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  Chapter one
Flight Under a Broken Moon


By the time Aria Vale reached the outermost wall, the scent of burning banners and royal blood soaked her nostrils so thoroughly she doubted anything less than death would ever clear it. Her fingers, raw and trembling, found the cracks in the ancient mortar. The first shriek, a true omega’s shriek, born from the belly, the kind her etiquette tutors had forbidden even in nightmares, echoed behind her as she hauled herself, heart stuttering, onto the rampart. 
She caught a brief glimpse of the palace courtyard: all torchlight and black silhouettes, figures convulsing in the fray. Somewhere below, the howls of the attackers rose, tangled with the more brittle, keening cries of the slaughtered. Every window she passed flickered with stories of the coup in progress: a guard flung bodily down a staircase, silvery banners falling like executioner’s hoods, someone’s hand, too small for an adult, clutching at a banister before letting go.
A memory intruded, hot and blinding: her mother’s hand at the back of her neck, shoving her towards the servants’ corridor, voice cool and brittle as sheet ice: Hide at Moonspire Academy. Do not look back. If they catch you, they will make you wish you had died in your bed.
The wind, sharp and medicinal with the stink of ruined sigils, snapped Aria’s royal cloak back so it fluttered wildly behind her, a visible flag for the traitors. She cursed her own stupidity, yanked at the silk, and let it slip from her shoulders, revealing the utilitarian black uniform she’d filched from the laundry. The thin shirt clung to the blood on her back, her blood or someone else’s she wasn’t sure, and as she squatted for the final leap to the mud below, the omega scent exploded from her skin in a wild, acid wave of panic. She squeezed her eyes shut and forced it down, biting her own tongue until her mouth flooded copper.
She landed in a puddle, knees buckling. The shock of cold water only registered when her battered hands pressed down into the mud and her knuckles scraped against gravel. Somewhere up on the wall, a man’s voice, slurred by alcohol and the animal pleasure of violence, shouted at her. They used her title, too. Not the code name her mother used when they played at peasantry in the city, but the one the priests used during blessing. Princess.
The running came next. Every etiquette tutor, every etiquette book, every etiquette moment in her sixteen years had taught her the correct way to move, head held high, steps deliberate, every gesture meant to be observed and admired. It was impossible, in that moment, to believe those lessons were ever meant for her. She tore through the outer gardens, thorns catching her cheeks, branches snatching at her wrists. She tried to hold her breathing to silent, shallow bursts, but every step jostled the signet ring she’d sewn into her undershirt, and it scalded the skin below her left breast.
For a delirious moment she wondered if the heat was an enchantment, if maybe her mother had loaded the old gold with some magical failsafe that would incinerate her rather than let her be captured alive. The thought almost made her laugh.
The forest beyond the wall was a riot of dark shapes and betrayal. What had once been manicured, moonlit groves now looked like the inside of a wound, all jagged shadows and red gleam. She ran, snagging her feet on roots, smearing more blood (she still didn’t know who’s it was) down her legs and arms. When she tripped on a sunken log and landed face-first in a patch of wet leaves, she left a perfect imprint of her jawline and cheek in the earth. A bizarre, dignified death mask. She rolled over and gasped, feeling for the signet under her shirt. Still there. Still burning.
There were voices behind her now. She did not need to glance back to know: the assassins had found her scent, omega-fresh and rank with terror, and were following in a zigzagging pack. Someone, some Thing, screamed a threat at her in the ancient tongue, something about “slitting the half-breed open” and “tasting the royal marrow.” She blinked sweat and blood out of her eyes and ran harder.
The deeper forest was not friendly. The first time her right foot twisted in a hidden hole, she nearly collapsed, but she bit down on her tongue again and kept her weight forward. Her sense of direction, never her strongest faculty, was now ruled by a kind of animal vector: anywhere but here. Her lungs filled with fog and resin and the hot stink of her own exertion. Whenever she risked a glance behind, the only evidence of her pursuers was the rhythmic shake of low branches, the way the night creatures stilled and then shrieked in startled succession as something monstrous passed beneath them.
She never let herself stop, not even when the world flickered gray at the edges. She ran with her arms pumping and her feet pounding the mud until she crashed into a rotten log and nearly flipped headfirst down a slope. She slid, rolled, and came up in a tangle of brambles. The brambles bit her everywhere, forearms, shins, even a strip of skin just below her jaw, which immediately began to swell. The pain was a distraction, and a gift. She clung to it as she thrashed through the thicket, dragging herself deeper and deeper into the woods, until even the moonlight fractured and hid from her.
She slowed only when the silence felt wrong. She pressed her back against the damp curve of a mossed-over boulder and listened. The voices had stopped. No shouts, no oaths, no animal threats. That was the worst sign of all.
Aria forced her breathing down to nothing. She pulled at the strip of fabric where her signet ring rested. The skin there was raised and angry-red, but the ring itself, gold inset with the black pearl, had not melted into her flesh. She turned it in her fingers, feeling for any latch or trick that would confirm her mother’s paranoia. Nothing. The ring was only what it was: proof of her bloodline, and a curse.
A branch snapped, sharp as a gunshot.
She bolted out, away from the sound, following a deer trail that doubled back on itself. Two more steps and the path dropped out from beneath her, sending her tumbling through slick roots and loose stones. She tasted blood again, this time running freely from her nose. No time for pain, no time for dignity. She crawled through the underbrush, mind whited out by panic.
They were closer. Now she heard the panting, the heavy rhythmic exhalations of wolf-blooded assassins pacing themselves for the hunt. They were not in a hurry, they wanted her running, wanted her tired and desperate, so the kill would mean more. Someone laughed, a short wet sound.
“Princess,” one called, the syllables perfectly clipped. “Come out and die properly. Show some respect for your station.” Another voice, more nasal, was mocking, “We brought a crown for you, half-breed. It’s waiting by the river. Silver and iron, just your style.”
She nearly tripped over her own feet at that, because the river was north, and the path to Moonspire ran alongside it for a mile. If they knew she was heading for the Academy, they would trap her there.
