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Elena’s POV

The coffee cup is warm against my palms, but it does nothing for the cold that lives permanently under my ribs whenever I stand outside King Ronan Vale’s office door. Black, no sugar, the way he likes it. I have made this walk a thousand times in two years, and it never gets easier, because every single time, some small and stupid part of me hopes he’ll look up and actually see me — not the girl who brings his coffee and manages his calendar, but me, Elena, the person underneath the job title.

I know better. I’ve always known better. I learned it the way you learn any hard truth about yourself: slowly, painfully, and then all at once, standing in a hallway with a cooling cup of coffee and a heart I have never once let him see.

Lycan Kings don’t fall for their human secretaries. They fall for mates chosen by fate, announced beneath a full moon, blessed by packs that have bled for centuries to keep their bloodlines pure and their thrones secure. I am none of those things. I am the girl who memorizes his schedule down to the minute, who knows he takes his tea with honey after a full shift because the change soothes something raw in his throat, who has learned the particular quality of silence that means he’s exhausted from carrying a kingdom on shoulders no one else is allowed to see him buckle under.

I know the scent of him, too — cedar and pine and something wilder underneath, something that makes my pulse stutter when he passes too close, something I have never had a name for and have never dared to ask about. I’ve told myself it’s nothing. A crush. An inconvenient, embarrassing, entirely one-sided crush that I will grow out of the way I was supposed to grow out of believing in fairy tales when I was nine years old and my mother sat me down to explain, gently, that girls like us didn’t get rescued. We rescued ourselves. We worked. We kept our heads down and our expectations lower still, and if we were very lucky, very careful, we built something steady enough that nobody could take it away from us.

I’ve built two years of steadiness here, in this castle that was never meant to hold someone like me. Two years of six a.m. alarms and pressed blazers and knowing exactly how many sugars the head of the treasury takes in his coffee and which councilman to seat away from which other councilman at state dinners. Two years of being so good at my job that no one questions why a human works so deep inside a lycan court, because competence, I’ve learned, buys you a kind of invisibility that protection never could.

Tonight there’s a full moon ball. The entire palace has been in motion for a week — florists arguing with the head housekeeper over centerpieces, the kitchens perfuming every hallway with roasting meat and warm bread, tailors sent for from three kingdoms away to dress a Queen Mother who has never once, in my two years of employment, been satisfied with anything less than perfection. Tonight, Selene Vale will parade another pack heiress through the palace halls for her son’s approval, the latest in a long line of daughters from allied packs, each one lovelier and better bred than the last, each one exactly the kind of woman a King is supposed to choose.

I will smile. I will pour champagne with a steady hand and a straight spine, and I will go home tonight to my small apartment on the wrong side of the mountain road, and I will cry where no one can hear me, the way I always do after these things. It has become its own kind of ritual, almost as reliable as the sunrise: the ball, the ache, the tears, and then the morning after, when I put my blazer back on and walk back up that mountain road because some part of me — small, foolish, starving — cannot make myself stop.

I don’t know yet that fate has already chosen. I don’t know that before this night ends, Ronan’s iron control will shatter in a moonlit garden, and mine will shatter right along with it. I only know, standing outside his door with his coffee going lukewarm in my hands, that I have never wanted anything the way I want this — want him — and that wanting has never once been enough for people like me.

I knock twice. Always twice; he told me once, in an unguarded moment I’ve turned over in my mind more times than I’ll admit, that a single knock makes his wolf startle, some old instinct from a childhood he’s never fully explained. I push open the door before he can answer, because he never answers, because after two years we’ve settled into a rhythm that doesn’t need permission.

He’s at his desk, dark head bent over a report, and even that unguarded angle of him undoes something in my chest. There’s a stillness to Ronan Vale that most people mistake for coldness. I’ve learned it’s something else — the particular quiet of a man who has spent his whole life being watched, judged, measured against his father’s ghost, and who has decided the only way to survive it is to give the world as little as possible to grab onto.

He gives me more than he thinks he does. I’ve been collecting the pieces for two years.

“Your coffee, Your Majesty,” I say, setting the cup down exactly where he likes it, upper right corner of the desk, handle turned toward his hand.

