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  Chapter One


Rose woke alone, bare-legged, and halfway out from under the quilt, with Ben Stone’s mouth in her memory and blood on the winter wind. 
Her nightshirt had twisted high around her thighs. Cold slipped through the cracked window and found every inch the blanket had missed. So did the memory: Ben’s hand at the back of her neck, careful even when his mouth had not been. The rough catch of his breath when she kissed him back. The way he had stopped before either of them could pretend stopping was easy.
Three weeks, and he had not touched her again.
Rose pressed her tongue to the place inside her lower lip where his tooth had caught it. No soreness remained. Her body remembered anyway.
Regret would have been simpler.
The scent of blood came through the window again.
Old blood. Wolf blood.
Rose sat up so fast the iron bedstead complained against the wall. Dawn had not reached the glass. The stove ticked as it cooled, snow brushed the panes in dry little handfuls, and somewhere in the main house a board creaked beneath one measured footstep.
Ben, probably. Awake before daylight and pretending it had nothing to do with the cottage four hundred yards downhill.
She shut that thought down before it could put on boots.
Under the blood rode cedar smoke, juniper salve, cold engine oil, and the iron-rich soil of a mountain range four hundred miles west.
Home, if a place you had fled still earned the word.
She left the bed.
The cottage had been hers for nine days. Tess had put the key in Rose’s palm without ceremony, then spent half an hour explaining the boiler as if Rose had never met hot water. The place still held very little of her: two shirts in a drawer, boots beside the door, Lila’s crooked UNO deck on the table, and a chipped blue mug Gramble had declared too ugly to steal.
Rose liked it that way. A den should know how to let you leave.
She dragged wool trousers over bare legs and pulled on yesterday’s sweater. The keeper-knot sewn inside its collar brushed her thumb. During the days after Lila’s funeral, Tess had dug one practical mercy out of the Book: whatever Rose wore inside the knot followed her through a shift. No ruined clothes. No naked walk home. No prophecy hiding in the seams.
Useful magic. Rose trusted it immediately.
She shoved her feet into boots long enough to cross the threshold, then left them on the step and stepped barefoot into the snow.
The wolf came forward before her second breath.
Rose did not break when she shifted. No bones cracked. No skin tore. Her body knew both shapes and moved between them without argument. Grey-brown fur raced over her shoulders as her hands met the ground, and the cold changed from an assault into information.
Pine. Frost. A mouse trembling beneath a root. Woodsmoke settling over town. Ben’s old trail along the kitchen garden, sharp with winter air and the clean metal scent he carried when he was worried.
And blood, drawing a red line east.
Behind her, high on the hill, the kinder bond stirred.
Tess woke inside it as warmth, fear, and a question with red hair.
Rose pushed reassurance back hard enough to make the message plain. Stay in the house.
I hate when you say that, Tess answered.
Good. Be irritated indoors.
The bond flashed hotter. Rose ran before irritation could become an argument.
The trail did not come up the manor drive. Whoever carried it had followed the county road, left the pavement below the eastern boundary, and cut through the brush where the estate wall had fallen into a long grey tumble. Smart. The manor watched its doors. It paid less attention to a ditch full of frozen blackberry canes.
The blood grew heavier there. So did the western soil.
Rose cleared the broken wall and found the truck nose-down against a pine, one headlamp glowing weakly through the snow. The driver’s door hung open. Blood streaked the seat, the running board, and a staggered path leading toward the estate.
She knew the truck.
At twelve, she had ridden in its bed with six other pups and a stolen jar of honey, all of them certain Ephraim Holt would notice neither theft. He had caught them before the lid came off. He made them return the honey, wash his truck, and then spent an hour teaching them how to steal something properly if they meant to embarrass him.
The memory put a snarl in her throat.
Rose followed the blood into the trees.
Ephraim lay beneath a spruce with one hand clamped to his ribs. Snow had begun collecting in his white beard. His coat was open, his shirt black with blood, and his eyes fixed on Rose with the exhausted annoyance of a man whose morning had failed to meet his standards.
“Took you long enough,” he said.
Relief struck first. Anger bit through it.
Rose shifted as she crossed the last few yards. The keeper-knot carried her clothes back with her, boots the only thing missing when she dropped onto human knees beside him.
“What happened?”
“Good morning to you too.”
“Ephraim.”
“There she is.” His mouth twitched, then flattened against pain. “Still rude. I told them a crown wouldn’t improve you.”
She pressed both hands over his. His blood soaked between her fingers, much too hot in the winter air. The wound beneath them was narrow and straight, too neat for teeth or a bullet. Something black showed between his knuckles.
“You drove four hundred miles with this in you?”
“Three hundred and ninety-two. I was attacked east of the pass.”
“That does not make it better.”
“It makes you inaccurate.”
The old ache of him went through her like she had left a door unlocked. Ephraim had been old when she was a child, which meant he had always seemed permanent. He sorted the pack’s mail, settled boundary fights, remembered every promise anybody wished he would forget, and could produce the stupidest thing you had written at sixteen after one quiet walk to the archive.
