched together. "The VIPs are arriving early. We need to expedite the prep."

"But sir," a guard stammered, stepping forward. "We haven't finished the grooming protocol for Lot 70 through 80."

"I don't care," the suit snapped without looking up from his tablet. "Wash them down. Brush the hair. Drug them if they're twitchy. If the Alpha King is kept waiting, it won't be me who explains why."

The Alpha King.

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. The air grew heavy, charged with a sudden, static terror.

I felt the blood drain from my face. I had heard the stories. Everyone had. Kane Blackthorne. The Butcher. The Shadow King. He was the ruler of the Darklands, the most powerful Alpha on the continent. They said he had killed his own father to take the throne. They said he had wiped out an entire pack in the West just because they refused to kneel.

He wasn't a man; he was a natural disaster wrapped in skin.

"Move! Now!"

The guards descended on the cages. Keys rattled. Locks clicked.

My cage door swung open. A hand grabbed my arm, fingers digging into the bruise that was already blooming there. I was yanked to my feet, stumbling on legs that had been cramped for days.

"Come on, 74," the guard grunted, shoving me toward the exit. "Don't make this hard."

I didn't fight. There was no point. I was weak, starving, and my wolf—my inner beast—was silent, drugged into a coma by the wolfsbane they put in our water. I was just a human girl in a world of monsters.

We were herded out of the cells, a line of trembling women in white shifts, walking barefoot on the cold stone. We were led up a spiral staircase that seemed to go on forever, winding up from the bowels of the earth.

As we climbed, the air changed. The smell of rot faded, replaced by the scent of lavender, expensive cologne, and ozone. The silence of the dungeon was replaced by a low, humming roar.

The crowd.

We emerged into a backstage area that was a flurry of chaotic activity. It looked like the dressing room of a twisted theater production. Mirrors lined the walls, bright lights reflecting off the terrified faces of the women being prepped.

"Sit," a woman commanded, pushing me into a chair in front of a vanity.

She didn't look at me. She just grabbed a wet cloth and began scrubbing my face, rough and efficient. She wiped away the dirt, the dried tears. She grabbed a brush and tore it through my dark hair, wincing as it snagged on the tangles, but not slowing down.

"You're lucky," she muttered, grabbing a pot of blush. "You have good bones. The King likes good bones."

I met her eyes in the mirror. They were flat, empty. "Is he here?" I whispered. "Is the King here?"

Her hand faltered for a second. She looked around, then leaned in close, her voice a hiss. "He's coming. And God help us all if he's in a mood. Now shut up and bite your lips. Make them red."

I bit my lip until I tasted copper.

"Line up! Lots 70 to 75! Curtain in two minutes!"

I was shoved into line. I looked for Maya. She was two spots down, looking like she was about to faint. I wanted to reach out to her, to hold her hand, but a guard stepped between us, his baton raised.

"Eyes forward," he growled. "Chins up. Shoulders back. You are proud. You are healthy. You are worth money."

The velvet curtain in front of us was heavy, dark red, and smelled of dust. Beyond it, the roar of the crowd had quieted to a murmur.

"And now," a voice boomed over a speaker system, smooth and slick as oil, "we present a special collection. Fresh from the recently acquired territories. Pure bloodlines. Unbroken spirits. Gentlemen, start your bidding."

The curtain swept back.

The light was blinding.

I squinted against the glare of the spotlights, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. As my eyes adjusted, the room came into focus.

It was an amphitheater. Rows of plush red seats rose up into the darkness, filled with shadows. The air was thick with the scent of cigars, alcohol, and the overwhelming musk of hundreds of Alphas and Betas. It was a predatory smell. A hungry smell.

I felt a thousand eyes crawling over my skin. I felt naked in the thin shift.

"Lot 70," the Auctioneer announced from his podium to the right. "Starting bid, twenty thousand."

I zoned out. I couldn't listen. I couldn't watch as the girl before me was sold to a fat man in the front row who licked his lips as he raised his paddle. I focused on a spot on the back wall, trying to retreat into my mind, trying to find the place where I used to hide when the world got too loud.

"Lot 74."

My number.

The spotlight hit me, hot and intense.

"Raven," the Auctioneer read from my file. "Twenty-one years old. Healer's apprentice. Intelligent. Obedient." He lied about the obedient part. "Look at the fire in those eyes, gentlemen. Look at the breeding potential."

