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They told me monsters lived beyond the iron pass.

They didn’t tell me they ruled.

The convoy slows before the gates, iron teeth rising from the stone like a warning carved into the earth itself. The horses snort, uneasy. Even the guards—men who’ve marched through border wars and blood-soaked negotiations—avoid looking straight ahead.

I don’t.

I sit tall despite the cold biting through my cloak, hands folded in my lap, spine straight enough to ache. Fear is a language here. I won’t speak it first.

The gates loom higher than any fortress I’ve seen, blackened metal etched with symbols that look less like writing and more like scars. Wolf sigils. Old. Carved deep enough that no weather has softened them.

“This is where you turn back,” one of the guards mutters.

I glance at him. “You knew that wasn’t part of the agreement.”

He swallows. “We weren’t meant to cross. Just deliver you.”

“Then deliver me,” I say quietly.

The wind shifts.

I feel it before I hear it—the pressure, like the world itself drawing in a breath. The horses rear. One guard curses. Another grips his spear hard enough his knuckles pale.

The gates begin to open.

Not creaking. Not groaning.

Gliding.

Silently.

Beyond them stretches a city carved directly into stone—tiered structures rising like fangs from the mountainside, bridges arcing high above chasms, watchtowers crowned with fire. Wolves—no, men—stand along the walls, motionless, eyes glinting gold in the firelight.

Every instinct in my body screams run.

Instead, I lift my chin.

I was trained for this.

I am Elara Voss. Diplomatic envoy of the southern territories. Negotiator. Bargaining chip.

Hostage.

The convoy rolls forward. The gates close behind us with a finality that vibrates through my bones.

No turning back now.

We are escorted through the city in silence. Not the respectful silence of courtly halls—but the heavy, watchful kind. I feel eyes on me from balconies, from shadows between stone columns, from places I cannot see.

They know what I am.

Human.

Weak.

Useful.

We stop at the central keep, a towering structure of black stone and iron banners. A symbol hangs above the entrance—a stylized wolf skull, split down the center.

The guards dismount quickly. Too quickly.

“This is as far as we go,” the captain says, not meeting my eyes.

I rise on my own. My boots hit the stone with a sharp echo that seems to carry farther than it should.

A man steps forward from the shadows.

Not a guard.

Not a servant.

A herald, perhaps—but even he radiates danger.

“State your name,” he says.

“Elara Voss. Envoy of the southern territories. I come under the Pact of Binding to negotiate ceasefire terms.”

The man studies me for a long moment. Then he turns and gestures toward the doors.

“Follow.”

Inside, the keep is colder than outside. Stone pillars stretch toward a vaulted ceiling lost in shadow. Torches line the walls, flames steady—unnaturally so.

At the far end of the hall sits a throne carved from obsidian and bone.

And on it—

He doesn’t rise when I enter.

He doesn’t need to.

Alpha Draven Nightcrest sits like a king carved from violence itself.

Broad shoulders wrapped in dark leather. Arms bare, marked with old scars and fresh ones alike. His posture is relaxed, but it’s the kind of relaxation earned by something that has never been challenged.

His eyes find me immediately.

Silver-gold. Sharp. Unblinking.

Predatory.

The air thickens, heavy with something primal. My pulse stutters—not from attraction, I tell myself. From instinct. Every human nerve screaming that I am standing before the apex of a food chain.

“So,” he says at last, voice low, rough-edged. “They sent you.”

Not a human. Not the envoy.

You.

I walk forward until the herald steps aside. The distance between us feels charged, like a wire drawn tight.

“I was sent to speak for peace,” I say. “Between your territory and the southern borders.”

A murmur ripples through the hall. Wolves shifting. Discontent.

Draven leans forward slightly, forearms resting on his knees. The movement is fluid. Controlled. Dangerous.

“Peace,” he repeats, tasting the word. “After three years of encroachment. After broken treaties. After blood.”

“I wasn’t responsible for those decisions,” I reply evenly. “But I am here to end them.”

His gaze sharpens. I feel it like a blade drawn across skin.