Rose had spent three years telling herself she did not miss him.
She bore down harder on the wound.
He hissed. “Vindictive.”
“Alive.”
“So far.”
His coat shifted beneath her wrist. Something cream-colored rested inside it, dry despite the blood and snow. Heavy paper. Red wax.
Rose’s hands went cold.
A running wolf had been pressed into the seal beneath a crown.
The lost royal mark.
Ephraim caught her wrist before she could touch it. His grip had little strength left, but the command in his eyes had survived three hundred and ninety-two miles.
“Not here.”
A branch snapped uphill.
Rose turned.
Ben Stone came through the trees in an open black coat, gold eyes bright in the poor light and a blade already in his hand. He had buttoned his shirt wrong at the throat. Rose noticed that, then hated herself for noticing his mouth, then saw the knife.
He took in Ephraim. The blood on Rose. Her bare feet planted in the snow.
The blade lifted half an inch.
There it was.
Not the lawyer who could smile a lie into good manners. Not the man who had kissed her as if asking and answering at the same time.
The hunter.
“Put it away,” Rose said.
Ben put it away.
No defense. No claim that she had misunderstood him. The knife vanished beneath his coat, and both hands came out empty as he approached.
His gaze swept over her again. This time it stopped at the blood on her sweater, then dropped to her feet.
“You’re hurt.”
“Excellent beginning, counselor. It isn’t mine.”
Something in his jaw released. Only a fraction. Rose saw it because she had spent nine days refusing to watch him.
His attention moved to Ephraim and sharpened. “Ephraim Holt.”
The old wolf looked up at him. “Benjamin Stone. Youngest of five. Attorney under a paper name. Hunter under the real one.”
Ben’s face closed so smoothly a judge might have admired it. “You keep thorough files.”
“I kept thorough files.” Ephraim coughed, and blood wet his lower lip. “Past tense may matter.”
Ben saw the black sliver. The charm left him. So did the hint of sleep. What remained was older than his suit-and-tie life and far more dangerous.
“Don’t pull that,” he said. “It is holding the vessel closed.”
“I know how bleeding works.” Rose bared the words at him.
His gaze met hers and stayed level. “That is dead-Fae glass. Bleeding is the smallest thing it does.”
The name chilled more than the snow under her knees. “You’ve seen it?”
“Once. Prague, 1911. The man who removed it forgot his own name before he died.”
Ephraim sighed. “I always hated Prague.”
“You have never been to Prague,” Rose said.
“Then I was right to hate it from a distance.”
His hand loosened over the wound.
Rose caught it. “Stay with me.”
The order tore out of her, plain and frightened. No pressure gathered behind the words. No crownfire. No hidden hook.
Ephraim’s yellow eyes remained his own.
Across from her, Ben went utterly still.
He had heard what was not in her voice.
Rose hated that the relief on his face hurt to see.
Ben crouched on Ephraim’s other side, careful to leave space between his knee and hers. “I can move him without touching the glass. May I?”
The question was offered to Rose. His eyes went to Ephraim.
Ephraim gave one short nod.
Ben spread his hands. The snow beneath the old wolf compressed, and Ephraim’s body lifted a finger’s width from the ground. Luminari force held him level. No bright light. No grand gesture. Just an injured man lifted from the cold with more care than Ben used when he wanted people to think carelessness came naturally.
“Tell me if it pulls,” Ben said.
“You’ll be the third to know.”
“Who are the first two?”
“Me and the splinter.”
Rose slid one hand beneath Ephraim’s neck although the magic carried his weight. Ben noticed her blood-wet fingers. His mouth tightened.
That mouth again.
Her temper welcomed the distraction.
“You drew before you asked,” she said.
“I did.”
“You thought he was dangerous because he smelled like wolf.”
“I thought someone crossed Collin’s boundary bleeding, and I arrived ready for the worst version.”
“That answer is wearing a good coat, but it is still the same answer.”
“Yes.”
The clean admission stopped her more effectively than an argument.
Most men defended the ugliest thing they did until everyone else became responsible for it. Ben laid his down between them and left it there.
Inconvenient man.
They moved uphill.
Stone Manor rose through the trees with half its lower windows lit. Tess stood on the front step in a nightdress, heavy cardigan, and boots she had not laced. Her red hair had escaped its braid on one side. Collin waited behind her, bareheaded in the snow, one hand hovering near her waist and a face built for issuing orders to weather.
Tess saw Ephraim. Fear slammed through the kinder bond.
Then she looked from Rose to Ben, took in Rose’s bare feet, Ben’s crooked collar, and the silence between them. Curiosity threaded through the fear with indecent timing.
Rose sent one clear message back.
Not. One. Word.
Tess’s mouth twitched. She stepped aside.
They carried Ephraim into the study because it had the largest hearth and the iron cabinet containing the Book. Collin cleared the long leather couch with one motion. Blankets, two newspapers, and a stolen silver teaspoon flew onto a chair.
“Gramble,” he said, in the tone of a man adding one more item to an ancient list of grievances.
“Later,” Tess said. “Bleeding person first. Tiny criminal second.”