The only way out was sideways. She veered off the deer trail, straight into the densest, blackest part of the woods. For the first time, she let her wolf senses take full command: breath shallow, heartbeat slowed, ears pricked to the small movements around her. The old instructors had called this “falling to instinct,” a necessary humiliation for those with too much pride in their human faculties. Aria found it the only comfort left to her.
The forest fought back. At one point she caught her ankle in a net of roots and went down hard, forehead striking a buried stone. For several seconds her vision filled with static, and when it cleared she realized she was sobbing, great shuddering breaths that made the signet ring dig into her skin. She pressed her palm to her lips, choking down the noise, and for a moment the only thing she could hear was the ragged thump of her own heart.
That was when she heard it. Not the predators, not the assassins, but a single wordless plea, carried in the old tongue by the wind. She did not understand the meaning, her mother had forbidden her to study the wolf-languages, said it would only make her more of a target, but the feeling behind it was unmistakable: Run, little moonblood. Run or be devoured.
She ran.
She lost all track of time. Her mind collapsed into a whirl of torn leaves, aching thighs, and the raw throb of her ankle. At some point her eyes adjusted to the dark, and she saw that the woods had changed: no longer the cultivated groves of her childhood, but the wild, primeval forest that ringed the palace. Trees here were so old they had knotted together, forming natural arches and dens. She ducked through one such arch and found herself in a clearing, silvered by a sliver of moon. She let herself collapse, just for a second, just to taste the luxury of rest.
The second she hit the ground, a heavy body landed on her back. She yelped, but a rough hand clapped over her mouth, pressing her face into the mud. The other arm looped around her neck. Hot breath in her ear, a voice like broken glass. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, princess.”
She bit down on the hand with everything she had, feeling the skin split. The attacker grunted, but did not release her. She twisted, tried to drive her elbow back, but he had her pinned. “Should have run for the city like a good little stray,” he growled. “But you just had to chase the moon.”
He lifted her by the neck, spun her onto her back, and slammed her down so hard the signet ring bruised her ribcage. She caught a glimpse of his face, pale, wide nostrils, wolfish eyes rimmed with red. He smiled, showing too many teeth. “You’re not even worth the bounty, you know.”
In that moment, Aria did the only thing left to her: she screamed, not the royal shriek of the palace, but a guttural, wild animal scream, drawing on every drop of omega terror in her blood. It was a sound designed to bring the entire world crashing down on itself.
It worked. The man’s grip faltered, just for a second. She drove her knee up, caught him in the stomach, then rolled out from under him. He slashed at her with a knife (where did that come from?) but missed, gouging the earth instead. She scrambled up, dirt in her mouth and eyes, and sprinted for the edge of the clearing.
He gave chase, but she was already moving at a speed she did not know she possessed. Her body, flooded with terror, burned through every scrap of reserve energy. She vaulted a fallen log, nearly lost her footing, then found herself in another tunnel of trees. This time she didn’t slow, not even to check if she was bleeding (and she was, badly). She ran until the forest began to thin, and the moon grew bright enough to reveal the outline of distant towers.
Moonspire Academy. It couldn’t be. She’d covered that much ground? She staggered to a halt, hand on a tree, vision swimming. She glanced back, no sign of the assassin, not yet. Maybe she’d lost him. Maybe she’d lose them all.
She reached up to her neck, felt the bruise already rising. The signet ring, beneath her shirt, had stopped burning. For the first time since the coup began, she realized she might survive the night. But as she leaned against the tree, gathering breath, a new voice cut through the night. Not a wolf-voice this time, but a human one, high and pure as crystal, “Princess Aria! If you wish to live, keep running. The Spire will not hold forever.”
She froze. The voice was not a memory. It was real. It was coming from ahead, from the direction of Moonspire Academy. She could not think, could not hope. She could only obey. She ran.
She ran until her lungs threatened to bleed, and then she ran further, past the splintered boundary between wilderness and the cultivated world she’d once believed would be hers. She heard the assassins even when she didn’t see them, heard their heavy footfalls, their quick, taunting whistles, their knives clacking together like castanets. The omega scent, always the traitor, unfurled from her with each terror-drenched heartbeat.
By the time her foot broke through the crust of frozen mud and plunged into the creek, she hardly noticed. The cold water, so bitter it might as well have been knives, shot up to her shin and nearly sent her sprawling. The shock knocked some sense back into her. She stopped, panting, and looked down at the dark current rippling over stone. The surface reflected only pieces of her: a bloody gash across her cheek, hair in wild knots, teeth bared and lips drawn tight. Not a princess, an animal.
She realized, in a sudden snap of clarity, that the creek might offer more than pain. She dropped to her knees, then lowered herself into the water until she was flat as a corpse, hands gripping the muddy bank. For the first time since her escape, she closed her eyes and listened.
The howls grew closer, echoing off the trees. One voice, pitched lower than the others, began to count in the old tongue, ticking off seconds with bored, predatory patience. A hunt, not a pursuit. They wanted her afraid, cornered, wild with the need to survive.
She flattened her body further, nose barely above water. The creek’s rush and swirl blunted the world, but her wolf senses never fully switched off: she could taste the copper of her own blood, the loam and algae, even the residue of old, spilt perfume in the fabric of her shirt. But she could not smell herself, not as she had before. The water masked her, at least for a while.
The plan, if it was a plan, came to her in a memory. One of the old palace instructors, a wolf veteran with a body stitched by scars, had once lectured on the difference between fleeing and hiding. “Hiding is an act of pride,” he’d said, his voice hollow as a burial vault. “It presumes they care enough to look. Running, though? That’s surrender. That’s saying they already own you, so you might as well make them work for it.” Aria wondered which this was. Hiding, or surrender.
The shouts reached the creek bed. She pressed herself into the cold, willing her heart to stop beating, to slow until she became just another stone. The pursuers did not hesitate, they moved along the banks, searching for prints or the bright flare of omega scent. They cursed the tangle of bushes, the mud, the freezing cold. One of them, cocky and impatient, vaulted down the slope and landed within ten meters of her, blade in hand.
He sniffed the air, head turning. For a horrible second, she felt his gaze burn through the water and meet hers. The only difference between them was the pulse in her wrist. She did not move, did not breathe.
A branch snapped upstream. Another voice called, urgent, and the first assassin barked back, annoyed but compliant. “She’s headed north!” he yelled, the lie so obvious it rang with the authority of truth. “Double back and cut her off at the fork!” And then he vanished, racing to rejoin the pack.