Breeding potential. The words made my skin crawl.

"Do I hear fifty thousand?"

"Fifty!" a voice shouted from the left. "Sixty!" "Seventy-five!"

The bids flew fast. I was popular. Maybe it was the defiance in my stance. Maybe it was the fact that I hadn't cried yet. Wolves liked a challenge. They liked things they could break.

"One hundred thousand!" A man stood up in the third row. He was younger, handsome in a cruel sort of way. "I need a new plaything for the pack house."

"One hundred and ten!" someone countered.

I felt dizzy. I locked my knees, refusing to faint. I would not give them the satisfaction.

And then, the air changed.

It wasn't a subtle shift. It was violent.

The heavy double doors at the very back of the auditorium slammed open with a force that shook the walls. The sound echoed like a thunderclap, silencing the bidding instantly.

The atmosphere in the room went from hungry to terrified in a single heartbeat. The scent of fear spiked, acrid and sharp, overpowering the cigars and perfume.

A silence so profound fell over the room that I could hear the hum of the electric lights.

Footsteps echoed on the marble floor of the center aisle.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Heavy. Deliberate. The footsteps of a predator who knew he had no natural enemies.

A figure emerged from the shadows of the entrance.

He was a giant. That was my first impression. He stood well over six foot five, his shoulders broad enough to block out the light from the hallway behind him. He wore a suit of charcoal black, cut to fit a body that was pure muscle and violence. He moved with a lethal grace, a fluid power that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

Kane Blackthorne.

As he walked down the aisle, the sea of people parted. Alphas, men who ruled their own territories with iron fists, shrank back into their seats, averting their eyes, exposing their necks in submission.

He didn't look at them. He didn't acknowledge their fear. It was beneath him.

He walked straight to the front, right to the edge of the stage.

I couldn't breathe. My lungs had seized.

He stopped. He looked up.

And for the first time, I looked into the eyes of the devil.

They were gray. Not the soft gray of mist, but the hard, cold gray of steel, of a winter storm. There was no warmth in them. No humanity. Just a vast, empty abyss of power and cruelty.

His face was strikingly, brutally handsome. High cheekbones, a strong jaw shadowed by stubble, black hair swept back from a face that looked like it had been carved from marble. But it was a cold beauty. A dangerous beauty.

He scanned the line of us, his gaze sweeping over Maya, over the other girls, dismissing them instantly.

Then, his eyes landed on me.

And stayed there.

The impact was physical. I felt it like a punch to the gut. A jolt of electricity zipped up my spine, making my fingers twitch. My wolf, dormant and drugged for weeks, suddenly stirred in the back of my mind. A low growl rumbled in my chest, involuntary and quiet.

Kane’s eyes narrowed slightly. He heard it.

The Auctioneer was shaking. I could see the sweat beading on his forehead. "Y-Your Majesty," he stammered into the microphone. "We... we are honored. We didn't know you were coming."

Kane didn't look at him. He kept his eyes on me.

"I need a breeder," Kane said. His voice was a low baritone, rough like gravel, yet it carried to the back of the silent room without effort. "My Council is... insistent."

"Of course, Sire," the Auctioneer squeaked. "We have an excellent selection. The bidding for this one is currently at one hundred and ten—"

"I don't bid," Kane said.

The silence stretched, thin and tight as a wire.

Kane raised a hand, pointing a single, gloved finger at me.

"I'll take that one."

"B-but, Sire," the man who had bid one hundred thousand stood up, his face red. "I had the high bid! You can't just—"

Kane turned his head slowly. He didn't turn his body, just his head, looking at the man over his shoulder.

The man froze. His mouth snapped shut. He sat down, turning pale.

"Does anyone else wish to dispute my claim?" Kane asked softly to the room.

Dead silence.

Kane turned back to me. He walked up the stairs to the stage, his movements slow, predatory. The guards stepped back, terrified to be near him.

He stopped in front of me. He was so big he blocked out the spotlights. I was engulfed in his shadow.

He smelled of rain, of deep forest, of blood and cold iron. It was terrifying. It was intoxicating.

"You," he said, looking down at me. "What is your name?"

My throat was dry as sand. "Raven," I whispered. Then, remembering who he was, realizing my life hung by a thread, I lifted my chin. "Raven Hayes."