Ephraim opened one eye. “I like her.”
“Everyone does eventually,” Collin said. His hand settled at the small of Tess’s back for one brief second. “It is exhausting.”
Tess leaned into the touch before swatting him away. “Work.”
Collin’s mouth almost smiled. Then he saw the wound.
Ben lowered Ephraim onto the couch. Collin cut away the bloody shirt and went still at the sight of the glass. The splinter was no longer than a woman’s smallest finger. Pale marks had been carved beneath its black surface, too deep to touch.
“Can you remove it?” Rose asked.
“Yes.”
Ben’s head came up. “Without taking his memory with it?”
Collin looked at his youngest brother. The silence between them had age in it, and blame, and the kind of love men like them hid inside arguments.
“Yes,” Collin said again. “But I need him awake, and I need the room quiet.”
Tess took Ephraim’s left hand. Rose took his right.
Ben moved to the window, where he could watch the grounds and remain within reach. He did not pace. Rose suspected pacing would have been easier to watch. Instead he stood with his shoulders quiet and his attention stretched across every entrance, a leash held in his own hand.
Collin worked a narrow blade of golden light around the glass.
Ephraim’s fingers crushed Rose’s. The bones ground together. She let him hurt her.
He made no sound until the splinter came free.
Every lamp in the room went out.
For one breath, the study held only firelight and the sharp pull of Ben’s inhale.
A woman laughed beneath the floor.
Not from the cellar. Deeper.
Rose knew no one else had heard it until Ben turned from the window with his knife back in his hand.
This time he did not look at Ephraim.
Collin dropped the splinter into an iron bowl and covered it. The lid rang against the rim. The lamps returned.
Ephraim dragged in a breath. The wound had begun to close, slowly but cleanly.
“Prague was worse,” he muttered.
Rose bent until her forehead touched his. His beard scratched her skin. He smelled like blood, snow, and the lodge fire she had not let herself remember.
“You are an old liar.”
“Old being the useful part.”
Tess brought water. Ephraim drank, waited for his hand to stop shaking, and looked toward the cream envelope Rose had laid on Collin’s desk.
“The first one came four nights ago,” he said. “No address. No courier. It was sitting on top of the evening post when I turned back from the fire.”
“The letter asking where Rose was,” Ben said.
Ephraim studied him. “How do you know that?”
“We don’t.” Ben nodded toward the seal. “But I am learning to dislike obvious answers.”
“It asked one question. WHERE IS ROSE?” Ephraim closed his eyes. “That seal has not been used in forty years. Everyone with the right to press it is dead, hidden, or standing at this desk glaring at me.”
“I’m not standing at the desk.” Rose stood three feet away.
“Still rude.”
“What did you do with the letter?”
“Locked it in the red cabinet. Told no one. By midnight Ronan knew.”
Rose’s back teeth met.
Ronan had always known more than he admitted. He called it protecting the pack, as though a good intention made a locked door less locked.
“Not this,” Ephraim said, reading her face. “The south archive burned the next night. Birth ledgers, oath rolls, sealed correspondence. Every record of your mother. Someone knew which shelves to take.”
The study went quiet around the words.
Rose heard the cottage stove tick in her memory. Saw her two shirts in the drawer and the key Tess had placed in her palm. Things chosen. Things she could carry.
Her mother belonged to a door under the West Pack lodge, a song with no ending, and a photograph Ronan had once taken out of Rose’s hands.
“What was her name?” Tess asked.
Gently. No push through the bond. No demand wrapped in concern.
Rose kept her mouth shut.
Ephraim answered for her.
“Elara.”
The name found every locked place in Rose and tried the handles.
She had not heard it spoken since the night she fled. The West Pack preferred daughter of no one. Stray. The girl Mara raised. Elara belonged to the faded photograph, to eyes the same yellow-green as Rose’s and a face without any of Rose’s caution.
Ephraim went on. “Ronan called a Crown Moot. Eleven days, unless the required families gather sooner. The pack is split down the middle, and every neighboring alpha can smell it. I left before he decided warning you was treason.”
“And the second letter?” Collin asked.
“Found it on my truck seat at the east pass. That is where the dead thing put glass in me.”
“What did it look like?” Ben asked.
“Amon Pike from our north watch.”
At six, Rose had stepped into a poacher’s trap. Amon carried her three miles home while she bled down the back of his coat, telling jokes so terrible she forgot to be afraid.
“Amon is dead,” she said.
Ephraim looked at her. “It had his face. His scent. It did not have a heartbeat.”
Burned sugar slipped from beneath the iron bowl, faint as an old bad thought.
The same sweetness that had clung to Lora. To the Darken. To the grey figures in the ravine.
Dain’s reach.
Dove had given them the name after Lila died. Naming the thing had not made it smaller.
Rose went to the desk.
The envelope bore no address. A formal hand had written four words across the front.
ROSE, DAUGHTER OF ELARA
Tess came beside her. “I have a policy now about blood and paper.”
“Useful policy.”
“It arrived late.”
Rose touched the wax with one fingertip.