Aria waited until she was certain the sounds had faded. She counted her breaths, one, two, three, past a hundred, until her skin went numb and her fingers trembled so hard she thought she’d shatter. Then, crawling, she dragged herself from the creek and up the opposite bank. Her body left a trail, sure, but not a scented one. Not an omega’s telltale confession.
She made it to the top of the rise and let herself collapse, every inch of her slick with mud and blood. Her hands, those delicate fingers trained for fan signals and calligraphy, were now caked with so much dirt that her nails, manicured just last night, were ragged and black. The sleeves of her shirt hung in ribbons, exposing bruised skin mottled by the cold.
In a moment of absurdity, she realized she looked exactly like the orphans that begged outside the palace gates. Once, she’d snuck out, disguised in old linen and a borrowed shawl, just to see if the rumors were true. The children there had teeth like chipped porcelain and eyes older than time. Aria had given them coin, then promptly wept for a week, ashamed of her own cowardice.
Now, it was her turn to survive on nothing but stubbornness. She moved on. Not because she wanted to, but because her mother’s command was a parasite that would not release her. Moonspire. Run. Hide. Trust no one.
She limped through the trees, eyes adjusting to every gradation of moonlight and shadow. The forest played tricks on her, every hollow seemed deeper, every limb a gnarled hand, every shiver of wind a threat. She had no sense of how far she’d gone, only that every step felt like it cost her a month of her life. When the pain grew too much, she let it consume her, treating it as just another tutor to be obeyed.
The hollow tree revealed itself almost by accident. She leaned against it for support, and a panel of bark gave way, opening into a dark, womb-like space barely large enough to crawl into. The air inside was warmer, thick with the rot of old leaves and the tang of some hidden animal’s den. She squeezed in, tucking her knees to her chest, and waited for the shivers to subside.
For the first time since almost being caught, she allowed herself to look at the signet ring. It was still there, still pressed so close to her skin it left a perfect imprint. With clumsy, trembling fingers, she worked it out of its pocket and cradled it in her palm. The pearl caught the smallest gleam of light, refracting it into the hollow until it looked like the moon itself.
She turned the ring over, half-expecting some hidden mechanism or a drop of quicksilver. There was only an inscription, so worn it was nearly illegible. She mouthed the words, but her lips were too cold to shape them. Instead, she closed her fist and squeezed.
The memory came without warning: her mother’s arms, thin but unyielding, enveloping her in the royal bedchamber. The attack had just begun, but already the walls trembled with screams. Her mother had spoken in a low, urgent voice, so unlike her usual, icy reserve.
Aria, listen to me. You are not what they say. You are more. Take this and do not lose it. There is a power in you they will never understand. When the time comes, you will know what to do.
She’d pressed something into Aria’s hand, not the signet, but a small, tear-shaped charm, cool and blue and throbbing with a pulse like a heartbeat. The moonstone.
Aria fished it out of the seam where she’d sewn it into her sleeve. The charm was so small it barely filled the hollow of her palm. It did not glow, not with obvious magic, but as she gripped it, she felt her own pulse slow, her nerves quiet. She clutched it to her chest and let herself sob, quietly, muffled by the leaves and wood. Each breath, at least for a moment, was easier than the last.
A voice cut through the night, closer than before. “Fan out! She’s here, I can taste it, moonblood and coward’s piss! We’ll have her head before dawn!” She froze. Not the creek-blooded assassin this time, but someone more dangerous, a tracker, someone who’d spent their life chasing down the ones who thought they could outrun destiny.
Aria put the moonstone back into her sleeve. The signet that she slipped onto her finger, letting its cold gold circle her skin, a silent oath. Then, bracing herself, she listened.
The assassins moved methodically. She heard them splash into the creek, curse, and regroup. She heard the sharp, clipped barks of command. For several minutes, they seemed to lose interest, circling wider and wider. But then the tracker found the broken brambles where she’d hauled herself out of the water, and he let out a cry that was neither human nor wolf, something in between, hungry and triumphant.
She waited, hoping against hope they’d bypass the hollow. But the tracker was clever. He circled once, then again, each time drawing closer. His boots squelched in the mud, and she heard the soft scrape of claws on bark. When the footsteps stopped right outside, Aria did not breathe at all.
A shadow fell over the opening. The tracker’s face appeared, upside down, his eyes milky with wolf-light. He sniffed once, twice. His lips peeled back in a grotesque grin. “There you are, little princess.”
Aria reacted without thought. She jabbed the signet ring into the nearest patch of exposed flesh, aiming for the eye. The gold bit deep, the tracker yowled, and in the confusion, she wriggled out of the hollow and tumbled to the ground. She didn’t look back, didn’t check if he was following. She just ran.
The world became noise and blur. She crashed through brambles, tore her leggings wide open on thorns, and scraped her palms raw on stone. The woods thinned, but she barely noticed. Her only awareness was forward, away, away, away.
When her legs finally gave out, she found herself on a wide slope, moonlight pouring over her like a benediction. In the distance, she saw the faintest glimmer of blue, Moonspire Academy, alive and waiting.
She wobbled onto her hands and knees and retched, empty and bitter. The moonstone pulsed at her wrist, steady and cool. The signet was still on her finger, sticky with the tracker’s blood. She stared at it, at her shaking hands, and realized she was crying, not with terror now, but something closer to relief.
Behind her, the woods erupted with shouts. The assassins, furious at losing their quarry, would not give up. But for now, she was ahead. For now, she had hope. She rose, wiped her face, and started running. She would not stop.
It was only in the final stretch, where the trees thinned and the moon itself seemed to crouch in anticipation, that Aria Vale allowed herself to believe in rescue. The sight of Moonspire Academy’s gates, ironbound, glyph-carved, awash in the eerie blue shimmer of ancient wards, punched the air from her lungs as surely as a boot to the ribs.
She stumbled into the clearing, gasping. Behind her, the pursuit fanned out, assassins shrieking in rage as their prey crossed into open ground. She heard the slap of feet against stone, the wet chuff of blood-slicked breath, the twang of a bowstring drawn with lethal intent.