“You’re brave,” he says.

I don’t smile. “I’m practical.”

A flicker of something—interest, perhaps—passes through his eyes before vanishing.

“Do you know what happens to humans who wander into my territory?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“And yet you came.”

“I was sent.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

The silence stretches. My heart beats loud in my ears, but I don’t let it show.

“I came,” I say finally, “because if I didn’t, more people would die. On both sides.”

Draven studies me like a puzzle he hasn’t decided whether to break or keep intact.

Then he stands.

The movement ripples through the hall. Every wolf straightens. The air seems to bow to him.

He is taller than I expected. Broad. Solid. When he steps closer, I have to resist the urge to step back.

He stops an arm’s length away.

Too close.

I can feel the heat of him. The weight of his attention.

“You smell like resolve,” he says quietly. “And fear.”

“I’m human,” I say. “Fear comes standard.”

One corner of his mouth lifts—not a smile. Something sharper.

“You’ll find,” he murmurs, “that fear is a currency here.”

His hand lifts.

Not toward me—but toward the assembled court.

“Leave us.”

A beat.

Then the hall empties with startling speed. Guards withdraw. Advisors vanish. The herald bows and disappears.

Suddenly, it’s just us.

Predator and prey.

Negotiator and ruler.

Draven circles me slowly. I keep my gaze forward, refusing to track him like a trapped animal.

“You’re not what I expected,” he says.

“Neither are you,” I reply.

A low sound escapes him—almost a laugh.

“They think sending you will stay my hand,” he continues. “That I won’t tear your borders apart if a human stands between us.”

I turn to face him. “Will it?”

He stops behind me. I feel him there without looking.

“No,” he says. “But it gives me options.”

My stomach tightens. “What kind of options?”

The air shifts.

Danger coils.

“Ancient law,” he says. “Older than your treaties. Older than this keep.”

I swallow. “I’m not bound by your laws.”

“You are now.”

Before I can react, his hand grips my wrist—firm, unyielding. Not painful. Controlled.

Claiming.

“Alpha—” I begin.

His other hand lifts my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.

“You were sent as a bargaining chip,” he says softly. “I will use you as one.”

My pulse pounds. “If you harm me—”

“I won’t,” he says.

That’s what terrifies me.

“Because under wolf law,” he continues, voice dropping to a dangerous hush, “there are protections even enemies cannot violate.”

Understanding dawns too late.

“You can’t—”

His thumb brushes the side of my throat.

Right over my pulse.

“Welcome to my territory, Elara Voss,” Alpha Draven Nightcrest says. “You belong to me now.”

And somewhere deep in the keep, a horn sounds—low, ancient, and irrevocable.
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The horn’s echo sinks into my bones.

It isn’t loud—not exactly. It’s deep, resonant, ancient, as if the mountain itself has decided to speak. The sound rolls through the keep and fades slowly, deliberately, like a verdict being sealed.

I don’t move.

I don’t breathe.

Alpha Draven Nightcrest’s hand is still at my wrist, his thumb resting where my pulse betrays me. He doesn’t tighten his grip. He doesn’t need to. The claim—whatever he’s just invoked—has already changed the air between us.

“Let go of me,” I say, and I’m proud that my voice doesn’t shake.

His eyes flicker down to my throat, then back to my face. Something unreadable passes through them before he releases my wrist and steps back, giving me space without surrendering control.

“You misunderstand,” he says calmly. “This wasn’t a question.”

“I am not your property,” I snap.

A muscle jumps in his jaw.

“No,” he agrees. “You’re my responsibility.”

That should make me feel safer.

It doesn’t.

“What did you just do?” I demand.

Draven turns away from me and walks toward the throne, his boots striking stone with measured authority. He doesn’t sit. Instead, he rests one hand against the carved arm, fingers flexing as if restraining something.

“I invoked provisional claim,” he says. “Temporary. Conditional.”

My stomach drops. “Conditional on what?”

“Your survival.”

I laugh once, sharp and humorless. “You expect me to be grateful?”