He studied my face, his eyes tracing the line of my jaw, the pulse fluttering wildly in my neck. He reached out, his gloved hand gripping my chin. His leather glove was cold, but the heat radiating from his hand underneath was scorching.

He tilted my head up, forcing me to look at him.

"Raven," he tested the name, the word rolling off his tongue. "You look like you want to bite me."

"I might," I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

The guards gasped. The Auctioneer looked like he was about to faint.

Kane didn't strike me. He didn't yell.

His eyes flared. A muscle in his jaw ticked.

"Good," he murmured. "I hate boring things."

He released my chin, his touch lingering for a second longer than necessary. He turned to the Auctioneer. "Wrap her up. Have her in my car in five minutes. If she is damaged, I will dismantle this establishment brick by brick."

He turned and walked away, his coat billowing behind him like a cape of darkness.

"Wait!" I shouted.

He stopped. The room went still again.

I looked at Maya, who was sobbing silently in the line. I couldn't leave her. I couldn't leave her to these monsters.

"Buy her too," I said, pointing at Maya. My hand was shaking. "Please. She's... she's good with cleaning. She's quiet. Please."

Kane turned back. He looked at Maya, who was trembling like a leaf, and then back at me. His expression was unreadable. Cold.

"I don't need a cleaner," he said flatly.

"Then I won't go," I said. It was a bluff. A stupid, suicidal bluff.

Kane’s lips curled. Not a smile. A sneer. "You have no choice, little bird. You are property."

He signaled to his guards. "Bring her."

Two massive enforcers grabbed my arms. I struggled, digging my heels into the wood of the stage, but it was useless. They dragged me toward the wings.

"No!" I screamed, looking back at Maya. "Maya!"

"Raven!" she wailed.

Kane watched me fight, watched the tears finally spill over my cheeks. He didn't look moved. He looked satisfied.

As they dragged me past him, he leaned in, his voice a whisper that only I could hear.

"Save your energy," he said. "You're going to need it."

The drive was an hour of suffocating silence.

I was in the back of a black armored SUV that felt more like a tank than a car. Kane sat on the other side of the leather bench seat. He hadn't spoken a word since we left the city. He had simply taken out a tablet and begun reading documents, ignoring me completely.

I huddled against the door, trying to stay as far away from him as possible. The interior of the car was warm, but I was freezing. The shock was setting in.

I stole a glance at him. In the passing streetlights, his profile was severe. He looked tired. There were dark circles under his eyes, lines of tension around his mouth. He looked like a man who carried the weight of the world and hated every ounce of it.

Why had he bought me? Why not just bid? Why the dramatic entrance?

And that feeling... that spark when he looked at me. What was that?

My wolf was pacing in my mind, agitated. She was clawing at the drug-induced fog, trying to surface. She wanted to be near him. It was insane. This man was a monster. He was our captor.

"Stop staring," he said, not looking up from his screen.

I jumped, turning my head quickly to look out the window. "I wasn't staring."

"You're a terrible liar," he murmured. He tapped the screen, then set the tablet down. He turned to look at me, his body shifting on the leather. "You have questions. Ask them. I hate the smell of curiosity. It's distracting."

I swallowed hard. "Where are we going?"

"Blackthorne Keep. My home."

"What... what are you going to do with me?"

He looked at me for a long moment, his gaze clinical. "You heard the Auctioneer. I need heirs. My bloodline is dangerously thin. The Council requires me to produce a successor within the year, or my position is challenged."

I felt the blood drain from my face. "So I'm just... an incubator?"

"Essentially," he said. "Yes."

He said it with zero emotion. No lust. No desire. Just cold, hard pragmatism. It was almost worse than if he had been lecherous. At least lust was human. This was machine-like.

"I won't do it," I whispered.

"You will," he said calmly. "Because if you don't, I will find that friend of yours—Maya?—and I will have her sent to the mines."

I gasped, turning to face him fully. "You wouldn't."

"I am the Alpha King, Raven," he said, his voice dropping. "I do not make threats. I make promises. You will behave. You will submit. You will give me a son. And in exchange, your friend lives a comfortable life in the capital. Do we have an accord?"

I stared at him, hate burning in my chest. He was cruel. He was manipulative.

"You are a monster," I spat.