An arrow sang past her head, splitting the air so close that its feathers tickled the curve of her ear. She flinched, nearly lost her footing, and rolled her ankle so badly that white pain spiked through her vision. She went down to one knee but kept moving, her hands scrabbling against frostbitten earth.
The gates loomed up, black and mythic, the only proof left that her world had not yet ended. Light pulsed from the runes in the arch, old lunar script, some of it her own ancestors’ work, bluer than cold fire, wrapping the gate in a web of shifting sigils.
She reached for the latch. It refused her at first, as if the Academy itself were hesitant to embrace a runaway, a fugitive, a failed princess. She sobbed in frustration and battered it with her fists. The signet ring, now stuck tight on her swollen finger, brushed against the iron. Instantly, the nearest glyph flared, searing bright, and a click echoed through the metal.
The gate opened by the width of a hand.
Behind her, the pack was on the final approach. The tracker, eye slashed and wet with black blood, led the charge. “Almost there, your highness,” he howled. “Come out and take a bow!” The others fanned around him, howling in a triumphant, bone-maddening chorus.
Aria shoved her body through the gap, ignoring the skin it took with it. Once inside the threshold, the world changed: the wards sang to her, a sound so high and thin it might have been the birth-cry of stars. The wards recognized her. They accepted her. The gates clanged shut. The blue fire burned hot and bright, so dazzling she had to turn her face away.
The tracker slammed into the iron, and the magic caught him. His scream was nothing like she’d ever heard before, this one was pure, unfiltered pain. The glyphs crackled and spat, searing the assassin’s body until he fell away, writhing, his wolfskin shredded by lunar fire. The rest of the pack pulled up short, spat curses, and scattered into the trees, unwilling to test the wards’ appetite for agony.
Aria crumpled onto the frost-stiff lawn, every muscle liquefied by exertion. She could barely lift her head, but when she did, she saw the windows of Moonspire aglow: hundreds of points of blue-white light, each one a silent witness to her arrival. She could not hear anything beyond her own heartbeat, a thunder in her ears. But she was alive, and inside the last true sanctuary her family still controlled.
A shadow detached from the nearest pillar. She tensed, ready for one last, fatal mistake, but the figure stopped at a respectful distance. He was tall, wearing the heavy coat of an Academy proctor, hood thrown back to reveal a shock of silver-white hair and eyes so pale they seemed to glow. He looked her up and down, took in the blood, the bruises, the signet ring and the stitched charm on her wrist.
He smiled, thin and sad. “We were told to expect you,” he said. “The headmistress is waiting in the east tower.” Aria tried to stand, but her legs gave out. She collapsed again, clutching the signet ring and the moonstone as if they alone held her body together. The proctor offered her a hand, but did not force it. After a moment, she accepted, wincing as he hoisted her upright.
The path into Moonspire was paved with midnight-blue flagstones, each one engraved with the names of wolves and mages who had died to protect the line. Aria knew many of the names by heart; some of them were her own cousins, her aunts, the old-timers who had sneered at her during family gatherings but who, in the end, had fallen as loyalists. She wondered what they would think, now, seeing her limp and tattered, the last Vale heir left alive.
The doors of the academy opened soundlessly. The air inside was warm, scented with strange herbs and a hint of lavender. It was a world apart from the slaughter and terror outside, and for a moment, Aria’s vision blurred with tears.
The proctor led her down a winding corridor lined with portraits. Some depicted her ancestors in the full regalia of the throne, others in the battle dress of the old wars. A few, she knew, had been traitors; their faces were smeared with a gray haze, a sign of disgrace. Aria wondered if her portrait would ever hang here. If so, would it be marked for valor or for shame?
They reached the east tower landing. A woman waited there, seated at a long table, fingers interlaced. Her hair was midnight black, streaked with a single line of silver, and her eyes held the moon’s own reflected light. She did not rise. “Aria Vale,” she said, voice dry as autumn leaves. “I trust you bring more than trouble.”
Aria considered this. She wanted to scream, to rage, to collapse and be carried off to safety. Instead, she drew herself upright as best she could. “I bring the last of my house,” she said. “And a message from my mother.” The woman gestured to the empty chair opposite her. “Then sit. Eat. You’ll need your strength before we decide what happens next.”
Aria sat. Only then did she allow herself to look down, to take inventory of what was left. Her hands shook. Her body felt hollowed out, scraped raw. But in the pocket of her ruined shirt, the moonstone pulsed on.
She ate in silence, the food tasteless but necessary, while the proctor waited in the shadows and the woman watched her with a scientist’s interest. When the meal was done, Aria pushed away the plate and let her head fall forward onto her crossed arms.
The woman did not move, not for a long time. Then, gently, she said, “You are safe here. But that will not last forever. Do you understand?” Aria nodded, eyes burning. She remembered her mother’s words, When the time comes, you will know what to do.
She thought of the trackers, the assassins, the burning palace and the forest red with death. She thought of the vows she had made, not just to survive, but to win. She closed her eyes. The signet ring pressed cold against her cheek. In the dark behind her lids, she made her own vow: I will become what they fear. I will claim what is mine.
When she slept, she dreamed of moonlight and wolves.






  
  Chapter two
Don't Look at the Alpha


Aria had never seen a gathering like this before in her life. The academy's courtyard, the so-called Heart of Moonspire, was a shallow amphitheater ringed by ancient stone, the kind quarried centuries before and never repaired, only added to, as if the scars of the past were a foundation for what would come. Night draped everything in blue-black, but the stones themselves seemed to trap every drop of moonlight, the glow layered on them by the secret runes that flickered just beneath the surface. They pulsed in time with some arcane heartbeat, humming a warning to anyone who thought this place was meant for comfort or peace. 
New students packed the flagstones, some huddled in instinctive clusters, others standing alone in forced bravado. Aria tried to look like she belonged to the former, but her posture refused to shrink. Her borrowed uniform, a black doublet and pants, torn at the left sleeve and blood-crusted at the hem, stood out even among the other orphans, exiles, and last-chancers. She'd done her best to mend it, but the seams were puckered, and she was certain that the dried blood along her calf still reeked. If anyone noticed, they didn't comment. That was the rule at Moonspire: don't look, don't ask, don't give a shit.