“Elena.” Just my name, low and rough with whatever he hasn’t slept off yet. He doesn’t look up, but I feel his attention anyway, the way you feel weather changing before the first drop of rain. “Tell me my mother hasn’t already ruined my morning.”

“She’s requested the east salon for the pre-ball reception instead of the ballroom foyer. I’ve already told the staff.”

“And the Ashford proposal?”

“On your desk by nine, like every morning.” I hesitate, because this part isn’t strictly my job, isn’t strictly anything except the part of me that can’t help wanting to make his day easier even when it costs me something to do it. “You should eat something before the ball. You didn’t yesterday either.”

That gets him to look up. Gold eyes, sharp and searching, land on me with an intensity that never gets easier to withstand, no matter how many mornings I’ve stood in it. For one unguarded second something flickers across his face that isn’t kingly at all — something almost like gratitude, like I’m the only person in this entire palace who sees him as a man who forgets to eat instead of a King who’s supposed to be above such ordinary failings.

Then it’s gone, folded back behind the mask he wears for everyone, including — especially — me.

“Noted,” he says, and returns to his report, and I let myself out because that’s the rhythm we’ve built, careful and contained and never once acknowledged out loud.

* * *

By the time the sun sets, the palace has transformed into something out of the stories my grandmother used to tell before she died — chandeliers blazing, silk draped from every archway, the great hall filled with more gold and moonlight than I’ve ever seen collected in one room. I stand near the champagne table in the plain black dress I always wear to these things, watching packs I’ll never belong to greet each other with the easy familiarity of people who have never once had to wonder if they were welcome somewhere.

Selene finds me within the first twenty minutes, because of course she does.

“Miss Marsh.” She says my name the way she always does, like it costs her something even to acknowledge it. Tonight she’s resplendent in deep violet silk, her silver hair swept up in a style that must have taken hours, and her eyes move over me with the particular contempt of a woman who has decided, long before we ever met, exactly what I am worth. “How industrious of you to still be useful tonight.”

“I try, Your Grace.”

“Do try to stay near the refreshments. It would be unfortunate if the guests mistook you for someone who belonged among them.”

I’ve had two years of practice keeping my face still under exactly this kind of cruelty, and I use every bit of it now, nodding once before she sweeps away toward the entrance, where the orchestra has just shifted into something grander, announcing an arrival.

Camilla Ashford is, I have to admit even through the ugly twist in my stomach, beautiful — dark-haired, elegant, moving through the crowd like she was born knowing exactly how much space she’s allowed to take up. Which, I suppose, she was. Daughter of an allied pack alpha, bred for exactly this moment, exactly this room, exactly this King.

I watch Ronan cross the floor to greet her, watch him bow over her hand with the same cold formality he shows every dignitary who requires it, and I tell myself the tightness in my chest is nothing. A crush. Nothing more.

The evening stretches on in the way these evenings always do — a blur of introductions and toasts and dancing I have no part in, my feet aching in shoes I bought secondhand three years ago, my smile beginning to feel less like an expression and more like a mask I’ve forgotten how to take off. I refill champagne glasses. I redirect a drunk councilman away from the Queen Mother’s favorite vase. I do my job, and I do it well, because that is the one thing in this palace that has always, reliably, been mine.

It’s nearly midnight when I feel it — the pull, low and insistent in my chest, a sensation I’ve felt before but never this strong, like a hand closing gently around my ribs and tugging. I turn without deciding to, the way you turn toward a sound before you consciously register hearing it, and across the glittering, crowded ballroom, I find him already looking at me.

Not glancing. Looking. Gold eyes locked on mine with an intensity that makes the rest of the room simply fall away — the music, the chandeliers, Camilla Ashford’s hand still resting on his arm, all of it dissolving into nothing next to the singular, burning fact of him watching me like I am the only person in this room worth seeing.

For one suspended moment, two years of careful distance stretches thin enough to see straight through.

I don’t know yet what this night is going to cost either of us. I don’t know about the garden, or the dawn that will follow it, or the two pink lines waiting for me weeks from now, or the poison, or the four years of running that will remake me into someone I don’t yet recognize. I only know that his eyes are gold and wolf-bright and locked only on me, and that some small, foolish, starving part of me — the part that never did learn to stop hoping — believes, just for this one suspended second, that maybe I was wrong about girls like me after all.