He didn't flinch. He just nodded slowly. "Yes. I am. And you would do well to remember that."

The car slowed. We were passing through a massive gate, flanked by stone towers.

We had arrived.

The Keep was a fortress of black stone carved directly into the side of a jagged mountain peak. It loomed over the valley, dark and foreboding. It looked like a place where hope went to die.

The car stopped in a courtyard. A servant opened the door.

"Out," Kane commanded.

I stepped out into the snow. It was freezing up here in the mountains. The wind bit through my thin shift instantly. I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering violently.

Kane stepped out behind me. He looked at me, seeing me shiver. For a second, his hand twitched, as if he was going to reach for me or offer his coat.

But he didn't. He shoved his hands into his pockets and nodded to the main doors.

"Inside. Mistress Harrow will show you to your quarters."

I was led through hallways that were grand but cold. Stone floors, high ceilings, no decorations. It was a tomb.

I was taken to a room in the East Wing. It was huge, with a four-poster bed, a fireplace, and a balcony overlooking the cliffs.

"Wait here," the housekeeper said, closing the door.

I was alone.

I walked to the fire, standing as close as I dared, trying to thaw my frozen bones.

Ten minutes later, the door opened.

Kane walked in.

He had shed his jacket. His tie was gone, his shirt unbuttoned at the top. He looked more dangerous now, more raw.

He locked the door behind him.

My heart hammered. It's happening now, I thought. He's going to claim me.

He walked toward me. I backed up until my legs hit the hearth.

"Kane," I whispered, using his name for the first time.

He stopped. He stood right in front of me, looming over me. The smell of him was overwhelming.

"Don't be afraid," he said, his voice surprisingly soft. "I don't force women. Not in that way."

"Then let me go."

"I can't."

He reached out. He took my hand.

Skin touched skin.

And the world exploded.

It wasn't a spark this time. It was a lightning strike. A shockwave of pure, unadulterated power slammed into me, knocking the breath from my lungs.

Heat. Blinding, searing heat rushed up my arm, flooding my chest. My wolf roared, shattering the drug haze instantly, clawing her way to the surface screaming MATE. MATE. MATE.

I gasped, looking up at him.

Kane had frozen. His eyes were wide, the pupils blown, swallowing the gray. His breath hitched. He felt it too. The pull. The connection. The undeniable tether that bound our souls together.

"No," he whispered. The word was a prayer. A plea.

He dropped my hand as if it were a burning coal. He stumbled back, his face twisting in horror.

"No," he said again, louder. "Not you."

I held my hand to my chest, my heart racing so fast it hurt. "What... what was that?"

He looked at me, and the cruelty was back, but it was brittle now. Cracked.

"A mistake," he snarled. "A curse."

He backed away toward the door, looking at me like I was a ghost. Like I was the most terrifying thing he had ever seen.

"I wanted a breeder," he said, his voice shaking with suppressed rage. "I did not ask for a Mate."

"Kane—"

"Stay away from me," he commanded, his voice booming with Alpha power. "Do not leave this room. Do not come near me."

He ripped the door open.

"Destiny chose wrong," he spat.

And then he slammed the door, leaving me alone in the firelight, with the bond humming in my veins and the knowledge that I was mated to the monster who wanted nothing to do with me.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE BOND IGNITES
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The silence that followed the slamming of the door was louder than a scream.

It vibrated in the heavy oak, echoed off the cold stone walls, and settled into the marrow of my bones. But it couldn't drown out the sound of my own blood rushing in my ears, a torrential roar that sounded like a river breaching a dam.

I stood frozen in the center of the room, my hand still clutched to my chest, hovering over a heart that was beating with a rhythm I didn't recognize. It wasn't the frantic, staccato beat of fear anymore. It was a heavy, thundering drum. Boom. Boom. Boom.

Mate.

The word wasn't a thought. It was an instinct, ancient and undeniable, screaming from the deepest, most primitive part of my brain. My wolf, who had been a sluggish, drugged ghost in the back of my mind for weeks, was now pacing frantically in my psyche, howling at the closed door. She was clawing at the barriers of my consciousness, desperate to get to him.

To him.

Kane Blackthorne. The Butcher. The Alpha King. The man who had looked at me with eyes devoid of a soul and told me I was nothing but a vessel.