The air was alive with a nervous scent: alpha aggression, beta restlessness, the skitter of omega dread. She pressed a hand to her stomach, feeling the moonstone charm burn ice-cold against her wrist. It was not a spell, but a focus, dampening her natural scent, keeping her omega markers low and quiet, just the way her mother had taught her in the oldest language, the one made for hiding. Here, among wolves who would slit her throat for a laugh, it was the only shield she had.
Up on the raised dais, the faculty surveyed their new intake. They wore formal robes, deep blue and ivory, the embroidery stitched with so much power it was rumored to resist all but the most determined attacks. Some stood with hands behind backs, some with arms folded, but all of them gave off the same radiance of icy indifference. Among them, Aria recognized the headmistress from old family briefings, a tall, severe woman with hair in a braided crown and eyes so pale they could have been carved from the moon itself.
The headmistress never once glanced at the students. Instead, she seemed to be looking straight through them, out into the forest beyond, as if she expected the trees to march up and storm the gates.
A cough came from somewhere behind her. Aria resisted the urge to turn, to show weakness. Instead, she let her wolf senses branch out, mapping the courtyard not just by sight but by sound, by smell, by the vibration of every foot shifting against stone.
There were humans here, too. That much was obvious from the scent signatures, sooty, rich, lacking the animal edges. Some were mages, noses in the air as they tried to project superiority over their canine classmates. Others clung to the back ranks, already planning their exit strategies.
Aria's only plan was not to be noticed. Which, of course, was impossible.
She became aware of him the way one senses a hawk before it swoops: by absence, by the way the world briefly stops. He stood apart from the clusters, a head taller than most, dressed not in the new-issue uniform but something older, patched and faded, its gray so pale it looked silver under the moon. His jaw was crooked from a long-healed break, the scar along his left cheek still livid. He did not move. He did not need to.
The others in the crowd gave him a buffer, no one stood within arm’s reach, as if the air around him was somehow toxic or weighted. Some students glanced at him sideways, then looked away as quickly as possible, afraid even that might be a provocation.
Aria knew his name. The staff briefing at the palace had spoken of him, not in fear but in fascination. Caelan Draven, the cursed alpha, the warrior without a pack, who had been transferred to Moonspire only because every other institution had refused to contain him.
She kept her gaze three degrees off his face, just enough to watch him without being obvious. His scent came through, even above the moonstone's suppression: pine resin and salt, iron and leather. The smell of storms, of cold air and dried blood. If she'd met him in the woods, she would have assumed he was here to kill her. Here, in the sanctuary of the Spire, she was not so sure.
“He’s not what you think,” a voice hissed near her right shoulder. Aria flicked her eyes sideways, another omega, this one young, with freckles painted across her nose and hair in an unruly mass. The girl’s name tag read “Devlin.” She looked like she was trying to shrink through the flagstones.
Aria whispered back, “What do I think?”
“That he’s safe,” Devlin said, voice trembling but persistent. “He ate a proctor last year. Not literally, but. They say he left the pieces where the crows could find them.” Aria smiled with just the edge of her mouth. “That would be rude to the crows.” Devlin giggled, but it sounded more like a yelp.
Around them, other students began to notice the not-so-casual glances. The nearest alpha, a girl with shaved hair and arms built for throwing people into walls, snorted and muttered something under her breath about “drama queens.” A group of betas made a show of shuffling their feet, talking too loudly about nothing at all.
The headmistress finally stepped forward, her feet silent on the stone. The runes at the base of the dais bloomed with light, casting her in a kind of reverse shadow, so her body was outlined by darkness and her face illuminated by lunar glow.
“Welcome,” she said, and the entire courtyard fell dead silent. “I am Headmistress Nyx. You are here because you survived what others did not, and because you have the potential to become something more than what you are.” Her voice did not echo; it simply existed everywhere at once. “This year,” she continued, “we have more transfers than ever before. Some of you come with histories you would prefer to forget. Others carry burdens that will not be so easily cast aside. You may think Moonspire is a sanctuary. It is not. It is a crucible. You will either transform, or you will shatter.”
Aria stared at her boots. She noticed that one lace had come untied, and the tips were singed from where she'd tried to dry them over a candle. She wondered if anyone else in the entire courtyard had ever worn shoes that had survived a murder attempt.
“Tonight,” Headmistress Nyx said, “you will be sorted to your dormitories. Tomorrow, the real tests begin. The gates are closed; there is no leaving without my permission. There are two rules only: do not kill your classmates, and do not break the wards. Beyond that, you may conduct yourselves as you see fit.”
A slow smile crept across the woman’s face, thin as the edge of a blade. “I do not reward tattle-tales or busybodies. If you cannot solve your own problems, you do not belong here.” She stepped back, and the silence lingered.
The faculty began calling names, not in order, not by rank or family, but by what seemed a deliberate randomness. Each student, when summoned, crossed the courtyard to receive their assignment. Some went with heads high, others with eyes locked on their shoes. None dared dawdle.
When Aria's name was called, just “Vale, Aria,” stripped of all title, she felt a ripple pass through the nearest ring of students. She sensed a dozen heads snap up, saw the confusion on their faces as they tried to square the name with the battered girl in the ruined uniform. She walked forward anyway, spine straight, every step deliberate. The proctor who handed her the scroll of assignments looked at her with bland, bovine incomprehension. Aria resisted the urge to bare her teeth.
She returned to her spot, the weight of the scroll heavy in her palm. The moonstone charm at her wrist pulsed, now in rhythm with the ward-sigils carved into the stone. She wondered, for a moment, if the Academy was trying to talk to her.
The rest of the sorting proceeded without incident, except for the moment when Caelan Draven’s name was called. He did not move at first. The proctor cleared his throat and repeated, “Draven, Caelan,” in the clipped cadence of the unafraid.
Caelan stepped forward. He walked as if he had never learned to do it the right way, legs a bit too long, arms loose at his sides, but each foot landed silently on the flagstones. He did not acknowledge the faculty. He simply took the scroll, looked at it once, and tucked it into his pocket. Heads swiveled to track his return path. He ignored every single one of them.