It softened beneath her skin.
She jerked back. The seal held the whorl of her fingerprint.
“Apparently it knows me.”
“Everything terrible does,” Tess said. “It’s one of our shared qualities.”
That humor belonged to Tess: fear with its sleeves rolled up.
Rose opened the envelope.
The paper inside held three lines.
THE PACK REMEMBERS ITS CROWN.
RETURN BEFORE THE LONGEST NIGHT.
COME WILLING, OR THE WESTERN DOOR WILL OPEN IN YOUR NAME.
Ephraim swore.
Collin moved toward Rose. Ben moved toward the iron cabinet.
The Book moved first.
The lock turned by itself. The cabinet door swung open, and heat rolled across the study, dry and old, smelling of dust after lightning. The Book lay alone on the middle shelf. Its dark cover lifted and fell once, as if something underneath had remembered how to breathe.
Tess did not touch it.
Pages began to turn.
Slowly at first. Then faster, paper snapping beneath an invisible thumb until the Book stopped near its center and a voice came out.
The language hurt Rose’s teeth. The sounds were too large for the mouth speaking them, made for stone chambers and listeners with longer lives.
Wind struck the windows from the wrong direction.
Dove stood beside the hearth.
She wore her usual woman’s shape: grey coat, grey eyes, black hair moving in air that touched nothing else. Ten thousand years had taught her to look at mortal disasters without blinking. Now she stared at Rose as if Rose had committed a personal offense against history.
“What did it say?” Tess asked.
Dove did not look away from Rose.
“The crowned wolf will wake the western mouth.”
Rose raised the letter. “It seems to think I’m a ruler.”
“No.” Dove’s answer cracked through the room. Ancient did not mean patient. “It called you a key.”
From the far corner came the soft click of metal.
Everyone turned.
After the funeral, Gramble had been allowed the run of the manor by day and confined to a warded brass birdcage at night. The compromise followed the disappearance of three teaspoons, a sugar bowl, and Collin’s signet ring into the gnome’s mattress.
The cage door stood open.
Gramble’s pillow lay empty. His little green coat was gone. On the brass latch rested one wet fingerprint, longer than Rose’s hand and narrow as a root.
Ben crossed the room and crouched beside it without touching.
“What do you smell?” Collin asked.
Rose was already there.
Lake water. Cold stone. Burned sugar.
The ravine returned whole: two grey figures falling through the sky, their master waiting under the mountain, the woods holding its breath around something that had not yet climbed out.
Rose looked at the open cabinet, the open cage, and the letter calling her home as if home had ever learned to ask.
Her skin prickled where Ben’s mouth had been three weeks ago. One hunger she had chosen. One threat she had not.
She knew the difference.
“One of them has been inside the house.”






  
  Chapter Two


Iron slammed through the manor wards, and Rose’s wolf shoved hard against her skin. 
Collin spoke one word in the old language, and iron pins drove through every outer door. Gold traced the window frames. The furnace banged below them. The study lamps burned a hard yellow; Ephraim’s blood looked almost black in it.
“Nobody leaves,” Collin said.
“I wasn’t planning to,” Ephraim said from the couch. “I’ve lost enough blood to make stairs ambitious.”
Tess pressed a folded towel to his side.
“You’re staying horizontal until I stop wanting to hit you.”
“How long does that usually take?”
“I’ll let you know.”
Rose stood over Gramble’s open cage. The wet print on the latch had begun to dry at its edges. It still smelled of the ravine and the dead things that had worn familiar faces.
Ben went quiet beside her. No blade showed, yet the hunter filled the space more completely than the furniture. His attention moved in a cold, practiced circuit—cabinet, window, chimney, door. It paused on Rose. She felt it like a palm at her back and hated the small, treacherous part of herself that wanted to lean.
“Don’t,” she said.
“Don’t what?”
“Decide I’m the person who needs to be guarded.”
His gold eyes met hers.
“I was deciding whether you’d break my hand if I asked you to stay here.”
“Yes.”
“Then I’ve saved us time.”
Collin crossed to the study door.
“Ben, east hall. I’ll take the cellar and the west rooms.”
“I’m coming,” Rose said.
“No,” Ephraim said.
She looked back. He had pushed himself up on one elbow. Sweat greyed his face, and his beard was still clotted with snowmelt and blood.
“Lie down before I help you,” Rose said.
“The thing that attacked me had Amon Pike’s face. If it can borrow a dead wolf’s scent, it may be waiting for you to follow the next one.” He lowered himself again, slower now. “Besides, if Gramble has any sense, he is hiding somewhere small, filthy, and expensive.”
A muffled crash came from inside the wall.
Everyone stopped. The crash was followed by furious squeaking and a man’s voice no bigger than a fist.
“Unhand Gramble’s leg, you architectural bastard.”
Tess closed her eyes. Her relief hit the kinder bond hard enough to loosen Rose’s knees. She caught the desk before anyone could notice.
