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The first man Nightfall killed for telling the truth was my father.

I was eight years old when they led Eamon Thornhart into Howling Square with iron around his wrists.

Men stood beneath the council’s black banners. Women held their children close. Warriors lined the platform as if my father might break free.

He did not fight.

That was the part I remembered most.

My father had always looked large inside our cottage, with ink-stained hands, strong shoulders, and a voice that could quiet Finn through fever.

In the square, he looked smaller.

Not weak. Never weak.

Only alone.

Snow fell weeks before winter, melting in his dark hair and on his torn collar. Blood marked one side of his face. He kept his back straight before Elder Severin Mordane and the seven council seats.

Alpha Garrick Ashborne was already dead.

Twenty-three Nightfall wolves had died with him during the Crimson Eclipse.

The council said my father had killed them. They claimed Thornhart blood hungered for power and that he had used forbidden Moonfire to twist the ritual and turn loyal wolves feral.

I did not understand every charge. I understood the way people looked at me. Some stared with fear, others with hatred, and a few looked away.

My mother stood behind me with one hand on my shoulder and the other gripping Finn against her chest. He was four and kept asking when we could go home.

No one answered him.

The young Alpha heir stood near the council steps.

Kael Ashborne was thirteen, tall for his age and dressed in mourning black. Dried blood marked his left eyebrow, where the scar would remain.

Kael looked at my father as though he wanted someone to tell him what was true.

Severin raised his hand, and the square fell silent.

“Eamon Thornhart,” he said, “you were trusted with our laws, our bloodlines, and our sacred rites. You repaid that trust with murder.”

My father lifted his head.

“I tried to stop the rite.”

A murmur passed through the crowd.

Severin’s face did not change. “You will not stain this judgment with further lies.”

“The bloodstone was beneath the platform,” Father said. “Search the ridge. Search the council stores. Ask who sealed the western path before Garrick arrived.”

A warden struck him across the mouth.

My mother flinched. Her fingers tightened painfully on my shoulder.

Father spat blood onto the stones and looked directly at the council.

“You know what happened.”

Severin stepped closer. His white hair moved in the cold wind. “The dead cannot defend themselves against your inventions.”

“No,” Father replied. “But the living can still be made to remember.”

That was when he found me in the crowd.

His eyes were gray like mine, calm even with blood on his mouth and the execution blade waiting behind him.

“Elowen.”

My mother tried to turn me away.

I would not move.

Father smiled.

Not because he was unafraid. I knew better, even then. His fear reached me across the square. It was not fear of death.

It was fear for us.

“Your blood is not a crime,” he said.

The warden forced him to his knees.

I wanted to run to him, but my legs would not obey. I wanted Alpha Kael to stop them, the council to admit its mistake, and my mother to use whatever power Thornhart women possessed.

No one moved.

The blade fell.

Finn began to scream.

For years afterward, I heard that sound whenever snow touched stone.

Three nights after the execution, my mother disappeared.

She left no letter.

No farewell.

Nothing except her weaving half-finished on the loom and a cold cup of tea beside the hearth.

The council declared her a fugitive. They searched Thornhart Cottage, tore open walls, emptied cupboards, and burned half my father’s papers.

They found no confession.

That did not matter.

Guilt was easier for Nightfall when it carried our name.

Finn and I became rankless wards.

It sounded almost kind in law. Ward suggested protection. There was none.

A rankless wolf could not vote in a pack assembly. We could not own land in our own names. We could not challenge a ranked wolf, hold military command, or leave Ravenmoor Valley without permission.

We lived in our cottage because the council allowed it. We ate because I worked. We remained alive because killing two children after executing their father would have made even Nightfall uncomfortable.

Maelis Starling took us into Bloodroot Infirmary during the worst months.

She taught me which herbs lowered fever, which roots slowed bleeding, and how to set a bone without causing more harm. When I was old enough, she brought me into the Moon Archive and taught me to read the old laws.

The council made a Thornhart tend the records used to condemn her family.

I learned every shelf.

Every seal.

Every law.

I learned where the oldest bloodline ledgers rested beneath silver cloth. I learned which council decrees had been copied so often that no one remembered the first version. I learned that men who feared questions often called silence sacred.

At twenty-three, I knew Nightfall’s laws better than most elders but had no voice in making them.

Finn hated that more than I did.

He was nineteen, quick with his fists and quicker with his tongue. He had Father’s dark hair, Mother’s gray-green eyes, and a narrow silver line through his left eyebrow.

He had been four when Father died, but anger remembered what childhood could not.

“You bow too easily,” he told me the night before the Moonwake Ceremony.

We were in Thornhart Cottage, sitting across from each other at the small kitchen table. Rain pressed against the windows while stew cooled between us.

“I bow when refusing would get you dragged before the council.”

“That is not the same as living.”