Then Selene’s voice cuts across the ballroom, calling her son’s attention back to Camilla, and the moment shatters like something dropped from a great height. Ronan looks away first. I tell myself that’s answer enough.

I retreat toward the terrace doors, needing air, needing the particular relief of cold night wind against overheated skin, and I tell myself the whole way there that nothing happened. A look across a crowded room is not a promise. It is not even really a question. It is nothing at all, and I am a fool for letting my pulse race the way it’s racing now, for letting my hands shake faintly around the champagne tray I’m still somehow carrying.

Outside, the gardens stretch dark and fragrant toward the tree line, moonlight silvering the hedge rows into something almost otherworldly. I’ve never had reason to walk this far from the ballroom before, but tonight my feet carry me past the first row of roses before I fully register I’ve left my post, and I stand there a moment, breathing in the cool air, listening to the muffled orchestra through the terrace doors, and I let myself, just for a moment, imagine a version of tonight where the look across the ballroom meant what some reckless part of me wants it to mean.

I think, not for the first time, about the choice I made two years ago to take this job at all. I’d interviewed for three other positions that month — a filing clerk role at a shipping company, a receptionist post at a dentist’s office, a retail job that paid barely enough to cover rent — and none of them had made my hands shake the way the palace interview had, none of them had left me lying awake afterward turning over every word I’d said, wondering if I’d been good enough, wondering if I even wanted it enough to deserve wondering. I told myself it was ambition. I told myself it was the salary, the security, the chance to build something better than the diner shifts and secondhand clothes I’d grown up on. I’ve never let myself examine too closely whether some smaller, stranger instinct was already at work in me even then, some pull toward a castle I’d never set foot in and a King I’d never met, guiding me toward this exact life without my permission.

It’s a dangerous thing to imagine. I know that even as I do it. Two years of careful distance have taught me exactly how much it costs to want something this far outside my reach, and yet standing here in the dark, coffee cups and canapé trays and Selene’s contempt all fading into the periphery, I let myself want it anyway, just for the length of one held breath.

Somewhere behind me, the orchestra shifts into a new arrangement, and the sound of laughter drifts out through the open doors — Camilla’s laughter, bright and practiced, exactly the kind of sound a King’s intended is supposed to make. I press my palm flat against the cool stone balustrade and remind myself, one more time, that some things are simply not for girls like me.

I don’t yet know how wrong I am.
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THE KING'S SECRETARY


Elena’s POV

My alarm goes off at five forty-five most mornings, which gives me exactly fifty minutes to become the version of myself the palace expects — pressed blazer, hair smoothed back into something professional, face arranged into competent neutrality — before I catch the staff transport up the mountain road to Vale Castle. I’ve had the routine down for two years now, refined into something so automatic I could probably do it in my sleep, which is good, because most mornings I’m running on something close to it.

The apartment I share with no one is small and a little cold in the mornings before the heating kicks in properly, but it’s mine, paid for with a salary that still occasionally astonishes me when I remember the diner job I held before this one. I make coffee I don’t have time to drink, feed the temperamental radiator a kick it seems to need every morning like clockwork, and catch my reflection in the hallway mirror just long enough to remind myself who I’m supposed to be today: capable, unbothered, invisible in all the ways that matter.

The transport up the mountain takes twenty-two minutes on a good day, longer when the fog rolls in off the eastern ridge the way it has all week. I spend the ride running through the day’s schedule in my head — the Ashford trade dispute that’s been simmering for a month, the security briefing Ronan is perpetually, chronically late for, and tonight’s full moon ball, which the entire palace has been buzzing about since the invitations went out.

“He’s in a mood,” Priya warns me the moment I step through the staff entrance, not even looking up from the linens she’s sorting. Priya has run the household staff for longer than I’ve been alive and has an almost supernatural sense for the King’s temperament before anyone else notices it. “Selene’s already been in there twice this morning, and it’s not even eight.”