Ben reached the wall first. A narrow painted panel beside the fireplace had shifted open by an inch. He pulled it wide and found Gramble hanging upside down in the old dumbwaiter shaft, one green trouser leg caught on a nail. The gnome clutched his coat to his chest and wore a smear of jam across his bald head.
“Took you long enough,” Gramble said.
Ephraim pointed at him.
“That’s my line.”
Ben freed the cloth without touching Gramble and set him on the carpet. The gnome kicked the wall once for principle, then marched to Tess and climbed her cardigan as if she were a ladder.
Rose crouched.
“Who opened your cage?”
Gramble’s narrow face pinched. He pressed himself under Tess’s chin.
“Tall lady,” he said.
“What did she look like?” Ben asked.
“Tall.”
“Anything else?”
Gramble considered.
“Rude.”
“Hair? Clothes? Eyes?”
“Too many teeth.”
The fine hairs on Rose’s arms lifted.
Tess put a hand over the gnome’s back.
“What did she want?”
“Asked where wolf sleeps.”
Rose came to her feet so quickly her knee struck the desk.
“Which wolf?”
Gramble pointed at her.
Ben was already moving.
“Your cottage.”
He did not tell her to stay. He opened the study door, waited for Collin to lift one layer of the lock, and ran with her.
They crossed the rear lawn side by side. Snow bit at Rose’s bare feet. The cottage sat beyond the kitchen garden with its windows dark and its door closed exactly as she had left it.
Ben caught her arm before she reached the step.
Rose looked at his hand.
He released her at once.
“There’s a line across the threshold.”
A strand finer than hair ran from the lower hinge to the frame. Frost had collected on it in white beads.
“Trip wire?”
“Invitation.” Ben crouched without crossing it. “Fae work. It opens inward when the right blood breaks it.”
“And if the wrong blood does?”
“We learn something expensive.”
Rose circled the cottage. No prints disturbed the snow beneath the windows. No foreign scent touched the siding. The intruder had entered Stone Manor, handled Gramble, learned where Rose slept, and left a trap without walking across four hundred yards of open ground.
Ben joined her at the rear window.
“You’re angry.”
“Brilliant legal analysis.”
“Anger is useful. I’m checking whether it’s about to choose for you.”
She wanted to snap at him. That made the question worse.
“I won’t touch the line,” she said.
“Thank you.”
“I didn’t do it for you.”
“I’ll suffer privately.”
One corner of Ben’s mouth moved. Rose’s lower lip remembered him at once—pressure, heat, the careful way he had stopped. She turned toward the manor before the rest of her could offer testimony.
Behind them, the cottage waited with a white thread across its door.
No one tried to remove it. Collin widened the outer wards until the cottage sat inside a second ring, then sent a message that made the air above his palm burn gold and vanish westward. Ben searched the manor with him. Rose stayed in the study because Ephraim knew why someone wanted her blood, and she had reached the limit of mysteries other people were keeping for her protection.
Gramble sat inside Tess’s cardigan with only his nose showing. Dove stayed beside the Book. The ancient Fae had not moved since calling Rose a key.
Rose took the chair across from Ephraim.
“Start with Ronan.”
The old wolf accepted water from Tess.
“Ronan Vale has led the West Pack for eighteen years.”
“I know who he is.”
“You remember who he was when you left. He kept peace by making every side believe he disliked them equally. That stopped working after the north den lost three hunters in spring.”
“Lost how?”
“Missing. No blood, no bodies. Ronan blamed drifters. The north den blamed him. Then pups began dreaming about a door under the lodge.”
Rose’s shoulders tightened. She had dreamed of that door at nine, again at thirteen, and every night during the week before her first shift. Black stone. Iron rings. Her mother singing on the other side.
“How many pups?”
“Seven that admitted it. More wet their beds and lied.” Ephraim watched her. “The royal faction took the dreams as a summons. They want Elara’s daughter returned and installed before the longest night, eleven days from now.”
“Installed where?” Tess asked.
“At the head of the Moot.”
Rose leaned back.
“Say queen. I want to hear how stupid it sounds in this room.”
Ephraim’s expression held no humor.
“Queen.”
The word sounded ridiculous in a room with Gramble hiding in a cardigan. Her wolf listened anyway, ears forward beneath Rose’s skin.
She folded her arms.
“No.”
“You might let him finish,” Tess said.
“I finished three years ago.”
Ephraim looked down at his bandaged side.
“The faction against you intends to finish more thoroughly. They call themselves the Buried Crown. Their position is that royal blood caused the old wars, opened the Western Door, and should end before it can do either again.”
“End,” Tess repeated.
“They are not discussing genealogy.”
Rose found that easier to hold than queen. An enemy with a knife made sense. A pack kneeling because of her mother did not.
“And Ronan?” she asked.
“Ronan has not declared. He called the Moot, doubled the lodge guard, and sealed the lower hall. I can’t tell whether he’s buying time or selling it.”
“To whom?”
“That is what the archive might have told us.” Ephraim’s hand closed around the blanket. “Whoever burned it used Elara’s hearth name to pass the inner seal.”
For a second the syllables refused to become meaning.
“What name?”
Ephraim hesitated.