“It is close enough for tonight.”

Finn threw down his spoon. “You always say that.”

“Because you keep giving me reason.”

His mouth tightened. “I am not a child.”

“No. Children are easier.”

That almost made him smile.

Almost.

He leaned back and looked toward the dark window. Beyond it, the eastern forest rose thick and black beneath the storm. Ravenmoor Valley stretched west from our cottage, enclosed by granite ridges and old pine. Moonfall Lake lay near the central village. Blackstone Keep watched from the high ridge above it.

The keep belonged to Alpha Kael. Everything in Nightfall belonged to someone except us.

Finn lowered his voice. “The western scouts found Ironfang scent again.”

I stopped eating.

“Where?”

“Near the split cedar markers.”

“That is inside our boundary.”

“I know.”

“Who else knows?”

“Taren. The patrol captain. The council.”

“And the pack?”

He gave me a flat look.

The Moonwake Ceremony was the following evening. Silvercrest representatives had already arrived. Selene Ravencroft, their Alpha’s daughter, was expected to stand beside Kael before the pack.

Nightfall wanted to appear strong.

Ironfang tracks inside our territory would suggest otherwise.

“Do not repeat this at the ceremony,” I said.

Finn laughed once without humor. “There. You did it again.”

“Did what?”

“Made their silence sound like wisdom.”

“I made survival sound like survival.”

“Father spoke.”

The words struck harder than he meant them to.

We both knew it.

Finn looked down.

I rose and carried my bowl to the washbasin. “Father spoke, and they killed him.”

“So we spend the rest of our lives proving they taught us well?”

I gripped the edge of the basin.

Rain ticked against the glass.

My wolf stirred deep inside me.

Nyra had been silent most of the day, but she hated any mention of our father’s death. I felt her pacing beneath my skin, a black shape marked with silver.

I forced my hands to loosen.

“Tomorrow,” I said, “you will attend the Moonwake Ceremony with the scouts. You will stand where Taren places you. You will not challenge a council guard. You will not speak of Ironfang. You will not give Severin a reason to remember you exist.”

“He remembers.”

“Then do not make him interested.”

Finn stood. “You think making yourself small kept us safe.”

“It kept you alive.”

“And what did it do to you?”

I turned.

His anger had gone. That was worse.

He looked at me as though he could see every year I had hidden behind work, obedience, and careful speech.

I was the Moon Archive keeper, though the council refused me the rank that should have belonged to the position.

I was Maelis’s healer apprentice, though some patients still asked for another healer when they saw the silver streak in my hair.

I was Eamon Thornhart’s daughter.

Liora Thornhart’s abandoned child.

Finn’s sister.

Useful when Nightfall needed me. Dangerous when it did not.

“I am well,” I said.

Finn’s expression hardened. “You are a terrible liar.”

“Go to bed.”

“Elowen.”

“Please.”

The polite word stopped him more effectively than an order.

He came around the table and pressed his forehead against mine.

It was something our father used to do when one of us was afraid.

“I do not need you to die for me,” Finn whispered.

The wound inside me opened with quiet precision.

Everyone I loved had already paid for standing too close to me.

Father had died.

Mother had vanished.

Finn had inherited our disgrace.

Loving me made people targets.

That was not a fear. It was history.

“I know,” I lied.

Finn went to his room.

I remained in the kitchen until the stew went cold.

Near midnight, rain stopped.

Moonlight slipped between the clouds and touched the cottage floor. The old symbols Father had carved beneath the boards began to ache against my senses.

I crouched beside the hearth.

A thin silver glow appeared between two stones.

Moonfire.

My power had first shown itself during my first shift. It had burned along my spine without heat, turning my eyes silver and marking my hair. Maelis taught me to hide it. Severin called it proof that dangerous blood survived.

I called it nothing.

Names gave things permission to matter.

The silver light widened.

Something beneath the hearth answered it.

I reached between the stones and pulled free a narrow strip of blackened parchment.

I had never seen it before.

Most writing had burned away. One line remained.

No rank shall silence the witness.

My fingers went cold.

The sentence did not sound like Ash Law.

Ash Law called Thornhart blood corrupt. It warned that silver fire joined to Ashborne shadow would bring death beneath an eclipse.

This line sounded like a protection.

A promise.

A law meant to restrain power.

A knock struck the front door.

I hid the parchment inside my sleeve and rose.

No one came at midnight unless carrying sickness, orders, or trouble.

Finn opened his bedroom door with a knife in his hand.

I motioned for him to remain back.

“Who is there?” I called.

“Chief Healer Starling.”

I opened the door.

Maelis stood beneath the porch roof in a dark cloak, rainwater shining on her salt-and-pepper braids.

Her amber-brown eyes moved from me to Finn and back.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Nothing yet.”

That answer frightened me more than blood would have.

