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The mercenary stumbled into her forge on a rain-slick midnight, dragging the wet and the night in with him. Keira had just banked the coals when his shadow pitched, then slammed to a knee. The iron smell she knew best—hot metal, quenched steel—was tainted by the thinner brightness of blood.

“Careful,” she said, because habit made her calm and the quiet in her voice always made people listen. “If you fall there, you’ll crack your head on the anvil and then I’ll have two problems.”

He lifted his face. Lantern light licked a profile that ought to have looked cruel, all planes and the wrong kind of beautiful. The left side of his jaw bore tiny puckers like healed bites. The right wrist was the color of oil and iron and not skin at all, a prosthetic built with care and wear—hinges smoothed by use, not ornament. His chest shook under a ripped leather jacket. When he spoke his voice had gravel and restraint in it, like someone who’d fought himself for the right to say the words.

“Name’s Vale,” he said. “I’d bow, but that’d be a lot of floor.”

“Keira,” she answered, already moving. “Try not to die while I look at this.”

He smiled with one corner of his mouth. “On it.”

She cut the jacket away. The wound was a horror: a blade had gone in low at the ribs and kissed up, then broken off in him. It wasn’t only iron. The metal stank of old curses—cold magic that crawled under the skin. She felt it and so did he: his breath snarled, not from pain but from something that wanted him different.

“You’re an Iron Wolf,” she said, because the truth of it was in the pale silvering around his pupils and the way his body didn’t flinch from the forge heat. “Your kind doesn’t rot from steel like the others.”

“Lucky me,” he said, and then his voice thinned on the edges. “That piece is wrong, though.”

“It’s wrong,” she agreed. “I can take it out.” She set her palm above his heart, not touching blood, keeping him still without force. “If I do it here, it’s going to hurt. I’m not tying you down. We’ll do it my way or not at all. You hear me?”

“Say it like you mean it,” he rasped, eyes on her mouth like he’d already found religion there.

“My way,” she said, harder. “Yes or no.”

“Yes.” He sat up straighter. “And if I thrash, I’ll brace on my belt, not your tools.”

She fetched the heavy leather scrap she kept for the apprentices who forgot their gloves and tossed it to him. “Bite. Not too hard. My leather lasts longer than bravado.”

He bit down. She set clamps. She doused her tongs in brine, then slid them into the wound, metal ringing faint in the meat like a bell under water. His eyes went wolf-shot and bright and then he fixed them on her face, on the steady of her mouth. She worked without hurry because the metal would argue if she rushed; curses liked panic. With the other hand she pressed a clean cloth down to slow the bleed. When she found the shard, her jaw locked against the weird, almost-a-voice pitch of it—the song of old wrongs made into edge.

“Got you,” she said, to the iron or to the man, she wasn’t sure.

He groaned around leather. The tongs closed. She drew the shard out and at once the wrongness hissed against the forge’s heat, like frost laid on coals. She shoved the piece into the heart of the fire and slammed the vent shut to starve it.

“Hold,” she told him, and he did, arms braced, thighs tight, head tipped back as if offering his throat to the rafters. He bled. She packed the wound with powdered yarrow and clean wool, then took up the long-handled iron she’d left sleeping under the flames. Its tip glowed the color of sunrise metal.

“Do it,” he said through the leather, and when she met his eyes he added, clean and clear: “Yes.”

She pressed heat to flesh. He arched, teeth cutting lines into old hide, a growl vibrating the bones of the room. He didn’t throw her, didn’t grab her, didn’t flail. He rode it. When it was done, the forge lost the bite of blood and took on only the good, honest stink of cauterized life.

They breathed. Rain moved like someone dragging beads along the roof.

He spat the leather out and laughed with all his ribs. “Miracle,” he said, and it came rough and reverent and very alive.

“Don’t make me put you back together just so you can split again with compliments.” She tossed the ruined wool into the brazier and pulled fresh bandages. “Can you stand?”

“I can stand,” he said, but didn’t, not yet. He watched her hands wrap his ribs. When her fingers brushed the line of his stomach, the muscle jumped, not from pain. He closed his eyes and let out a breath like someone who hadn’t expected comfort and didn’t trust it even now.

“Bed?” she asked.

He blinked at her.

“For sleeping,” she added dry, and then his mouth did that corner-tilt again, fraction wider.

“I’ll take a corner and pretend I’m a coat rack,” he said. “Won’t shift. Won’t snore. Might call you a miracle again if I forget my manners.”

“Don’t,” she said, which only made him grin, and then she led him to the cot beyond the cooling trough. He moved like a man who knew his body the way a soldier knew terrain: every ache cataloged, every strength measured. When she settled him, he caught her wrist in a careful grip with his right hand—flesh, not metal—and said, soft for the first time, “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she said, and left him to the rain and the low red glow of banked fire.

She dreamed of teeth. Not a threat—more like the promise of teeth on skin, not breaking, the warm pressure of a mouth seeking home. She woke with heat in her and cursed herself for it, then cursed herself again when she found the man watching her with a wolf’s patience.