When the ceremony finished, the courtyard began to break up, students moving toward the dormitory tunnels on the far side of the stone circle. The buzz of conversation returned, but quieter now, like the susurrus of wind in tall grass.
Aria lingered at the edge of the crowd, not ready to follow. She risked a last glance at Caelan, who stood alone by the shadow of the old well. His gaze was fixed not on her, but on the headmistress, as if he could burn a hole in the back of her skull just by staring.
She did not understand what made him dangerous. She only knew that she recognized it, because it was the same thing that lived in her when she closed her eyes at night: the certainty that she would not survive this place by being clever, or quick, or good. Only by being the last one standing.
Her wolf-sense prickled at the nape of her neck. She let her lips curl up, just a fraction, and turned away. The next day, the real work would begin. But tonight, she would dream of blood and stone.
She made it all the way to the stairwell before her wolf instincts flared, warning her of eyes on her back. Aria turned slowly, and found the gaze she’d been half-hoping, half-dreading to meet: Caelan Draven, alone under the gibbous moon, was watching her the way a wild thing watches a flicker of movement in the grass. Not with curiosity, but with the expectation that something interesting would happen, possibly something violent.
For a long moment, neither of them moved. The crowd around them thinned, some students disappearing down the dormitory tunnels, others breaking into cliques and knots, but the empty air between Aria and Caelan refused to fill. Even the ambient scent, the nerves and sweat and pheromones of a hundred young predators, seemed to draw back, leaving a clear line from his eyes to hers.
She looked away first, heat crawling up her neck. The old etiquette tutors would have called this shameful. Her mother would have called it prudent. She counted ten breaths, then dared another glance. He was still watching her. Her pulse stuttered, and for the first time since the palace fell, she felt genuine, uncontrollable fear. Not for her life, but for what she’d do if he came closer.
She forced her feet to move, hugging the wall as she made for the archway leading to the lower dorms. But the wall, for all its comfort, was not empty. As she rounded a blind corner, someone collided with her, knocking the wind from her lungs.
She twisted, ready to snarl, but the person, a wiry beta with messy hair and a nametag that read “Jax”, grinned apologetically. “Sorry, new kid. Can’t see for shit in these tunnels.” Aria tried to step around him, but Jax blocked her path, his expression bright with mischief. “You’re the Vale girl, aren’t you?” She rolled her eyes. “The last time I checked.” He laughed. “Just making sure the rumors are accurate. Hey, you heading to the Luna Hall?”
“I’m heading wherever you aren’t,” Aria said, sidestepping. Jax made a game of keeping pace. “You should be careful tonight. There’s a lot of weird energy in the air.” She stopped dead. “And you’re warning me why?”
“Because I hate paperwork,” he said, without a trace of irony. “If you get jumped before tomorrow, the proctors make us fill out forms. No one needs that.” Aria almost smiled. Almost. “Duly noted.”
Behind them, a shadow flickered at the edge of the passage. Jax saw it, too, and leaned in. “That’s the alpha, right? The Draven kid? He’s got a rep.” Aria considered the words. “He seems to have a staring problem.”
“He eats staring problems for breakfast,” Jax said. “Once I saw him deck a senior for sneezing too loud.” She shook her head. “That’s not even remotely impressive.” “Right?” Jax grinned, then finally relented and let her pass. “See you in the hall, Vale.”
She moved quickly, not wanting to admit that her own eyes kept flicking back for another glimpse of Caelan. She made it into the Luna Hall before the urge became a need. She ducked behind the thick velvet curtain at the entrance and peered through the gap.
Caelan was still there. Alone, perfectly still. It was unnatural.
She ducked back, heart racing, and tried to steady her breathing. All around her, other students were finding their bunks, gossiping in low voices or pretending not to be terrified. Aria sat on the edge of her assigned bed and tried to figure out what it meant that an alpha was interested in her, even if it was only as a potential hazard. The answer, as always, was nothing good.
She reached for the moonstone, found it cold against her skin. She squeezed it, hoping for clarity, but all she got was the memory of her mother’s words: When the time comes, you will know what to do. Aria had no idea what time it was supposed to be.
The rest of the night passed in a blur of unpacking, introductions, and tense silences. No one spoke to her directly, but she caught her name on more than one tongue, usually in whispers, usually followed by “omega?” or “last of the line.” She ignored it. She’d survived worse.
It was just after midnight when most of the hall had finally succumbed to exhaustion or boredom, and she felt the need for air. She padded down the stairs, bare feet silent, and slipped outside. The courtyard was empty now. The moon hung low, painting everything with ghostlight. Aria walked to the far end of the amphitheater and stood at the overlook, watching the forest sway in the wind. Somewhere far below, the wolves howled, not the civilized kind, but the true wilds. She felt the ache in her bones, the pull toward something she’d never fully understood.
“Can’t sleep, either?” The voice behind her was quiet, but it carried. She turned, expecting a proctor, but it was Caelan. He approached with a deliberate, almost lazy stride. Up close, he was even taller than she remembered, the scar along his jaw a pale slash in the dark. His eyes were lighter now, ice-blue and sharp as broken glass.
Aria straightened, summoning every ounce of pride she had left. “Do you always sneak up on people, or am I just lucky?” He considered her for a moment. “You saw me coming.” She tilted her chin. “Maybe I was hoping you’d keep walking.” A ghost of a smile played at the corner of his mouth. “Then you don’t know me yet.”
She resisted the urge to flinch. Instead, she offered him the same challenge she’d given a hundred palace bullies: a flat, unimpressed stare. “So, what’s your damage?” He shrugged, the motion making his shoulders look even broader. “You’re the first one in three years who didn’t look away when I stared. That’s new.”
Aria rolled her eyes. “Maybe I just don’t know how to follow orders.”
“I think you know exactly how,” Caelan said, stepping closer. There was no threat in his voice, only fact. She should have stepped back, but her feet held. “You’re not the only one with baggage, Draven.” He stopped just out of reach, and for the first time, she caught the scent of him, pine, leather, ozone, and something feral beneath. Her wolf, traitorous thing, woke up all at once, sending a shiver through her core.
He saw it. His smile widened, just a hint. “You’re not like the others.” “You don’t know me,” Aria said, and hated the catch in her own voice. “I know you ran here covered in someone else’s blood,” he said. “I know you’re wearing a dead girl’s uniform. I know you’re hiding something big enough that you’d rather risk the wards than stay where you belong.”