"No," I whispered, the word scraping out of my dry throat. "No, no, no."

I backed away from the door as if it were radioactive. I stumbled until my legs hit the edge of the massive four-poster bed and collapsed onto the mattress. I stared at my hand—the hand he had touched.

My skin still burned. It wasn't a painful burn, like fire or ice. It was a magnetic hum, a residual charge of energy that tingled all the way to my shoulder. Where his skin had grazed mine, the nerves were singing, alive and hyper-sensitive.

How could this be?

I was Raven Hayes. I was a healer. I was kind. I believed in the Goddess, in the sanctity of life. He was a murderer. A tyrant. A man who ruled through fear and broke people for sport.

Destiny had to be broken. The Moon Goddess had to be cruel, or drunk, or dead. There was no other explanation for why she would tether my soul to a monster.

He rejected it, I thought, the realization hitting me with a fresh wave of nausea.

I replayed the look on his face. The horror. The revulsion. Destiny chose wrong. The words cut deeper than any knife. It wasn't just that he didn't want a mate; it was that he didn't want me. He had looked at me as if I were a disease he had accidentally contracted.

I curled onto my side on the massive bed, pulling the fur throw up to my chin. The scent of him was everywhere in this room. Cedar, rain, and that dark, metallic tang of raw power. It was suffocating. It was delicious.

I hated him. I hated him with every fiber of my being. And yet, as I lay there in the dark, shivering not from cold but from the aftershocks of the bond, my traitorous body yearned for him to come back. To open the door. To finish what the touch had started.

I squeezed my eyes shut, tears leaking out to wet the silk pillowcase. "I won't," I whispered to the empty room. "I won't let him break me. Mate or not."

I didn't sleep.

I lay in a state of hyper-awareness, listening to the wind howl around the mountain peaks outside the glass wall. Every creak of the floorboards, every shift of the settling stone made me jump.

When dawn finally broke, it didn't bring sunlight. It brought a gray, oppressive light that filtered through the heavy clouds, turning the room into a monochrome cage.

I climbed out of bed, my limbs stiff. I walked to the window and looked down. The drop was sheer—hundreds of feet of jagged black rock ending in a mist-shrouded valley. There was no escape that way. I tried the balcony door; locked. I tried the main door; locked.

I was a prisoner.

A sharp click of the lock made me spin around.

The door opened, and a procession of servants entered. There were three of them—young women with eyes cast down, moving with the synchronized efficiency of terrified automatons. They carried trays of food, towels, and a garment bag.

They were followed by Mistress Harrow.

The severe housekeeper swept into the room, her gaze raking over me critically. "You look like a drowned rat," she noted dryly. "The King expects you at breakfast in forty-five minutes. You will be washed, dressed, and presentable."

"I'm not hungry," I said, my voice hoarse.

Harrow stopped and looked at me, her expression unreadable. "It is not a request, Lot 74. It is a summons."

She snapped her fingers. "Clean her up."

The maids descended on me. I was ushered into the adjoining bathroom—a space larger than my entire childhood home, filled with black marble and gold fixtures. They stripped me of the tattered shift without a word. They scrubbed my skin with sponges that felt like sandpaper, washing away the scent of the dungeon, the scent of the auction block.

They washed my hair, conditioned it, dried it until it fell in soft, dark waves down my back. They applied lotions that smelled of jasmine and sandalwood.

Then came the clothes.

Harrow unzipped the garment bag and pulled out a dress. It was beautiful, and it was cruel.

It was black silk, floor-length, with long sleeves and a high neck. It looked modest, until I put it on. The silk clung to every curve like a second skin. It was so tight I could barely take a deep breath. It left nothing to the imagination while covering everything. It was a dress designed to display property.

"Sit," Harrow commanded, pointing to a vanity.

She applied makeup herself—dark liner to accentuate the almond shape of my eyes, a blood-red stain to my lips. When she was done, she spun the chair around to face the mirror.

I stared at the reflection. The girl staring back wasn't Raven the Healer. She was a dark queen. A beautiful, tragic doll.

"Perfect," Harrow murmured. She leaned in close, her eyes meeting mine in the glass. "A word of advice, girl. He is in a foul mood today. The storm is brewing. Do not provoke him. Do not speak unless spoken to. And for the love of the Goddess, do not look him in the eye."

"Why?" I asked.

