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The first thing I noticed was the silence.

Not the peaceful kind—the kind that presses against your ears until your pulse gets loud. The kind that comes right before something breaks.

I froze mid-sentence, my mouth still shaped around a word that never made it out.

“…binding,” I finished weakly.

No one responded.

The long stone chamber had been loud seconds earlier—raised voices, the scrape of chairs, the low growl of men who weren’t entirely human—but now every head had turned toward the doors.

Toward the sound that didn’t belong.

Boots.

Not the measured steps of the guards posted outside. These were heavier. Faster. Too many of them.

The man beside me—Councilor Bren—swore under his breath. “That’s not protocol.”

My fingers tightened around the tablet in my hands. “Do you want me to stop?”

He didn’t answer. His eyes were fixed on the entrance like he was calculating how long it would take to die.

The doors exploded inward.

Wood shattered. Iron hinges screamed. A blast of cold air tore through the chamber, snuffing half the lanterns and sending papers flying like startled birds.

They poured in—men, but not men. Too tall. Too broad. Moving with a predator’s grace that made my stomach drop.

Wolves.

Someone screamed. Someone else reached for a weapon and didn’t get the chance to use it.

I backed up instinctively, heart slamming against my ribs, the tablet slipping from my hands and clattering to the floor. My breath came shallow, sharp, as chaos erupted around me.

This wasn’t a negotiation.

This was a raid.

“Down!” Bren shouted, grabbing my arm and pulling me behind the stone table as a body hit the ground where I’d been standing seconds earlier.

I hit the floor hard, pain flaring up my knees. Splinters rained down. The air filled with snarls—real ones, raw and feral—and the metallic tang of blood.

I pressed myself flat against the cold stone, trying to make myself small, invisible, anything but noticeable.

I was human.

That mattered here.

I squeezed my eyes shut, counting my breaths like I’d been trained to do. In. Out. Don’t panic. Panic gets you killed.

“Secure the room!”

The voice cut through the chaos like a blade.

Low. Commanding. Unquestionable.

Everything shifted.

The wolves responded instantly, snapping into formation with terrifying efficiency. The remaining guards were disarmed in seconds, pinned or unconscious, the fight draining out of the room as quickly as it had erupted.

I lifted my head slowly, dread pooling in my gut.

He stood just inside the broken doorway.

Tall—taller than the others by a noticeable margin. Broad shoulders filling the space like he’d been carved to dominate it. Dark hair pulled back at the nape of his neck, sharp lines to his face that looked sculpted rather than born.

His eyes found mine.

Silver.

Not metaphorically. Not poetically.

Silver, like moonlight on steel.

The impact of that gaze was physical. My breath stuttered. My skin prickled, heat blooming under my ribs in a way that made no sense and every sense at once.

He frowned.

Just a slight pull between his brows—but it was enough to snap something tight in my chest.

He strode forward, boots crunching over debris, wolves parting instinctively to let him pass. His focus never left me.

I tried to move.

My body refused.

“Alpha,” one of the wolves said, stepping forward. “The council is subdued. No fatalities among our—”

“Silence.”

The word landed like a command carved into stone.

He stopped directly in front of me.

Up close, the effect was worse. His presence pressed in on me from all sides—heat, power, something wild and coiled tight beneath skin. I could feel him without touching him.

He crouched, bringing us eye to eye.

“You,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

Bren surged to his feet beside me. “She’s under diplomatic protection—”

The Alpha didn’t even look at him.

A blur of movement. A sickening crack.

Bren went down.

I gasped, scrambling back, my palms burning against the stone. “Don’t touch him!”

Now the Alpha looked at me.

Something flickered in his eyes—surprise, sharp and immediate.

“Speak,” he said. “Again.”

I swallowed hard. My throat felt tight, my pulse wild. “You’re violating neutral ground. This meeting was sanctioned.”

His gaze dragged over me slowly, assessing. Cataloguing. Like I was a problem he was deciding how to solve.

“You’re not one of them,” he said.

It wasn’t an observation. It was certainty.

“I’m the interpreter,” I said, forcing the words out. “I translate for the council.”

His head tilted slightly.

“And yet you smell like prey.”

Heat flared up my neck. “I’m human.”

Silence fell again—but this time it was different. Taut. Electric.

Every wolf in the room went still.

The Alpha’s pupils flared.

The air shifted.

I felt it before I understood it—an invisible pressure, like the world leaning in to listen.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said slowly.