“When is he not in a mood before a ball,” I say, and she laughs, low and knowing, because it’s true. Ronan Vale runs his kingdom with terrifying precision — trade agreements memorized down to the clause, security protocols rehearsed until his guards could recite them in their sleep, a public image so carefully constructed that most of the pack has never seen him do anything but rule. But underneath all that precision is a man perpetually bracing for impact, and I’ve come to recognize the particular tightness in his shoulders that means today is going to be one of those days.

I’ve worked here two years now, long enough to have learned the map of him the way you learn a house you’ve lived in for a decade — which floorboards creak, which doors stick, which silences mean he wants to be left alone and which ones mean he’s testing whether anyone will notice he doesn’t.

I noticed. I noticed almost immediately, actually, in my first week, when I found him alone in his office long after the rest of the staff had gone home, staring at a letter he wouldn’t tell me the contents of, looking for one unguarded moment less like a King and more like a boy who’d lost something he couldn’t ask anyone to help him find. I brought him tea he didn’t ask for and left without a word, and the next morning he’d left a note on my desk — just two words, *thank you* — that I still, embarrassingly, have folded in the bottom drawer of my desk.

That’s the trouble with this job, if I’m honest with myself in the rare moments I allow it. It would be so much easier to keep my head down and my heart out of it if he weren’t so relentlessly, quietly human underneath the crown. If the wolf in him weren’t so careful with the people who work for him, so exacting about his own conduct, so much more decent than a King raised by Selene Vale had any right to be.

I knock twice — always twice, ever since he told me once that a single knock makes his wolf startle, some instinct left over from a childhood I know almost nothing about, one of the few unguarded things he’s ever told me — and let myself in without waiting for an answer, because he never gives one anymore. We stopped needing the formality of it somewhere in the second year.

He’s standing at the window with his back to me, tall and dark-suited, gold hair the exact color of his eyes when the wolf is close to the surface, which it seems to be more often than usual lately, though I’ve never asked why. Even from behind, I can read the tension in his shoulders like a paragraph I’ve memorized from repetition.

“Your coffee, Your Majesty.”

“Elena.” He doesn’t turn. My name in his mouth still does something humiliating to my pulse, two years in, a small traitorous leap I’ve never managed to train out of myself no matter how many mornings I stand here reminding myself not to. “Tell me the Ashford numbers are wrong.”

“I wish I could.” I set the cup on his desk, careful to keep the distance between us professional, measured, safe, the way I keep it every single morning because the alternative is unthinkable. “But I can tell you I’ve drafted three counter-proposals overnight, and the second one gives us leverage without giving them the coastline access they’re demanding.”

That gets him to turn around. For one unguarded second, something flickers across his face that isn’t kingly at all — something almost like relief, like he’s been holding his breath since he woke and I’m the first thing all morning that hasn’t cost him anything. Then it’s gone, tucked back behind the cold, commanding mask he wears for everyone, including — especially — me.

“Show me,” he says, and for the next hour I forget to be careful.

It’s always like this in the in-between moments, when it’s just the two of us and a stack of papers between us like a wall we’ve both silently agreed to respect. He asks sharp, exacting questions and I answer them without hesitation, and somewhere in the give and take of it, something loosens in his shoulders that I don’t think anyone else in this castle ever gets to see. I could almost believe, in these hours, that we’re just two people who understand each other — not a King and his secretary, not a wolf and a human, just two minds working the same problem from either side of a desk.

Then someone knocks, or his mother sweeps in trailing expensive perfume and colder judgment, and I remember exactly what I am to this palace: staff. Useful. Invisible in all the ways that are supposed to matter.

Selene Vale arrives at eleven, as if summoned by my thought of her, and looks at me the way she always does — like something she’s found on the sole of her shoe and hasn’t yet decided whether it’s worth the effort of scraping off.

“Miss Marsh.” She says my name like it costs her something to pronounce, every syllable clipped and precise. “I need my son. Alone.”

I gather my folders and go, because that’s the job, and because arguing with a Queen Mother is not a battle a human secretary wins, not today, not ever. But at the door I catch Ronan’s eyes for half a second, and there’s an apology in them he’ll never say out loud, the same silent apology I’ve been collecting for two years like pressed flowers I don’t quite know what to do with.