"Because," she whispered, "he hates what he sees when he looks at you."

I was escorted down the grand staircase by two armed guards. They didn't touch me, but they walked close enough that I could feel their body heat. They smelled of fear, too. Everyone in this castle smelled of fear.

We reached a set of double doors on the ground floor. The guards opened them, and I was ushered into a dining hall.

It was a cavernous room, dominated by a long table made of dark, polished wood that could easily seat fifty people. A fire roared in a massive hearth, but it did nothing to chase away the chill in the air.

Kane sat at the head of the table.

He didn't look up when I entered. He was reading a newspaper, a cup of black coffee steaming near his hand. He was dressed in a pristine gray suit, his hair wet, as if he had just showered.

But I could feel him.

The moment I crossed the threshold, the bond slammed into me. It was a physical pull, a hook in my navel dragging me toward him. My heart gave a painful lurch.

"Sit," he said.

He didn't shout. He didn't look at me. He just spoke to the paper.

There was a single place setting prepared—at the complete opposite end of the table, thirty feet away from him.

I walked the length of the room, my heels clicking on the stone floor. The sound seemed deafening in the silence. I pulled out the heavy wooden chair and sat.

The distance was deliberate. It was an insult. It was a wall.

Servants appeared from the shadows, placing plates of food in front of me—eggs, fruit, pastries. My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn't eaten a real meal in weeks, but the knot of anxiety in my throat made the idea of swallowing impossible.

I stared at him. I couldn't help it.

He looked exhausted. Up close, I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his hand gripped the coffee cup so hard his knuckles were white. He was blocking me. I could feel it. He was erecting a mental fortress, a wall of ice and steel to keep the bond from vibrating between us.

But he couldn't stop it completely. I could feel the static in the air.

He snapped the newspaper shut and finally looked at me.

The air left the room.

His eyes were darker than yesterday. Turbulent. Stormy. When his gaze landed on me, on the black dress that clung to my body, his pupils flared. He looked hungry. Not for food. For violence. For me.

Then, he masked it. The hunger vanished, replaced by a cold, sneering indifference.

"You look acceptable," he said, his voice flat.

"I feel like a doll," I replied, my voice steady despite my trembling hands.

"You are a doll," he countered. "A very expensive one."

He picked up a knife and fork, cutting into his steak with precise, surgical movements. "You will eat. You are too thin. I cannot breed a healthy heir from a starving vessel."

I flinched at the word. Breeder. Vessel. He used them like whips.

"I'm not hungry," I said.

He stopped cutting. He looked up, his eyes narrowing. "I did not ask if you were hungry, Raven. I gave you a command. Eat."

"And if I don't?"

The silence stretched. The servants in the corner seemed to stop breathing.

Kane set his knife down slowly. The metal clicked against the china.

"Do not test me this morning," he warned, his voice dropping an octave. "I have had a very long night. My patience is non-existent."

"Did you have trouble sleeping?" I asked, pushing my luck. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to know he suffered too. "Did the bond keep you up?"

Crash.

His fist slammed onto the table. The china rattled. The silver jumped.

"There is no bond!" he roared.

He stood up, his chair scraping violently against the stone floor. He was a blur of motion, storming down the length of the table until he towered over me.

I shrank back in my chair, my heart hammering. He was terrifying. A wall of pure Alpha aggression.

He leaned down, placing his hands on the arms of my chair, trapping me. His face was inches from mine. I could see the gold flecks in his gray eyes, drowning in the darkness. I could smell the coffee on his breath, mixed with that intoxicating scent of rain and forest.

"Listen to me," he snarled, his voice a low, dangerous rumble. "There is no bond. There is biology. There is a primal mistake. But there is no us. Do you understand?"

"You felt it," I whispered, refusing to look away. "You felt it when we touched. You feel it right now."

"I feel nothing but an annoyance," he lied. He was lying. I could feel the lie. It tasted like ash. I could feel his wolf clawing at the back of his eyes, desperate to claim me, desperate to bridge the gap.

"You're lying," I breathed.

His hand shot out, gripping my jaw. His thumb pressed into my cheekbone, holding me still. The touch sent fire racing through my veins. His breath hitched. He felt it too. He couldn't deny the spark that jumped from his skin to mine.