“You crossed four hundred miles with dead glass in your ribs. Don’t become cautious now.”
“Lark-at-Dawn.”
The child she had been seemed to curl tight behind her breastbone.
Her mother had used that name once. Rose was five, feverish, carried against a warm shoulder while snow buried the windows. Elara had sung it into a loaf of bread before tearing off the soft center for her. Mara had forbidden the name after Elara died. Private names were doors, she said. You did not leave yours open.
Rose stood and walked to the hearth.
Tess’s concern touched the bond. Rose pushed back, not harshly. She needed one corner of her mind with no one else inside it.
“Who knew?” she asked.
“Elara. Mara. Me, because I sealed the record. Ronan may have learned it when he became alpha.”
“Mara is dead.”
“Yes.”
“My mother is dead.”
“Yes.”
“So you or Ronan burned the archive.”
“Or someone opened a sealed record without leaving the seal broken.”
Dove spoke from beside the cabinet.
“A name kept in ink is never truly kept.”
Rose turned.
“You knew my mother’s private name?”
“I know what the Book knows. The Book knows what blood remembers.”
“That answer would be more useful if it contained an answer.”
Dove’s grey gaze did not change.
“You sound like Elara.”
Rose’s teeth met. The taste of copper spread over her tongue.
Rose went to the window. Ben and Collin crossed the snow below, returning from the gatehouse. Ben looked up before she stepped into view. The distance between them was too great for him to have heard her, yet his attention landed exactly where she stood.
She moved away from the glass.
“I’m not going,” she said.
Ephraim’s face aged another year.
“Rose.”
“I will not walk into a pack split between putting me on a chair and putting me in the ground. I will not let Ronan use my mother to settle his problems. If the door is dangerous, seal it.”
“With what?” Ephraim asked. “The records are ash. The lower hall rejects every ward. Three wolves who tried to reach the door woke outside the territory with no memory of leaving.”
“Then abandon the lodge.”
“Four hundred and twelve wolves live on that mountain.”
“They can leave.”
“Some will. Some cannot. Some will stay because their children are buried there.”
Rose’s jaw hurt.
“That is their choice.”
Tess set the water glass down.
The small sound carried more weight than a shout.
“Running can be a choice,” Tess said. “I’m not going to tell you it can’t. I’ve done enough of it to know better.”
“Good.”
“But you should know who pays for it before you call it yours.”
Rose faced her.
“You think I owe them.”
“No. I think people will tell you that until you can’t hear yourself. I’m saying count the cost. Then choose. That’s different.”
The kinder bond held Tess’s fear and stubborn love. No command hid beneath either. That made Rose angrier than pressure would have.
“You want me to go.”
“I want you to decide after you have every fact.” Tess glanced at the letter. “And I want whoever put a trap across your door to regret meeting you.”
Gramble poked his head out of her cardigan.
“Gramble can bite ankles.”
“A complete military strategy,” Ephraim said.
“You got stabbed.”
“He has you there,” Rose said.
The study door opened. Collin entered first, cold following him. Ben came behind him with a strip of black cloth folded inside an iron fire shovel.
“Found this in the gatehouse chimney,” Collin said.
The cloth bore a circle worked in grey thread. Six marks pointed inward toward an empty center.
Dove recoiled. It was the first human thing Rose had seen her do.
“What is it?” Ben asked.
“A mouth with no speaker,” Dove said. “It listens for a name.”
Rose looked at the royal letter.
“Mine.”
“Your mother’s first,” Ephraim said. “Yours next.”
A bell sounded below the house.
Not the front bell. This note came through the stone, low and formal. Collin’s expression hardened.
“Markus,” he said.
Rose had met Markus Stone twice. The first time, he had questioned her about Lora with the patience of a man willing to wait a century for a lie to tire. The second, he attended Lila’s funeral in a black coat and stood apart from the grave as if grief were classified information.
He entered the study three minutes later wearing the same coat. Snow had touched his shoulders and chosen not to stay. His gold eyes took in Ephraim, the open cage, Dove, and the cloth on the shovel.
“I came as soon as Collin’s message reached me,” he said.
“Did you stop to frighten the weather?” Tess asked.
Markus looked at her unlaced boots.
“It was already behaving poorly.”
Then he saw the letter.
His mouth flattened, and the tendons at his bare wrist stood out.
“Where did you get that?”
Ephraim told him. Markus asked six questions, each clean enough to cut with. He wanted the road, the mile marker, Amon Pike’s date of death, the location of the first letter, who had access to the archive, and the exact hour Ronan called the Moot.
When he finished, he turned to Rose.
“You understand the Veil risk.”
“Explain it as if I’m stubborn.”
“The West Pack holds a Luminari treaty because the Western Door predates our law. If the door opens, no one knows what crosses. If four hundred wolves flee into three counties while wearing their fear on the outside, humans will notice. If humans notice enough, the Veil tears.”
“So fix your treaty.”
“The treaty names the royal line as its wolf signatory.”
Rose laughed once. No one joined her.
“Of course it does.”
Markus continued.