Maelis entered only after I stepped aside.

She placed a sealed archive case on the table.

Silver thread bound the black wood. The council mark had been pressed into red wax.

“The founder folio,” I said.

“Yes.”

“That never leaves the sealed chamber.”

“It does for Moonwake.”

“The ceremony is not until tomorrow evening.”

“The council wants the display record inspected at dawn.”

“By me?”

“You are the archive keeper.”

“Only when the work is unpleasant.”

Maelis did not smile.

I looked at the case. Nyra rose fully inside me, alert and uneasy.

“What is wrong with it?”

Maelis’s gaze shifted toward my sleeve.

For one sharp moment, I wondered whether she could sense the burned parchment.

Then she said, “I want you in the archive before the elders arrive.”

“Why?”

“So you may inspect the folio without Severin watching.”

Finn moved closer. “What do you expect her to find?”

Maelis’s expression closed.

Her familiar careful silence settled over her face.

“I expect her to perform her duty.”

Anger touched me, quick and clean.

“Did my mother inspect it before she disappeared?”

Maelis went still.

There it was.

Not an answer.

Something more useful.

Fear.

“Come at first light,” she said.

She turned toward the door.

I caught her wrist.

Maelis looked down at my hand, then at me.

Greyfen’s rules did not govern our cottage. Nightfall rank did. Still, I released her at once.

“Forgive me,” I said.

Her face softened, but her voice remained guarded. “Do not apologize for wanting truth, child.”

“Then give it to me.”

“Not here.”

“Where?”

“In the archive.”

A howl rolled through Ravenmoor.

Low.

Distant.

Answered by another from the western ridge.

Finn crossed to the window.

“Ironfang?” I asked.

Maelis listened.

“No. Nightfall warning calls.”

A third howl rose, this one from Blackstone Keep.

The Alpha’s voice carried through the valley.

Kael.

I had heard him command assemblies and mark the turning seasons. This call was different. It was sharp with warning, but beneath it ran something strained and restless.

Nyra pressed toward the sound.

I stepped back from the door.

Maelis noticed.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

Another lie.

The howl faded.

The silence after it seemed to wait for me.

Maelis left the archive case on our table and returned to Bloodroot Infirmary. Finn argued that he should accompany me at dawn. I refused. He accused me of treating him like a burden. I accused him of seeking danger because anger felt better than helplessness.

Neither of us apologized.

We did not sleep.

Before sunrise, I dressed in dark trousers, a gray blouse, and old boots. I braided my black-brown hair over one shoulder, but the silver streak refused to stay hidden.

The burned parchment rested inside my inner pocket.

Finn walked me through the eastern forest.

Mist curled between the pines. Ravenmoor smelled of wet earth, cedar, and distant smoke. Ahead, the old stone chapel stood above the entrance to the Moon Archive. Beyond it, Blackstone Keep watched from its ridge.

At the chapel steps, Finn caught my arm.

“If Severin is there, leave.”

“I work there.”

“Elowen.”

“I will be careful.”

“That is what people say when they plan to face danger alone.”

I touched the silver line in his eyebrow.

“Go report to Taren.”

He looked as though he wanted to argue.

Instead, he said, “Come find me before Moonwake.”

“I will.”

Finn headed toward the scout barracks.

I entered the chapel.

The spiral stairs descended beneath the floor. Silver lanterns woke one by one beneath my boots.

At the bottom, Maelis waited beside the founder folio.

The sealed case waited under her hand, silent and black, holding the law that had ruled my family’s ruin for fifteen years without ever answering why.

Morning had reached the Moon Archive.
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The sealed case looked less like a box and more like a threat.

Maelis stood across from me in the deepest reading chamber, one hand resting on the black wood. Silver lanterns burned along the walls, throwing cold light across the shelves. Above us, Ravenmoor was waking. Down here, the air held the dry scent of parchment, stone, and secrets.

“You came quickly,” she said.

“You told me to arrive before the elders.”

Her gaze dropped to the case. “Then let us use the time.”

The red wax seal carried Severin Mordane’s mark. Seven narrow lines surrounded a black crown, each line representing one council seat. I had seen that crest on exile orders, property seizures, and the decree that made Finn and me rankless wards.

“Did Severin seal it himself?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“That is unusual.”

“Many things are unusual today.”

Maelis drew a small silver knife from her sleeve and offered it to me. As archive keeper, breaking the seal was my duty. The council liked to call it an honor when they needed my hands.

The wax split under the blade.

Inside lay the founder folio, wrapped in gray silk. Its leather cover had darkened with age. Two wolves were stamped into it, one beneath an ash branch and the other beneath a crescent moon.

The symbols faced each other.

Not opposed. Not attacking.

Facing.

A memory of the burned parchment hidden inside my pocket pressed against me.

No rank shall silence the witness.

“Open it
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