For a second, I thought he was going to kiss me. His gaze dropped to my lips, lingering there. The cruelty in his eyes wavered, replaced by a naked, terrifying need. He leaned in closer, his head tilting...

Then he ripped his hand away.

He straightened up, smoothing his suit jacket, his face twisting into a mask of disgust.

"You are delusional," he said coldly. "And you are defiant. I need to break that."

He turned to the guards by the door. "Take her to the Medical Wing. Have Dr. Aris run the full panel. Check her fertility markers. Check everything."

He looked back at me, his eyes dead again.

"If she is fertile," he said, "start the hormone treatments immediately. I want her ready for the next cycle."

"Kane!" I gasped, standing up. "You can't—"

"I can do whatever I want," he said, turning his back on me. "I am the King. And you are just a womb."

He walked out of the room without looking back.

I sank into the chair, the tears finally spilling over. But beneath the tears, beneath the fear, something else was kindling.

Anger.

He wanted to deny the bond? He wanted to treat me like cattle?

Fine.

I would show him that he couldn't break me. I would show him that I wasn't just a vessel. I was his mate. And whether he liked it or not, I was the only thing in this world that could destroy him.

The Medical Wing was a stark contrast to the gothic gloom of the rest of the Keep. It was white, sterile, and smelled of antiseptic and cold steel.

Dr. Aris was a Beta, a small, nervous man with wire-rimmed glasses who jumped every time I moved. He ran tests for three hours. Blood draws, scans, physical exams that left me feeling exposed and humiliated.

I lay on the exam table, staring at the ceiling tiles, dissociating. I counted the cracks in the plaster. One. Two. Three.

"You are... remarkably healthy," Dr. Aris muttered, looking at a tablet. "Considering the malnutrition from the holding cells. Your wolf is strong. Her regenerative capabilities are high."

"She's resilient," I said softly.

"The King will be pleased," Aris said, tapping the screen. "Your fertility markers are off the charts. It is... rare. Very rare to see a female with this level of potential."

"Don't tell him that," I said, sitting up. "Please."

Aris looked at me with pity. "I have to, my dear. I report everything to the King."

The door to the exam room opened.

I expected Kane.

It wasn't him.

A man walked in. He was tall, blond, with a jagged scar running down the left side of his face. He wore the uniform of the Elite Guard, but his insignia marked him as a Commander.

"Finished, Doc?" the man asked, his voice rough.

"Yes, Commander Sterling," Aris said, bowing slightly. "She is ready."

The man turned to look at me. His eyes were cold, calculating. He wasn't looking at me like a person. He was looking at me like a threat.

"The King requests her presence in the Training Yard," Sterling said.

"Why?" I asked, sliding off the table, clutching the paper gown to my chest. "Where are my clothes?"

"You won't need the dress," Sterling said, a cruel smirk touching his lips. "He wants to see what you're made of."

He tossed a pile of grey workout gear at me—sweatpants and a tank top. "Get changed. You have two minutes."

The Training Yard was an open-air arena at the base of the fortress, surrounded by high stone walls. The snow had been cleared from the center, leaving a circle of packed earth.

Kane was there.

He had changed out of his suit. He was wearing black combat pants and a tight black t-shirt that clung to his chest. He was wrapping his hands in tape.

A crowd had gathered. Guards, soldiers, even some of the household staff were lining the upper walkways, watching.

I walked into the arena, the cold wind biting at my bare arms.

Kane turned to face me. He looked dangerous. Lethal.

"You said you were resilient," he called out, his voice echoing off the stone. "You called me a bully. A coward."

He finished taping his hands and flexed them.

"In the Darklands, you earn your place," he said. "You don't get to sit in my tower and play the victim. If you want to be treated like a wolf, show me you are one."

"What do you want me to do?" I asked, stopping ten feet from him.

"Shift," he commanded.

I froze. "I... I can't. The wolfsbane. It's still in my system."

"Burn it out," he said. "If you are my... if you are strong enough to bear my heirs, you can burn through a little poison."

He stepped closer. "Shift, Raven. Or I will make you."

"I can't!"

"Then fight me as a human," he snarled.

He lunged.

It wasn't a full attack—if it had been, I would be dead. It was a test. He swung a fist at my head, slow enough for me to dodge.

Instinct took over. I ducked, rolling to the side. The movement was sloppy, my limbs heavy from the drugs, but I moved.