“By Luminari authority, Benjamin will escort you west, observe the Crown Moot, and determine whether the threat to the Veil requires intervention.”
Ben’s voice came from behind him.
“No.”
Markus turned.
“That was not a request.”
“Then you aimed it at the wrong person. Rose decides whether she goes.”
“Your assignment does not depend on her consent.”
“My presence beside her does.”
The air between the brothers chilled. Rose watched Ben. His face had gone still, but his right hand had closed against the seam of his coat. He was not afraid of Markus. Rose knew the shape of this stillness: Lora’s hand inside his will, a locked room made from his own body.
Markus saw it too.
His next words came quieter.
“I am ordering you to assess the threat. I am not ordering Rose to do anything.”
“Good,” Rose said. “Now everyone can stop assigning pieces of my life while I’m in the room.”
Both Stone brothers looked at her. Ben’s face stayed still; Markus’s did not need to.
“I said I wasn’t going.” She looked at Ephraim, at the bandage already staining pink. She looked at Tess, who had not asked her to be brave or good. Last, she looked at the white line of Fae work visible through the study window, waiting across her cottage door.
Someone had used her mother’s name. Someone had sent a dead wolf to stab an old man. Someone had entered Stone Manor and asked where Rose slept.
She had run four hundred miles. Someone had laid a snare across her bedroom door anyway.
“I was wrong,” she said. “I’m going.”
Ephraim closed his eyes.
“On my terms,” Rose added.
His eyes opened again.
She counted on her fingers.
“Ephraim stays here until Collin clears him. Tess and Collin stay with the Book. Nobody calls me queen, kneels, takes an oath, or touches me without permission. Ben observes. He does not arrest, command, or hunt any wolf unless I agree there is a threat.”
“I may object to that last one,” Markus said.
“Object from here.”
Ben’s mouth curved.
“I accept her terms.”
“You have not heard the last one,” Rose said.
“There’s more?”
“You drive.”
“Cruelty already.”
“My truck is still against a pine,” Ephraim said.
“And Ben owns a car that looks guilty when parked.” Rose held his gaze. “We leave at first light.”
Markus removed one glove. A black signet marked his left hand. He pressed it to the edge of the royal letter. Red wax climbed his finger, formed the running wolf beneath its crown, and went hard again.
“There is one difficulty with your terms,” he said.
Rose waited.
“The West Pack filed its Crown Oath with the Luminari council an hour before Ephraim reached this estate.”
“I never took an oath.”
“You misunderstand.” Markus looked at the seal bearing her bloodline. “They took it to you.”






  
  Chapter Three


Ben cleaned the same knife for the fourth time because steel had no opinions about what his hands had done. 
The blade was already clean. It had been clean when he carried it into the east-wing sitting room, locked the door, and spread his travel kit across a green felt card table. He wiped it anyway. Oil. Cloth. Edge. Spine. Hilt. Each step had an order, and none required him to remember what came before.
Outside, Stone Manor prepared for departure in a language of floorboards and pipes. A door opened two rooms down. Someone carried a trunk along the lower hall. Wind pressed snow against the windows, then moved on when the old house refused to care.
Ben set the knife beside the pistol he would not need and the second knife he might.
His right hand reached for the cloth again.
He stopped it. The hand opened on the table, palm up. Five fingers. Two old scars. One new half-moon where his nail had cut him during Markus’s order in the study.
His hand.
It should not have taken inventory to prove the hand belonged to him.
In the east passage, not long before Lora died, it had hung empty at his side while somebody else walked with it.
Cold plaster brushed his knuckles. Burned sugar coated his tongue. Lora stood in front of him wearing Tess’s face and said,
“Look at me.”
The memory broke there. Ben knew he had obeyed because the next clear instant found him at the great-hall doors, his own warning dying under her command.
He pushed back from the table. The chair legs scraped wood. His pulse struck too high in his throat, and for one ugly instant the room narrowed into the east passage.
Green felt, he told himself.
Dark window. Brass lamp. Snow. Knife.
His fingers closed around the edge of the table until the east wing returned. The felt rasped against his fingertips.
Lora was dead. He had watched the last of her power tear loose. He had stood in this house afterward while everyone decided survival meant the danger was over.
His body had filed an objection.
A knock came at the door.
Ben’s left hand moved toward the pistol.
“If you shoot me,” Collin said from the hall, “Tess will make you repair the paneling.”
“You can afford paneling.”
“She will supervise.”
Ben took his hand away from the weapon and unlocked the door.
Collin entered carrying two cups. He surveyed the card table, the open case, and the knife laid across a spotless cloth.
“Expecting a difficult drive?”
“Rose will be in the car.”
“Fair.” Collin passed him one cup. “Coffee. I made it myself, so there is little chance you’ll mistake it for a beverage.”
Ben looked into the black surface.
His fingers would not close around the handle.
Collin saw. He always did.
Without comment, he set both cups on the mantel.
Ben could have parried a question. He had no defense for being spared one. Ben returned to the table and fitted the first knife into its sheath.
“Markus left?” he asked.