“I didn’t choose to be,” I snapped, fear sharpening into anger. “I was hired. I have clearance—”

He moved.

One moment he was crouched. The next, he was on me.

I screamed as his hand closed around my arm—not rough, but unyielding—and hauled me upright. My back hit the table, the breath knocked clean out of me.

“I said you shouldn’t be here.”

“I said let go!” I struggled, shoving against his chest, shock flaring at how solid he was. Like pushing a wall that pushed back.

His hand slid—down my arm, to my shoulder—

Pain exploded.

White-hot. Blinding.

I cried out as something burned into my skin, searing deep, like fire sinking into bone. The world tilted violently, my legs buckling as a scream tore out of me.

He froze.

The pressure vanished.

I slid down the table, clutching my shoulder, gasping, tears blurring my vision. The pain didn’t fade—it pulsed, rhythmic, alive.

“What did you do?” I choked.

The Alpha stared at his hand like it had betrayed him.

“No,” he said quietly.

The room erupted into noise.

“Alpha—”

“That’s impossible—”

“She’s—”

He ignored them all.

Slowly, carefully, he reached for me again.

I flinched hard, scrambling back. “Don’t touch me!”

“Show me,” he ordered.

“I said don’t—”

His fingers brushed the edge of my sleeve.

The fabric tore.

I sucked in a breath as cold air hit my skin—and then everything stopped.

A mark bloomed over my shoulder.

Dark. Intricate. Alive with a faint silver glow that pulsed in time with my heartbeat.

The Alpha went utterly still.

“No,” he said again, this time like a curse.

One of the wolves stepped forward, eyes wide. “That’s a claiming mark.”

“I know what it is,” the Alpha snapped.

I stared at the symbol etched into my skin, horror crawling up my spine. “What does that mean?”

No one answered me.

The Alpha’s jaw tightened. His gaze lifted to my face—no longer cold, no longer distant.

Now it was burning.

“You,” he said hoarsely, “are my mate.”

The room spun.

“That’s not possible,” I whispered. “I’m human.”

His nostrils flared.

Something shifted in his expression—conflict, sharp and violent.

Then his face closed off entirely.

“Mistake,” he said flatly.

The word cut deeper than the pain.

A murmur rippled through the wolves.

“Undo it,” someone said urgently. “Alpha, the law—”

“I said silence.”

His eyes never left mine.

“I made an error,” he said, voice iron-hard. “And I will correct it.”

Relief and terror collided in my chest. “Good. Do it. Now.”

Something dark flickered in his gaze.

He reached for the mark again.

The moment his fingers brushed my skin, pain flared—but so did something else.

Heat.

Not just on my shoulder. Everywhere.

My breath hitched as a wave of sensation rolled through me, sharp and dizzying, like my body had woken up to something it didn’t understand.

He hissed under his breath and yanked his hand back like he’d been burned.

The room went deathly quiet.

“That’s not possible,” one of the wolves whispered.

The Alpha stared at me like I’d just rewritten the laws of his world.

His hand clenched into a fist.

“My wolf won’t release her.”

Every instinct I had screamed danger.

I backed away, heart pounding. “Then fix it. Figure it out. I don’t care what you have to do—just don’t look at me like that.”

He straightened slowly, towering over me once more.

“I didn’t claim you,” he said. “I don’t want you.”

The words were sharp. Final.

They shouldn’t have hurt.

They did.

“But until this is resolved,” he continued, “you belong to me.”

Cold dread settled into my bones.

“I don’t belong to anyone.”

His eyes darkened.

“You do now.”

And I knew, with terrifying clarity, that my life as I knew it had ended the moment he marked me by mistake.
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I didn’t sleep.

I drifted in and out of something thinner than rest, my body locked in a constant state of awareness, like it knew before my mind did that everything had changed.

The pain in my shoulder never fully faded. It pulsed beneath the skin, not sharp anymore but deep, insistent—like a second heartbeat that didn’t belong to me.

Every time I shifted, heat flared through the mark.

I lay on my back, staring at the stone ceiling of a room that wasn’t a cell but felt close enough to one. Thick walls. A single narrow window barred with iron. The air smelled faintly of pine, smoke, and something wild I couldn’t name.

Wolf.

My stomach clenched.

The door hadn’t been locked. That was almost worse.

It meant they didn’t think I could escape.