She held his gaze, feeling the moonstone throb against her wrist. “If you know so much, why don’t you just say it?” He shrugged again, softer this time. “Because if I’m right, you’re safer with it unsaid.” The wind shifted, and for a second the world shrank down to the two of them, standing in a ring of ancient stone, both holding back more than they’d ever admit.
“Don’t make the mistake of thinking anyone here is on your side,” he said, voice almost gentle. “But don’t make the mistake of thinking you’re alone, either.” She scoffed. “That supposed to be comforting?”
“No,” Caelan said, turning away. “Just true.” He left without another word, vanishing into the moonshadow like he’d never been there at all. Aria stood alone for a long time, heart thundering, wolf howling at the inside of her skull.
She had not come to Moonspire to make friends. But if she had, she could think of worse ones to have. She returned to the dorms before sunrise, the memory of him etched sharp into her nerves, like the taste of blood after a fight.
Tomorrow, she would see who survived the day.






  
  Chapter three
Keep Your Head Down, Princess


The next morning, Moonspire Academy churned with a restlessness as palpable as the tang of burnt wards in the air. Within the vaulted-ceiling admissions hall, Aria Vale, whose name was no longer Aria Vale, stood at a marble-topped desk facing the single greatest risk she’d yet encountered: the bureaucratic gaze of the Spire’s registrar. 
She’d dressed the part. The drab, ink-blue uniform blouse was threadbare at the collar; her trousers, rolled at the ankle to obscure bloodstains, marked her as yet another scholarship charity case from the wrong border. She wore her hair in an ugly, uneven cut that accentuated her ears, which she’d found, to her horror, were slightly pointed after three days of panicked growth and zero sleep. None of it could quite conceal the stamp of breeding that a childhood of tutors and etiquette drills had carved into her bones.
But that was what the moonstone was for.
She shifted her weight, just enough to seem casual, and adjusted the charm’s chain so it pressed tight to the skin of her wrist, directly over the thundering pulse. The effect was immediate, the air around her growing faintly still, her omega signature blurred down to a mere suggestion. If the registrar, a broad-shouldered beta male with a square jaw and spectacles chained to his shirt, caught her scent, it would be mud, smoke, and fear. Nothing more.
He glanced up at her. His nameplate read “G. Corin,” but from the scarring on his knuckles and the pale stripe in his hair, she guessed he’d been a pack enforcer before the civil wars. He made no effort to hide his contempt for the “new blood” crossing his desk. He thumbed through her documents, parchment expertly forged, the name “Lyra Winters” inscribed at the top in careful block script.
He did not look convinced. “Place of birth,” he said, his eyes not leaving the page. “Grayridge, third ward,” Aria replied, layering in a subtle accent, a flinty, nasal edge she’d practiced on frozen mornings until her throat bled.
“Parentage?”
“Father was a mason. Dead ten years. Mother’s a seamstress, but I was fostered out after the Blight.” Each word had been rehearsed, each lie trimmed and cross-checked against local census records she’d memorized en route. The only real danger was her own voice, the odd lilt that surfaced in moments of stress. She prayed the moonstone would handle that, too.
Registrar Corin hummed, unimpressed, and snapped the folder shut. “Scholarship sponsors are required to list a letter of endorsement. Yours was unsigned.” Aria forced her gaze to the stone inlay at the base of his desk, warded she realized, probably designed to flare if any supernatural power spiked in proximity. “I did the prep work in a mining camp outside Slate Falls. The Foreman said they’d sign, but the shipment left before they had a chance. I can get you the letter by the solstice.”
He eyed her, the silence growing so tight she thought it might choke her. In the periphery, two other students waited in line, one tapping a foot, the other picking at a scab on their wrist. Corin’s gaze flicked to her hands. Her knuckles were scabbed, and she’d broken the pinkie nail in her flight from the castle, leaving a black crescent at the tip. A fine detail, but perhaps not enough.
“And you say you were educated by… ” He checked the page. “ …a traveling priestess, until age eleven. Then self-taught.” Aria nodded, keeping her face blank. The moonstone pulsed cold. “Yes, sir. I have references.” She’d fabricated them, of course. All were forgeries built on the names of real dead women who wouldn’t miss them.
For a moment, she thought he’d push. His eyes flicked up and down, weighing, sifting, perhaps scenting something. She shifted her posture again, shoulders curled, neck dipped. Small, deferent. The posture of prey. Anything but regal. “Unusual,” Corin muttered, “for a wolf of your designation.” He lingered on the word, as if testing her for a twitch. Aria delivered her line, “I never much cared for the old ways.”
He looked as though he might spit. Instead, he pressed his thumb to a runic stamp and branded her form with the official glyph. “Welcome to Moonspire, Winters. House assignment: Luna. You’ll report to the northeast wing at dusk. The first meal is tonight, attendance is mandatory.”
He slid the finished packet across to her, along with two objects: a leather-bound handbook, worn soft at the corners and reeking of ink and lavender, and a tarnished brass key. The number “17” was punched into the metal. She took both items with a deliberate, two-handed gesture. It wouldn’t do to look eager.
As she turned to go, the registrar called after her. “Winters.” She froze. All at once, the moonstone went so cold she thought it might sear her skin. “Did you know,” Corin said, polishing his spectacles on the hem of his shirt, “that we’ve had four Winters pass through here in the last decade? All gone within a year. This place eats the hopeful.”
Aria managed a brittle smile. “Then I’ll try not to hope.” He snorted. “Don’t be clever. It doesn’t suit you.” She dipped her head, the gesture halfway between submission and mockery, and stepped aside to let the next in line approach.
Outside, she found herself blinking at the early sunlight, the air sharp with the ozone tang of wards. The marble corridor stretched off in either direction, one path leading to the heart of the campus, the other towards the dormitories. Already, the morning traffic was building: students in every configuration, lone betas trailed by their hangers-on, groomed alphas walking three abreast, and a smattering of human-borns whose magic simmered below the surface, visible only in the thin shimmer of their auras.
