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The first time my father was called a traitor, I was thirteen and still foolish enough to think truth could defend itself.

It could not.

Truth had no claws in Moonveil Pack. No rank. No Alpha voice. No seat at council. Truth could stand in the center of the hall with both hands clean, and still be dragged outside if the right elder pointed a finger.

My father stood that way.

Clean hands.

Straight back.

Blood on his boots that was not his.

Marcell Thornvale had been a royal scout once. He had served the Alpha Crown before I was born. He knew every pass through the northern ridges. He could read broken twigs like words. He could follow a scent trail three days old through rain. In Moonveil, even wolves who hated him later had to admit that much.

He was useful.

That was the closest thing our pack gave to respect.

The night they brought him before the elders, snow had fallen hard enough to cover the training yard. I remember the white of it. I remember how it made the whole world look clean, though nothing about that night was clean.

My mother held my hand so tight my fingers ached.

Amara Thornvale never cried in public. She was a healer, and healers in Moonveil learned early that panic spread faster than fever. Her dark hair had been braided down her back. Her healer’s shawl hung crooked on one shoulder because she had dressed in haste.

Beside her, my little brother Corin slept against her hip.

He was seven. Too young to understand why the adults kept saying Silvermourn. Too young to know the queen was dead. Too young to understand that when high wolves bled, low wolves were often made to pay for it.

I understood enough.

The Silvermourn Massacre had happened three nights before. Queen Liora Stormborne had died with half her guard in a valley beyond the Crown road. Royal blood spilled under a winter moon. Noble sons dead. Oath wolves gone. The Alpha King wounded in pride and power. The young prince, Aric, scarred and motherless.

Moonveil whispered of it before the official messenger even arrived.

Then came the accusation.

Marcell Thornvale had opened the pass.

Marcell Thornvale had carried false orders.

Marcell Thornvale had betrayed the Crown.

My father looked at the elders and said, “No.”

Just that.

One word.

Quiet. Firm. Not begging.

High Elder Varric Solmere had been there. He was not of Moonveil, but men like him did not need to belong anywhere to rule it. He stood in gray council robes, his pale eyes calm as river ice.

He held a sealed decree in one hand.

It had my father’s name on it.

I knew it before anyone told me. I saw my father’s face when Varric raised the parchment. Not fear. Not guilt.

Grief.

That was the first thing that frightened me.

A guilty man fears punishment. An innocent man fears being unheard.

My father said the decree was false.

The elders called that cowardice.

He said the queen had been betrayed by men closer to the throne.

The elders called that madness.

He said there was proof.

Varric smiled then. Not much. Only enough for me to understand that some wolves do not show their teeth until they know the trap has closed.

“Proof,” he said, “is a heavy word for a condemned man.”

My father looked over the elder’s shoulder and found me in the gathered pack.

I wanted him to tell me it would be all right.

He did not.

He only pressed two fingers to his chest, over his heart, then lowered them toward the floor.

Our old family sign.

Remember where you stand.

I did not understand it then. I thought he meant stand tall. Stand strong. Do not cry.

Later, I learned he meant something else.

He meant: there is truth beneath us.

They did not kill him that night. Moonveil was not so bold in front of a Crown elder. They stripped him of rank. They named him oath-broken. They sent him into exile before dawn with no hearing under the full moon, though pack law demanded one.

The Law of First Hearing was written for treason.

It did not save him.

Laws were like doors in Moonveil. They opened for ranked wolves. They stayed locked for the rest of us.

After that night, our cottage moved without moving.

It still stood at the edge of the birch wood. Same black stone chimney. Same patched roof. Same moonflowers my mother planted along the back step. Yet the pack drew an unseen line around it.

Children were told not to play near us.

Traders charged my mother more.

Warriors went quiet when I passed.

If I entered the healer’s den, old women remembered sudden errands. If I walked into the record room, scribes checked my sleeves as if treason could be hidden in cloth.

I became Marcell Thornvale’s daughter before I became myself.

Selene was a name my mother used.

Thornvale was the one everyone else spat.

At sixteen, I buried my mother behind the cottage beneath a birch tree that leaned toward the moon.

Fever took her body. Grief took what fever did not.

On her last clear night, she called me close and touched the crescent mark below my left collarbone. I had hidden it since I was old enough to notice how elders looked at it.

“Never let them name a blessing as a curse,” she told me.

Her voice was thin. It still cut deep.

“What blessing?” I asked.

She did not answer. Her eyes had moved to the cedar chest at the foot of her bed. Then to Corin, asleep in the other room. Then back to me.

“Keep him alive,” she said. “But do not spend your whole life being only a shield.”

I promised the first part.

I did not know how to keep the second.

So I became useful.

Useful girls were harder to cast out.