“Good morning, blacksmith,” Vale said, voice threaded with something that made the room feel smaller. “I owe you.”

“Everyone says that until it’s time to pay.” She rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Eat.”

He obeyed that as if the word were a law. He ate the bread she tore for him, drank the broth. When he stood his shirt hung from one shoulder in torn strips and the bandage clung to clean, puckered flesh. He rolled the left sleeve up to show the prosthetic properly—iron-bone, leather-sinew, the work of someone with equal love for function and grace.

“You made that?” she asked, because she couldn’t help it; a good tool was a prayer in her language.

“A friend forged it after the last war, but I’ve kept it tuned.” He rotated the wrist; the fingers flexed with mechanical grace. “I can haul a man off you with it if he forgets his manners. But I won’t let it pin you. Ever. I know what iron can do when it’s not asked.”

She looked up. His gaze met hers and didn’t look away. It felt like standing too close to the mouth of the furnace. Yet the heat wasn’t careless. It asked, every degree of it asked.

Days later he came back as promised, not limping now. The wound had knit clean. He brought a sack of coin and set it on her worktable without flourish. He also brought pears, which said more about him than the money.

“I’m not paying you for saving my life,” he said. “I’m paying for your skill, so that when I come back with more ruin you don’t have to pretend you’re my charity.”

“That,” she said, “might be the most romantic thing anyone’s said to me in a decade.”

He had the audacity to go still at that, as if the room had blinked. “I don’t know the last time I tried romance,” he admitted. “But I know how to tell the truth.” He tipped his head, considering her like a problem he wanted to build rather than break. “You running a shop alone on the edge of the woods isn’t the safest thing a human can do. You know that.”

“I do,” she said. “And yet. I prefer hammer songs to gossip.”

“Then another truth.” His voice gentled. “I’ve thought about your hands every night since you put me back together.”

She shouldn’t have liked that as much as she did. She shouldn’t have let it crack something open in her chest she’d welded shut for years—since the last man who’d tried to make her a story he could own. “Then we should be careful, Vale.” She stepped closer so she could see the flecks of wolf-silver limning his pupils, the clean shave of his jaw. “I don’t do careless.”

“I don’t want careless.” He lowered his voice until it dragged across her skin like a rasp, not rough enough to hurt. “I want someone who says yes like a hammer falls—on purpose.”

She swallowed. The forge watched them with its banked eye. The skin along her collar prickled. “Lock the door,” she said.

The click of the bolt was loud, a choice made into sound. He stayed where he was and let the silence accumulate, proof he wouldn’t rush her. She put her palms on the worktable and then turned.

“Before anything,” she said, “we talk.”

“Good,” he said at once, relief and want sharing the same breath. “We talk.”

“Safeword is ‘anvil.’ If I say it, nothing is argued, everything stops, and you step back.”

“‘Anvil,’” he repeated, tasting the word like a pledge. “Mine will be ‘ember.’ If I say it, I need a breath, not a halt. If I say ‘anvil,’ I mean I need us to be done.”

She nodded. “Limits: no blood. No collars. No orders outside a scene. I like teeth but not marks that show at work.” She lifted her hair to reveal the strong arc of shoulder and the thick rope of muscle along it. “No breaks in the skin.”

“Understood,” he said, eyes flaring and then schooling. “My limits: don’t pin me with the prosthetic. Don’t call me ‘beast.’ I—” He swallowed. Something in him vibrated, a body seeking a line to follow. “I like being guided. I like being pushed. I won’t shift while we’re intimate.”

“Condoms always,” she added, practical as a nail. “I have them.”

“And I’ll bring them,” he said, soft, low. “Ask me what I want, Keira.”

“What do you want?”

He stepped closer, heat in measured bands. “To kiss your knuckles first. To watch you watch me while I roll a condom on. To hear you say yes like you mean it. To put my teeth on your shoulder and lay a promise there, not a brand.” His breath hitched. “To feel you take me in and set the pace until you tell me harder.”

She could have laughed, because the brutal honesty of it knocked her on her heels and set her back where she wanted to stand. She didn’t laugh. “Then listen well, Iron Wolf,” she said, and held her hand out.

He took it in both of his, flesh and iron, careful with both. He kissed her knuckles, lips warm, reverent, a different kind of kneeling. Then he kissed the heel of her palm, the wrist, the inside bend of her elbow. Each place was its own introduction, its own good evening.

“We’re still clothed,” he said, voice deeping. “Still a chance to change your mind.”

“We are not wasting that chance.” She traced the hinge of his mechanical wrist with her thumb, admiring the engineering, the choices. “I’m not looking for a master, Vale.”

“Good,” he answered, and she felt the truth ring like steel properly tempered. “I’m not looking to be one. I’m looking to follow a woman who chooses.”

She dragged him in by his shirt. Kissing him tasted like the bite of winter and the warmth of the first fire. He didn’t push; he met her where she pressed, matching pressure, mirroring hunger, asking and asking without words. When she breathed his name he breathed hers, and then they were losing buttons, pulling leather, and the world narrowed to heat.

He paused only once, fumbling for his pack. He brought out the small packet and held it up so she could see. “Still yes?” he asked, cradling the question like it mattered more than his pulse.