“I expect you to be alive.”

He finally looks at me again, and there’s no mockery there. No cruelty. Just a brutal, matter-of-fact certainty.

“Under ancient law,” he continues, “a claimed human cannot be harmed by any member of my pack without my direct command.”

“So you marked me as bait,” I say. “Wrapped in legal protection.”

“Protection,” he corrects. “Full stop.”

“For how long?”

His gaze sharpens. “As long as necessary.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’ll get.”

I take a step toward him before I can stop myself. “You had no right.”

“I have every right,” he snaps, the calm fracturing just enough to reveal teeth beneath. “You crossed into my territory knowing the cost.”

“I crossed to prevent war!”

“And now you might.”

The silence between us stretches, taut and dangerous. I can feel the weight of unseen eyes beyond the walls, the awareness that every word spoken here ripples outward.

“You should be executed,” Draven says suddenly. “Or ransomed. Or returned as proof that your leaders miscalculated.”

“Yet here I stand.”

“Yes,” he agrees quietly. “Here you stand.”

He moves again, closing the distance with a predator’s grace. I hold my ground, even as every instinct screams at me to flee.

“You were sent because you’re expendable,” he says. “But clever. And calm under pressure.”

“That’s what you look for in a negotiator.”

“That’s what I look for in leverage.”

My nails dig into my palms. “You intend to parade me as a symbol.”

“I intend to keep you breathing,” he says flatly. “Which is more than your leaders intended.”

That lands harder than I expect.

I open my mouth to argue—then close it. Because I know he’s right. Because I remember the looks exchanged when my name was put forward. The careful phrasing. The assurances wrapped around a truth no one wanted to say aloud.

I was chosen because I could be spared.

Draven studies my face, as if reading the realization there.

“Good,” he murmurs. “You understand.”

“I understand that you’re using me,” I say.

“Yes.”

“And if I refuse to play along?”

His eyes darken. “Then you die. And I burn your borders anyway.”

At least he’s honest.

A door opens somewhere behind us. Soft footsteps echo across the hall. I turn just as a woman steps into view—tall, sharp-featured, her dark hair braided tightly down her back. Her gaze flicks to me, then to Draven.

“The court is restless,” she says. “They heard the horn.”

“They were meant to,” Draven replies.

Her eyes narrow. “You invoked claim.”

“Yes.”

“With a human?”

“I’m aware of her species.”

The woman’s jaw tightens. “You will face resistance.”

“I always do.”

She looks at me again, openly assessing. Not hostile. Calculating.

“This is Elara Voss,” Draven says. “She is under my protection.”

The emphasis is unmistakable.

The woman inclines her head, just barely. “Then she is under my watch.”

“See that you do,” Draven says. “Kaelen.”

Ah. So this is his enforcer. Or his conscience.

Kaelen gestures toward a side corridor. “Your chambers are prepared.”

“My chambers?” I repeat.

Draven’s gaze flicks to mine. “Adjacent to mine.”

Heat floods my face. “Absolutely not.”

He arches a brow. “You’d prefer the guest wing?”

“Yes.”

“That wing is three corridors removed,” he says. “And less secure.”

“I don’t care.”

“I do.”

Kaelen clears her throat. “Alpha—”

“Adjacent,” Draven repeats. “That’s final.”

I stare at him, fury buzzing beneath my skin. “You don’t get to dictate where I sleep.”

“I do,” he says evenly. “If I want you alive.”

The argument dies on my tongue, strangled by the reality of my position.

“Fine,” I bite out. “But this isn’t consent.”

His gaze hardens. “Nothing about this is.”

Kaelen turns and leads the way. I follow, my steps stiff, my thoughts a chaotic tangle of fear and anger and something far more dangerous—curiosity.

The corridor twists deeper into the keep, stone walls closing in around us. Torches cast flickering light, shadows dancing like watchful spirits.

The chambers are… not what I expected.

Spacious. Warm. Furnished with dark wood and thick furs. A bed large enough to swallow me whole dominates the far wall.

“This is a cage,” I say.