I learned the lunar calendars. I copied old pack law until my fingers cramped. I ground herbs in the healer’s den. I stitched wounds for wolves who would not meet my eyes after thanking me. I carried messages. I kept records. I mapped border paths. I memorized which elders lied with a soft voice and which warriors were cruel only when others watched.

Moonveil Pack tolerated me because I did the work no proud wolf wanted.

Moonkeeper Scribe.

Border-healer’s assistant.

Low rank. Lower trust.

That was my place.

By twenty-five, I knew how to move through a crowded hall without brushing a shoulder. I knew how to lower my gaze just enough to avoid challenge but not enough to look weak. I knew which insults to answer and which ones to let fall dead at my feet.

I knew how to survive.

I did not know how to live without waiting for the next blow.

Our territory was beautiful in a way that made cruelty feel personal. Moonveil sat in a high valley beneath black pine ridges. Mist gathered in the mornings and clung to the grass like ghosts refusing to leave. In winter, the rivers froze at the edges and sang under the ice. In spring, silver-barked birches shed rain in bright beads. At night, when the moon rose full, every stone and branch seemed edged in pale fire.

The pack called it sacred land.

Maybe it was.

Sacred things were not always kind.

The packhouse stood at the center of the valley, all carved beams and old banners. Ranked wolves lived close to it. Betas, patrol captains, elder families, favored bloodlines. The healer’s den sat beside the east yard. The training rings spread behind it. The Moonkeeper records room was tucked under the old meeting hall, dry and cold and full of dust.

Our cottage stood beyond the last proper lane.

Not banished.

Not welcomed.

That was Moonveil’s favorite cruelty. Leave a wolf close enough to serve, far enough to remember her place.

Corin hated it more openly than I did.

He was nineteen now, lean and restless, with our father’s stubborn mouth and our mother’s soft heart buried under anger. He trained when they let him. Fought when they mocked him. Dreamed of another pack the way starving people dream of bread.

“You should let me go,” he told me the evening before the summons came.

I was at the table, copying winter herb stores into the healer’s ledger by lamplight. Rain tapped at the shutters. The fire had burned low. Corin stood by the door with mud on his boots and a split lip he had not bothered to explain.

“Go where?” I asked, though I knew.

“Dawnridge might take me. Or Redmere. I heard they need scouts.”

“You heard from whom?”

He looked away.

That was answer enough.

“No,” I said.

His jaw tightened. “You cannot keep saying that.”

“I can until you bring me a plan that is not built on wounded pride.”

He laughed once. Ugly sound. Young sound.

“Wounded pride is all this family has left.”

The words struck harder because he regretted them at once. I saw it in his face. But Thornvales had a bad habit of bleeding before apologizing.

I set down my pen.

“We have our mother’s work,” I said. “Our father’s maps. This roof. Each other.”

“And a name no one will touch unless they are wiping dirt from their hands.”

“Corin.”

“No. Say it plain, Selene. They hate us. You just learned how to bow pretty enough that they call it patience.”

I stood too fast. The chair scraped the floor.

“I do not bow.”

“You do,” he said. “Every day. To elders. To healers. To wolves who would let us starve if your hands were not useful.”

His anger filled the little room. Mine rose to meet it, old and tired.

“You think I do not know that?”

He looked at me then. Really looked.

For a moment, he was not angry. He was just my brother. A boy who had grown up under a sentence passed before he was old enough to spell treason.

“I think you know it so well you forgot there should be another way,” he said.

That silenced me.

Outside, beyond the rain, a wolf howled from the north ridge. Patrol signal. Long, low, formal.

A messenger was coming.

Corin turned first. His hand went to the knife at his belt. He barely knew how to use it, but fear made all of us reach for poor weapons.

I crossed to the window and opened the shutter a finger’s width.

Three riders came through the mist.

Moonveil escort.

Crown colors.

Silver and black.

My mouth went dry.

No royal messenger had come to Thornvale Cottage since the night my father was taken.

Corin moved beside me. “What is this?”

“I do not know.”

But some part of me did.

Nimara stirred under my skin.

My wolf had always been quiet. Too quiet, some healers said. Most young wolves pushed hard at the bones, hungry to run, quick to anger, quick to want. Mine watched. Waited. When she did rise, she came like moonlight over snow. Cold. Clear. Ancient in a way I did not understand.

Now she lifted her head inside me.

Not afraid.

Listening.

The knock came hard enough to rattle the latch.

Corin reached for the door.

I caught his wrist. “No. Stand behind me.”

“I am not a child.”

“Tonight you are my brother. Stand behind me.”

For once, he obeyed.

I opened the door.

Beta Orlan stood on the step with two pack guards behind him. Rain slicked his gray hair to his temples. He had served Moonveil’s Alpha for twenty years and had never once entered our home.

His eyes moved over my face, then past me to Corin, then to the room behind us. Poor room. Clean room. Thornvale room.