“Yes,” she said, because denying it would have been an insult to every honest thing in the room. “Yes, Vale.”

He stripped with soldier’s efficiency and offered no apology for the scars that mapped his belly, his ribs, his thigh. He watched her watch him as he rolled the condom on, and the focus in his gaze didn’t waver. It felt like he’d been made to endure, then had taught himself how to be generous with that endurance.

When he slid into her he did it slowly, the first inch a stretch, the next a grounding. She took him with a hand splayed on his shoulder, feeling the heat hood her bones and then go deeper. The sound he made was a low vow.

“Tell me,” he said, not moving until she drew her heel along his calf and nudged him. “Tell me your yes.”

“Yes,” she said, and then, “harder, when I say,” and he nodded, jaw tight, waiting on her mouth to set the rhythm. She set it the way she set her hammer strokes: measured, consistent, the same power delivered on each return. He matched her, bracing one hand on the table and the other at her hip, careful of her skin, careful of every line. His prosthetic stayed away from her entirely unless she took it and moved it—he let her, and the trust in that undid her more than the heat.

“Teeth?” he asked, a breath against her neck. “May I put them here?”

She turned her head, offering the sweep of shoulder. “Yes,” she said. “Gentle.”

He was. His lips warmed the skin first, breath a river she wanted to step into and drown. His teeth set, not sharp, not claiming, just a promise he kept by not breaking. She arched and the sound that escaped her was an iron song. He rocked in deeper and the table creaked and she was laughing a little, breathless, and then not laughing at all.

“Harder now,” she said, and he did, hips finding the beat of something older than the curse that had tried to take him. He drove into her like a tide and still checked with a hand at her belly, feeling for her breath, giving her something to brace against while he kept an arm under her shoulders so she didn’t hit wood. He was blunt force everywhere she asked for it and deft where finesse mattered—a big man who knew how to be soft around edges.

“Anvil if you need,” he said, words shaking. “Say it and I stop.”

“I won’t,” she answered, and then proved herself a liar by breaking in a way that only made more of her. She came with his name in her mouth and the forge roaring in her blood, the world stripped down to heat and metal and a man who didn’t flinch from either. He followed her with a sound like he’d finally set a burden down, shuddering with his mouth still at her shoulder, his teeth still a promise.

After, he didn’t fall away like a man done. He eased out of her and made sure the condom came free without mess, knotting it, disposing of it. He found his breath, then sat with his back to the forge and hauled her gently into his lap—her thighs over his, her head under his chin, as if the shape of them had been waiting for this fit.

“Pears,” he said, voice gone rough with the good kind of use. He brought the fruit up and cut it with a little knife so sharp she barely saw the blade. He fed her slices and idled circles on her spine with his thumb. When her breath had gone quiet and the world had loosened, he asked, “Cold?”

“Not with a furnace behind us,” she said, and burrowed anyway. He hummed.

The rain had stopped. Crickets reassembled their orchestra. The forge settled in its box like a sleeping thing. She let herself look at his profile without pretending she wasn’t. He let himself be looked at, the same way he’d let her set the pace: with an ease that felt earned, not lazy.

“You said you tell truths,” she said at last. “Tell me a truth that isn’t about my hands.”

He laughed, not loudly. “There’s an old prophecy the pack keeps dusting off when the moon’s thin and the elders are bored. Some lord hired me to make sure it plays the right way. The line goes: ‘Guard the mate of the Iron Wolf, and the pack’s fate will turn.’ It sounds like a collar when they say it.” He made a face. “I don’t wear collars well.”

“Prophecies love collars.” Keira sucked juice from her thumb. “Easier to yank people around.”

“I’d rather put my trust in rules we agree on.” His fingers tightened briefly, then smoothed. “And in people who make things that last. When you pulled that blade out, it felt like choosing a path. I don’t know what any elder thinks fate means, but I know this: if anything’s going to turn the pack from the worst versions of itself, it’ll be someone who can set terms. Someone who can forge.”

She snorted. “If you’re buttering me up, you’re doing it with pears and truth, which is unsettling.”

“I don’t want you as a trophy,” he said, and the air went still because that was the first time the shape of the thing between them got named out loud. “I don’t want you as a claimed mark or a destiny peg. If I ever say the word ‘mine’ about you, it’ll be because you told me to, not because an old rhyme said I should.”

“The word ‘mine’ is a tool,” she said, surprised at how careful she felt, how strong. “We use tools. They don’t use us.”

“Then let me say this tool first.” He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles again. “I’ll follow your rules. I’ll learn your shop like terrain. If there are blades to make, they’ll be made with your terms baked in. No coercion. No hunting near human neighborhoods. No taking advantage of folk who can’t say their own yes. If any elder doesn’t like it, they can come argue with your anvil.”

“You’re awfully sure of my anvil.” She smiled despite herself. The thought of shackles had always made her shoulders go tight. The thought of the rules she chose becoming law for beasts with old teeth made something in her crack wide open and pour out fire. “And if I say I won’t be the pack’s smith?”
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