Footsteps approached outside—measured, unhurried. Not the pacing of guards. Not the nervous shuffling of servants.

I sat up slowly, the thin blanket sliding down my arms. My heart started to race anyway, my body reacting before my thoughts caught up.

The door opened.

He filled the doorway like the night itself had stepped inside.

Alpha Alaric Vane didn’t look like a man who’d made a mistake. He looked like a man who had never been contradicted in his life.

His gaze flicked to my shoulder immediately, to the mark half-hidden by the loose fabric of the tunic they’d dressed me in. Something dark passed through his eyes before his face settled back into cold stone.

“You’re awake,” he said.

It wasn’t concern. It wasn’t relief.

It was assessment.

“I never went to sleep,” I replied. My voice came out steadier than I felt. “Is that a problem too?”

One corner of his mouth twitched—not quite a smile. “Everything about this is a problem.”

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. Not locking it. Just… closing it.

The sound echoed too loudly.

I drew my knees up, refusing to shrink even as every instinct screamed at me to make myself smaller. “If you’re here to decide how to ‘correct’ your mistake, do it quickly.”

His jaw tightened. “Undoing a claim is not quick.”

“Then explain,” I snapped. “Because right now, all I know is that you burned something into my skin and told me I belong to you.”

Silence stretched between us.

“You don’t,” he said finally. “Not in the way you think.”

“Oh? Enlighten me.”

He crossed the room in three long strides, stopping just far enough away that I could feel his presence without being crushed by it. Heat radiated off him, subtle but undeniable.

“The mark binds,” he said. “It establishes connection, protection, hierarchy.”

My stomach twisted. “Hierarchy.”

“Yes.”

“Over my dead body.”

His gaze sharpened. “That can be arranged if you keep provoking the wrong wolves.”

I laughed—a short, humorless sound. “You already put a target on my back. Your enemies tried to kill everyone in that room. Do you think they won’t come for me now?”

He didn’t deny it.

“They will,” he said. “Which is why you’re here.”

“So this is a safe room,” I said, glancing around. “How generous.”

“This is my territory.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“It should,” he replied. “Nothing touches what I claim.”

The word hit me like a slap.

“I am not yours,” I said, my voice low and shaking despite myself. “I didn’t consent to this.”

Something dangerous flickered in his eyes then—anger, sharp and sudden.

“Consent,” he repeated. “Among my kind, the bond chooses.”

“I’m not your kind!”

The words echoed off the stone walls.

For a moment, he just stared at me. Then he exhaled slowly, like he was forcing himself back into control.

“That,” he said, “is the complication.”

He turned away, pacing once, then twice. A caged predator contained only by discipline.

“You should never have been there,” he muttered. “Humans don’t sit in wolf councils.”

“I translate,” I shot back. “That was my job. Neutral language. Neutral presence.”

“There is no neutrality in wolf politics.”

“Then why invite humans at all?”

He stopped pacing and looked at me again. “Because you listen when wolves don’t.”

That surprised me.

I swallowed. “So what now?”

Now he hesitated.

Just for a second—but I saw it.

“The council will demand the bond be severed,” he said. “They’ll cite law, tradition, balance.”

“And you’ll do it,” I said. “Right?”

His silence stretched too long.

“You said it was a mistake,” I pressed. “You said you’d correct it.”

“I will attempt to.”

Attempt.

The word sent ice through my veins.

“What does that mean?” I whispered.

“It means,” he said carefully, “that my wolf doesn’t agree with me.”

A chill slid down my spine.

“I don’t care about your wolf,” I said. “I care about my life.”

“And that,” he replied, “is why you’ll listen to me now.”

He stepped closer. Too close. I could smell him—pine and iron and something darker that made my breath hitch despite my fear.

“You will not leave this territory,” he said. “You will not wander alone. You will not provoke my pack. And you will not attempt to remove the mark yourself.”

“I wouldn’t even know how.”

“Good.”

I clenched my fists. “You don’t get to dictate my existence.”

“I do,” he said, voice dropping. “As long as the bond stands.”

The mark burned in response, a pulse of heat that made me gasp despite myself.

His eyes flicked to my shoulder.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

I glared at him. “You don’t get to ask that.”

“Answer the question.”

“Yes,” I snapped. “It hurts. It burns. It feels like something is crawling under my skin. Happy?”

Something unreadable crossed his face.

He reached out.

I flinched violently, scrambling back until my shoulders




























