Aria clutched the key in her fist until the edges bit into her palm. There was a pleasure in the pain, a reminder that she’d done it, survived the first hurdle. Not convincingly, perhaps, but enough. She glanced down at the handbook; the cover was stamped with the lunar crest, the Vale line’s own heraldic moon reduced to a mere decorative glyph. A cruel joke, if the headmistress had had a hand in it.
She let herself drift with the current of students, keeping to the outer edge where no one would brush against her, where her scent and story could disperse before being closely inspected. Every step she took, she recalculated her risks, every intersection a test of her ability to blend.
Once, she thought she glimpsed Caelan at the far end of a colonnade, but he did not stop, did not look back. She wondered if he would remember her from last night, the conversation neither had quite admitted to, the tension crackling between them like a spell in the making. She wondered what it would take to be invisible to him. Or, more dangerously, what it would take to be seen.
The Luna House dormitory, for all its intimidating history, proved disappointingly small. The door to Room 17 stuck at the threshold, rasping over stone like a throat clearing a warning. The room itself was a half-cell, half-closet with two beds divided by a central plank of desk, a single high window admitting only a watery slice of midday.
Aria pressed inside, closed the door behind her, and immediately catalogued all points of egress. The beds, identical, were little more than planks with thin ticking mattresses. She picked the one closest to the door, dropped her satchel beneath, and tested the mattress with a cautious palm. It yielded with a sigh, shedding a fleck of dust.
The next step was unpacking, but there was so little to unpack that the process felt more like an audit than a task: a spare tunic, her moonstone charm, a battered notebook, and the signet ring (which she wrapped again in the rag she’d used as a tourniquet the night before). The rest of her possessions were inside her head, where no one could pilfer or read them.
She’d barely begun memorizing the dorm’s geometry, the way the sun hit the east wall, the echo of distant voices through the stone, when the door burst open, whiplashing off the stop. In rushed a cloud of orange and teal, a tumble of laughter, and a petite girl carrying an armload of blankets, tins, and what looked like a half-dismantled mechanical sparrow.
“New blood!” the girl announced, as if the words were a party invitation. “Oh, you picked the good bed. Smart. If a fire starts, you can outrun it by at least three seconds.” Aria blinked, caught off-guard. “I didn’t think fires were a regular feature.”
The girl dropped her cargo on the empty mattress, dust and embroidery flying. “Not unless Jax gets bored.” She grinned, dimples creasing both cheeks. “I’m Sabine. You must be the transfer?” “Lyra Winters,” Aria replied, the alias fitting her tongue like a borrowed shoe.
“Winters,” Sabine repeated, savoring the sound. “That’s poetic. We haven’t had a winter in ages. You’re not from the border, are you?” “North. Grayridge.” Aria said it flat, aiming for dullness.
Sabine plopped down on her bed, legs crossed beneath her like a cat, and began untangling the mess of blankets. She worked fast, pinning corners, straightening wrinkles, weaving the odd trinket, ribbons, hand-carved combs and glass beads, into the blanket’s surface as she went. “I’m from the midlands,” she said. “Father does merchant contracts for the capital. Mother hates wolves, says they have too many teeth for polite society, but she married into it anyway.” A pause for dramatic effect. “I like wolves. Better than mages, at least. Mages give me the willies.”
Aria managed a small smile. Sabine’s scent was cheerful, sweet, edged with adrenaline but lacking the sour undercurrent of fear that clung to so many first-years. “You’re not a mage, then?” “Oh, gods, no. I can barely do arithmetic.” Sabine finished her nest and leaned back to admire her work. “You don’t talk like someone from Grayridge.” Aria’s breath caught, just for an instant. The moonstone flashed cold under her sleeve.
Sabine didn’t seem to notice. “That’s not an insult. I like the way you talk. Precise.” She cocked her head, eyeing Aria’s satchel. “That's all you brought?” She nodded, expecting a sneer or a snide comment.
Instead, Sabine rummaged in her trunk, withdrew a spare quilt, and tossed it across the gap. “You’ll freeze in the mornings otherwise. It gets icy in here, especially if Jax blows out the hallway lamps again.” She pronounced the name “Jax” with a mixture of admiration and dread.
Aria caught the blanket. It was patched with squares of every possible color, most too garish for the Vale palace. She stroked the rough weave, unable to summon a thank you. The only kindness she’d known since the coup had been transactional, or a test.
Sabine took Aria’s silence for what it was. “First days are hell,” she said, softer. “Last year I cried until the warden threatened to lock me in the chapel. If you want to scream, do it after lights out. The acoustics are better.” The offer, implicit permission to break, nearly undid Aria. She gripped the moonstone tight, let its cold clarity center her.
“Do you know the campus well?” she asked, shifting to safer ground. Sabine brightened again. “By now I can get anywhere blindfolded. There’s a tunnel that runs from Luna’s basement straight to the kitchens. If you get caught, just blame Jax.” She said this with a wink.
Aria folded the patchwork quilt at the foot of her bed, tucking it in with more care than she’d given any of her own things. “Thanks,” she managed, hoping it sounded normal. “Everyone starts somewhere,” Sabine replied, a merchant’s daughter’s wisdom.
The two girls sat in companionable silence, Sabine fussing with her sparrow automaton, Aria feigning interest in the student handbook while actually memorizing every word of the Luna House rules. The afternoon stretched thin, the light slanting from white to gold as the hours slipped away.
When the dinner bell rang, an echoing clang that set the window glass vibrating, Sabine hopped up, straightening her tunic with a practiced flick. “Come on,” she said, all authority. “If you’re late, you get the table next to the garbage chute, and trust me, you do not want that.”
Aria hesitated only a second, then followed. At the threshold, she caught herself reaching for the moonstone, ready to dampen any spike of fear or longing. But as Sabine led the way into the dusk-lit corridor, it was not fear she felt. It was something perilously close to hope.

      ***The first day of training was always a bloodletting. At Moonspire, they called it “orientation,” but what it oriented you toward was suffering, humiliation, and the cold certainty that nobody gave a damn about your lineage once you stepped onto the stones.
The training yard was a coliseum of old nightmares. The wall, ringed with stones as high as a tall man’s shoulder, was inlaid with runes that pulsed dimly even by daylight, the ward-script rippling in time with the
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