I retreat to the small anteroom outside his office that serves as my desk, my domain, the one corner of this palace that’s unmistakably mine even though nothing in it actually belongs to me. I busy myself with correspondence I could answer in my sleep, but I can’t help catching fragments of the conversation through the door — Selene’s voice, sharp and insistent, the word *Camilla* repeated twice, the word *duty* three times, Ronan’s low replies too quiet to make out but unmistakably tired in a way that has nothing to do with sleep.

I’ve felt this pull toward him since the week I started — a low hum under my skin whenever he’s close, a wrongness whenever I have to leave a room he’s in, like walking away from warmth on a cold night. I used to think it was nerves, the ordinary anxiety of a new job in an unfamiliar world. Then I told myself it was a crush, embarrassing but harmless, the kind of thing you grow out of with enough time and enough reminders of everything standing between us.

I’m twenty-two years old, and I have never once grown out of it. If anything, two years has only taught the feeling new and more complicated names.

Damian finds me there an hour later, dropping a stack of security reports on my desk with the easy familiarity of someone who’s stopped pretending the palace hierarchy applies between the two of us. He’s Ronan’s beta, broad-shouldered and perpetually amused by something only he can see, and in two years he’s become the closest thing I have to a friend inside these walls.

“You look like someone who could use tonight to be canceled,” he says, dropping into the chair across from my desk without being invited.

“I look like someone who has forty invitations to confirm and a Queen Mother who thinks I should be doing it faster.”

“That too.” He studies me for a moment longer than is comfortable, something considering in his expression that I choose not to examine too closely. “You know she’s going to make a spectacle of the Ashford girl tonight.”

“I’d assumed.”

“Camilla’s fine. Sweet, even, in the way people are sweet when they’ve never had to fight for anything.” He shrugs. “Not what he needs, though.”

I don’t ask what Damian thinks Ronan needs, because some questions are dangerous even to consider, let alone voice out loud in a palace full of ears. Instead I redirect us both toward the guest list, and Damian, mercifully, lets me.

Tonight, Selene will parade Camilla Ashford through the ballroom like a prize mare, and the whole pack will watch to see if their King finally chooses a mate worthy of the throne. I’ll wear the plain black dress I always wear to these things, the one I bought secondhand three years ago and have altered twice to keep presentable, and I’ll pour champagne with steady hands, and I’ll remind myself — the way I remind myself every single day — that some things are simply not for girls like me, no matter how badly some small, foolish part of me wants them to be.

I almost believe it, right up until the moment, hours later, when I catch him watching me from across the crowded ballroom, gold eyes burning like he’s forgotten there’s anyone else in the room at all.

It isn’t the first time I’ve caught him looking. It’s the first time he doesn’t look away before I do.

Before that moment, though, there’s still the whole long day to get through, and days like this one have a way of testing every seam I’ve sewn myself into. By early afternoon I’ve confirmed forty guest arrivals, redirected two separate deliveries the kitchen wasn’t expecting, and smoothed over a scheduling conflict between the tailors and the musicians that nearly ended in genuine bloodshed. None of it is glamorous. All of it is the kind of invisible labor that keeps a palace like this one running smoothly enough that no one upstairs ever has to think about how it happens.

I don’t mind the work, most days. There’s a satisfaction in being good at something, in being the person people come to when a problem needs solving quietly and quickly. It’s the other part that wears on me — the part where I watch Ronan Vale walk past me in a hallway with Camilla Ashford on his arm, both of them dressed for an afternoon garden tour Selene arranged, and I have to arrange my face into pleasant neutrality and offer directions to the east lawn like my chest isn’t quietly caving in.

At one point I pass the doorway of the small library where Selene has installed Camilla with tea and a stack of pack histories, ostensibly to help her prepare for tonight, and I catch a fragment of the Queen Mother’s voice, low and instructive: “You’ll find my son responds well to patience. He was raised to distrust anything that comes too easily.” I don’t wait to hear more. I have no right to feel the hot, ugly twist in my stomach that follows me down the corridor, no right at all, and I remind myself of that fact with every step back to my desk.

“You’re doing




