“A gilded one,” Kaelen replies coolly. “You could do worse.”

“I’ve done better.”

She pauses, then looks at me with something like respect. “Most humans would be sobbing by now.”

“I save that for later.”

A corner of her mouth twitches.

Draven lingers at the threshold, arms crossed, watching me take in the space. “You’ll find food shortly. You’re not to leave this wing without escort.”

“I’m not a prisoner,” I say automatically.

He meets my gaze. “You are.”

The honesty hits harder than cruelty ever could.

“Get some rest,” he adds. “Tomorrow, we begin negotiations.”

“And if I refuse?”

He steps closer, lowering his voice so only I can hear. “Then I stop pretending this is diplomacy.”

His presence presses in on me, overwhelming and controlled all at once. For a fleeting, terrifying second, I imagine what it would be like to lean into that power instead of fighting it.

I hate myself for the thought.

He leaves without another word.

The door closes behind him with a soft click that sounds far too final.

I exhale shakily and sink onto the edge of the bed, fingers curling into the fur. It’s warm. Clean. Safe.

And none of that makes me feel better.

Because I know what he’s done.

Claimed me.

Marked me as something worth protecting—and worth destroying.

And somewhere beyond these walls, wolves are already deciding how best to use me to bring their Alpha to his knees.

I lie back and stare at the ceiling, listening to the distant hum of the keep.

Tomorrow, the real game begins.

And I have no idea how to win it.
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I don’t sleep.

I lie in the dark, staring up at a ceiling carved from stone and shadow, listening to a place that never truly rests. The keep breathes around me—low voices murmuring beyond walls, the distant clink of metal, the occasional echo of footsteps that sound far too deliberate to be accidental.

Every sound reminds me where I am.

Not a guest.

Not an equal.

A claimed human in the heart of a wolf stronghold.

The bed beneath me is too soft. The furs too warm. Comfort feels like a trick here—something meant to lull me into forgetting that everything I have, including my life, is conditional.

I turn onto my side, staring at the door that separates my chamber from the corridor… and from Draven Nightcrest’s room beyond it.

Adjacent.

The word burns.

I don’t know if he sleeps. I don’t know if Alphas sleep the way humans do. The idea of him on the other side of stone and iron—close enough that I could press my palm to the wall and imagine his heat—makes my chest tighten with a mix of anger and something I refuse to name.

Eventually, exhaustion wins in fragments. I drift. I surface. I dream of silver eyes in the dark and a hand closing around my throat—not to choke, but to steady my racing pulse.

When I wake, light spills through a narrow window carved high into the wall. Pale, cold, unforgiving.

I sit up slowly, half-expecting guards to burst in.

They don’t.

Instead, a knock sounds—sharp, controlled.

“Enter,” I say.

Kaelen steps inside, carrying a tray. Food. Bread, meat, a cup of something steaming that smells faintly of herbs.

“You’re awake,” she says.

“Hard to miss,” I reply.

She sets the tray down on a low table. “The Alpha expects you in the council chamber within the hour.”

“I expect him to choke on his expectations.”

Her gaze flicks up, assessing. “Careful.”

“With what?” I ask. “My tone? Or my existence?”

“Both,” she says evenly.

I swing my legs off the bed and stand. My clothes from yesterday are folded neatly nearby—cleaned. Another reminder of the strange, unsettling care being taken with me.

“I’ll come,” I say. “Because I don’t have a choice.”

“No,” Kaelen agrees. “You don’t.”

She hesitates at the door, then pauses. “For what it’s worth… invoking provisional claim was controversial.”

“That’s meant to comfort me?”

“It’s meant to inform you,” she replies. “You’re already a fracture point.”

After she leaves, I eat quickly—not because I’m hungry, but because I know better than to appear weak. Then I dress, braid my hair back, and square my shoulders.

Negotiations begin today.

The council chamber is smaller than the great hall, but heavier with intent. Stone walls curve inward, creating a space that feels designed to contain violence rather than beauty. A long table dominates the center. Wolves






































































