“Ten minutes ago. He’ll take the north road and meet us near the state line.”
“Rose is going to object.”
“Markus is counting on it. He finds objections restful.”
Ben checked the pistol chamber. Empty, as intended. He checked again.
Collin leaned against the mantel.
“You don’t need to go.”
“Yes, I do.”
“Markus’s order has limits. I can challenge the assignment.”
“And give him a reason to replace me with an officer who considers consent a courtesy? No.”
“That wasn’t my concern.”
“I know.” Ben laid the pistol down. “You think I am too compromised to be useful.”
“I think you haven’t slept more than two hours at a time since Lora died. I think you keep standing with your back against walls. I think you drew on an injured wolf this morning and hated yourself before Rose had time to do it for you.”
“She was efficient.”
“She usually is.”
Ben reached for the third weapon, a narrow silvered blade in a dark leather sheath. The wolf-hunter insignia had been stamped into the flap: an open jaw crossed by a spear. He had carried that mark for ninety-three years.
Collin’s gaze settled on it.
“Is that coming with you?”
“The blade works on dead-Fae glass.”
“I asked about the mark.”
“The mark does not cut anything.”
“It cut Rose this morning.”
Ben ran his thumb over the stamped jaw.
“She never saw it.”
“She saw you.”
His thumb stopped on the stamped jaw.
Ben had hunted wolves who lost themselves during a shift and woke in houses full of blood. He had tracked a pack through the Carpathians after they sold human children to a Fae court. He had also followed frightened young shifters because an officer wrote dangerous beside their names. In his first decades, the distinction had seemed obvious. Later, it had required more paperwork.
He unfastened the sheath.
“Ephraim knew the mark without seeing it,” Ben said.
“Ephraim keeps records.”
“Kept.”
“If he survives Tess feeding him, he’ll build new ones.”
Ben removed the silvered blade and placed it with the unmarked weapons. The empty leather looked smaller without its purpose.
“I can leave this here,” he said.
“Can you?”
“You are being unusually irritating.”
“I have an example in residence.”
From the floor below came Rose’s voice, sharp enough to pass through oak.
“I heard that, Collin.”
Collin raised his cup toward the ceiling.
“See?”
The sound of her pulled another memory loose.
Ben ran through the woods with blood in his mouth, Lora inside his skull, and nobody home in his eyes. Rose planted herself in his path, taunted the trapped man until something in him listened, then shifted and made him chase her. Twice she struck his chest with tight bursts of Crownfire. The third shock cleared his sight at a great pine. Only then did she shift back, catch both wrists, and press his palms against the bark.
“Benjamin.”
Not Ben. The name his mother used when he had done something either brave or foolish.
Rose’s yellow-green eyes filled everything he could still reach.
“Find your hands,” she said.
He had not understood. Rough bark bit through the fog. Sap stuck to the cut below his thumb.
“These are yours,” Rose said. “Make them choose.”
The last command Lora had left in him tried to curl his fingers.
He put both hands behind his back.
The choice lasted less than a second. It cost him every piece of strength he had.
Ben found himself staring at his palms again.
Collin had moved closer without touching him.
“Where did you go?”
“Woods.”
“Do you need a minute?”
“I’ve had days.”
“That is not what I asked.”
Ben sat. The chair held. The room did not change. After a moment, Collin took the seat across from him.
No one spoke. His brother had learned patience from grief, and Ben had never found a defense against it.
Ben looked toward the closed door. Rose’s steps crossed the hall below, quick and uneven. She was angry about something. In his experience, this narrowed nothing.
“The assignment is simple,” he said.
“It never is when you begin with that sentence.”
“Escort Rose to West Pack territory. Observe the Moot. Determine whether the Western Door threatens the Veil.”
“You left out staying alive.”
“Markus considers that an administrative preference.”
Collin waited.
Ben disliked him for it.
“The duty is clean,” he said at last. “I am not.”
“Because you hunted wolves?”
“Because I want her.”
Heat climbed under Ben’s collar. He left the admission where it was.
Collin’s expression barely changed.
“I suspected when you kissed her.”
“She kissed me.”
“Thank you. That resolves the moral crisis.”
“I kissed her back.” Ben picked up the oil cloth, folded it, unfolded it, and put it down. “Desire makes the assignment suspect. So does fear. I cannot tell where either ends.”
“Fear of what?”
“Her being hurt.”
“That isn’t all of it.”
Ben looked at the weapons.
“Her seeing what I am when we reach the pack.”
“She saw it this morning.”
“A knife is not a history.”
“No. A history takes longer to forgive.” Collin rested his forearms on his knees. “Do you mean to protect Rose, or do you mean to control every choice around her until none of the dangerous ones remain?”
Ben gave him a cold look.
“You believe those are the same.”
“I believe you do when you’re frightened.”
“She is walking into a territory divided over whether to crown or kill her. I should be frightened.”
“Yes. You should also remember she survived that territory before she met you.”
“By running from it.”
“Which kept her alive.”
“And left four hundred wolves behind a failing door.”
“Her choices do not become mistakes because
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