"Pathetic," Kane spat. He spun and kicked my legs out from under me.

I hit the dirt hard, the air rushing out of my lungs. I coughed, tasting dust.

"Get up," he ordered.

I scrambled to my feet, anger flaring hot in my chest. "You're enjoying this," I panted.

"I am teaching you," he said. "Pain is the only teacher that matters."

He came at me again. This time, I didn't just dodge. I struck back. I aimed a kick at his knee.

It was like kicking a granite pillar. He didn't even flinch. He caught my leg, unbalanced me, and threw me to the ground.

I landed on my shoulder, a sharp cry of pain escaping my lips.

"Is that all you have?" Kane mocked, standing over me. "The defiant girl on the auction block had fire. Where is she? Or was that just a show?"

Something inside me snapped.

The humiliation. The rejection. The fear. It all boiled over into a white-hot rage.

Deep inside, my wolf snarled. She hated him, but she hated his mockery more. She shoved against the wolfsbane fog, a battering ram of instinct.

Get. Up.

I pushed myself up. My shoulder screamed, but I ignored it. I wiped blood from my lip.

"I am not," I panted, "a show."

I ran at him.

I didn't have his strength. I didn't have his speed. But I had desperation.

I feinted left, then threw my entire body weight into a tackle at his midsection.

He didn't expect it. He stepped back, absorbing the impact. For a split second, our bodies were pressed together.

The bond screamed.

The contact was electric. His arms wrapped around me instinctively to stop himself from falling. My face was pressed against his chest, right over his heart. I heard it. Thump-thump-thump. It was racing.

He wasn't calm. He was chaotic.

We stood there for a heartbeat, frozen in a lover's embrace that was born of violence. I looked up. His face was right there. His eyes were wide, blazing with a mixture of lust and fury.

"You feel it," I whispered against his chest. "Tell me you don't feel it."

He shuddered. A full-body tremor that shook his massive frame.

"I feel it," he rasped, his voice raw.

Then his eyes hardened.

"And I hate it."

He shoved me away. Hard.

I stumbled back, catching my balance.

"Enough," he barked to the guards. "Take her back to her room. Lock her in."

He turned away from me, his back rigid. "She stays there until she learns her place."

"You can't lock away destiny, Kane!" I screamed at his back.

He stopped. He didn't turn around.

"Watch me," he said.

KANE

I stormed into my study and slammed the door so hard the glass in the windows rattled.

I went straight to the liquor cabinet, grabbing a bottle of whiskey. I didn't bother with a glass. I uncorked it and took a long, burning pull, hoping the alcohol would drown out the roaring in my head.

It didn't work.

Nothing worked.

Her scent was on me. It was clinging to my shirt, to my skin. Vanilla, jasmine, and that distinct, maddening sweetness that screamed MINE.

I paced the room, my hands shaking.

I had almost kissed her. In the dining room, when I touched her face... it had taken every ounce of willpower I possessed not to crush her mouth to mine, to drag her onto the table and claim her right there in front of the staff.

And in the arena...

When she tackled me, when her small, soft body pressed against mine, my wolf had gone insane. Mate. Protect. Claim. Love.

"Shut up," I snarled to the empty room, hitting my own chest. "Shut up!"

I couldn't have a mate. I couldn't have a weakness.

I walked to the window, looking out over the dark, frozen kingdom I ruled. I had built this empire on cruelty. On detachment. I was the monster in the dark. Monsters didn't get happy endings. They didn't get partners.

If I let her in... if I let myself care... my enemies would see it. They would use her. They would hurt her to get to me. And if anything happened to her...

The thought alone made my vision blur with red rage. If someone touched her, I would burn the world to ash.

And that was the problem.

She was a liability. She was a vulnerability I couldn't afford.

I looked down at the bottle in my hand.

I had to break the bond. I had to starve it until it withered and died. I had to treat her like a thing, a possession, until my wolf understood that she was nothing more than a means to an end.

I would be cruel. I would be distant. I would make her hate me.

Because her hate was safer than her love.

I took another drink, the liquid fire burning my throat.

"Tomorrow," I whispered to the reflection in the glass, "I break her spirit."

But even as I said it, I knew it was a lie.

Because when I looked in the mirror, the eyes staring back weren't dead anymore.

They were terrified.

​
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