“Selene Mireya Thornvale,” he said.

Full name.

That was never good.

I inclined my head. “Beta Orlan.”

He held out a sealed notice.

The wax bore the sigil of the Alpha Crown.

A wolf’s head beneath a crescent moon.

“You are summoned as part of Moonveil’s formal delegation to the Crown Moon Conclave at Stormhold Keep,” he said.

Corin made a small sound behind me.

I did not move.

Moonkeeper scribes sometimes attended lesser councils. Border recorders too. But the Crown Moon Conclave was not lesser. It was the gathering of Alphas, elders, noble houses, and royal law. It was where oaths were renewed. Disputes judged. Alliances made.

Thornvales were not brought to such places unless someone wanted us displayed.

“Why?” I asked.

Beta Orlan’s face hardened. “You will keep records for the Moonveil delegation.”

“There are senior scribes.”

“They are otherwise assigned.”

A lie. A neat one. Not even dressed well.

Rain dripped from the edge of his cloak.

Behind him, one guard would not look at me. The other looked too much at the crescent mark half hidden by my collar.

I pulled the cloth higher.

Beta Orlan saw.

His mouth tightened.

“You will depart before dawn,” he said. “Pack colors are required. No family banners. No private petitions. No speaking before the Crown unless addressed by rank.”

There it was.

Come, but come small.

Be seen, but do not speak.

Carry the ink. Not the truth.

I took the notice.

“Does Alpha Renwick command this?”

“The summons carries royal seal.”

“That is not what I asked.”

His eyes flashed. For one second, his wolf pressed against the room. Corin shifted behind me, anger rising.

Nimara opened one silver eye inside me.

Beta Orlan’s pressure struck like a hand against a closed door. It did not enter. It never had, though I had learned long ago to pretend it did.

Some Alpha commands slid off me if I did not fear them.

That was another thing I knew better than to tell anyone.

“You would be wise,” Orlan said softly, “not to test the patience of wolves above you.”

I gave him the polite face Moonveil had trained into me.

“Yes, Beta.”

His gaze stayed on me, cold and suspicious.

Then he stepped back.

“Before dawn,” he repeated.

I closed the door.

Corin began cursing before the latch settled.

“No,” he said. “No, absolutely not. They are not dragging you to Stormhold so every high-born wolf in the Crownlands can stare at Marcell Thornvale’s daughter like a bad omen.”

“They summoned me, not asked me.”

“Then refuse.”

I looked at the royal seal in my palm.

Refusal had weight. For ranked wolves, it was politics. For us, it was guilt waiting to be named.

“If I refuse, Moonveil will call it insult to the Crown,” I said. “They will punish you first.”

His face twisted. “Do not make this about me.”

“It has always been about you too.”

“I never asked you to turn your whole life into a wall.”

“No. You were seven. You asked for supper and dry socks and someone to tell you the dark was empty.”

That stopped him.

The fire cracked low.

Rain kept touching the roof with soft, steady fingers.

Corin looked away first. He hated when I remembered him small. I hated it too, sometimes. It reminded me how young I had been when I stopped being only his sister.

A second knock came, lighter this time.

Corin groaned. “If that is Orlan again, I will bite him.”

“You will do no such thing.”

I opened the door.

Lyra Ashcombe pushed in without waiting.

Her chestnut hair was damp, her healer’s bag clutched under one arm. She shut the door behind her and leaned back against it as if she had outrun bad news.

“You got one too,” she said.

I held up the summons.

Lyra muttered something rude enough to make Corin grin despite himself.

She crossed the room and took my face in both hands, turning it toward the lamp. Lyra had been touching me without fear since we were girls. She was the only wolf in Moonveil who could fuss over me and live.

“You look pale,” she said.

“I have been summoned to the royal keep before dawn.”

“That would do it.”

“Why are you here?”

“Because the healer’s den was ordered to send one assistant. I volunteered before Mistress Hava could choose someone who hates you.”

That warmed me and hurt me at once.

“You should not have done that.”

“I enjoy poor choices before breakfast.”

“Lyra.”

Her smile faded.

“I heard elders talking,” she said. “Not just about the Conclave. About you.”

The room changed.

Corin stepped closer. “What about her?”

Lyra’s gaze dropped to my collar.

I did not need her to say it.

Still, she did.

“The mark.”

My fingers went to the crescent below my collarbone.

It had been there all my life. Pale against my skin most days. Silver under full moon. My mother had called it a blessing. Moonveil called it proof that my blood had been touched by something wrong.

“Varric’s name came up,” Lyra said. “So did Stormhold. Someone asked whether the Crown had ever confirmed the Thornvale girl’s lunar sign.”

Thornvale girl.

Not Selene.

Never Selene.

Corin’s face darkened. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” I said, folding the summons along its crease, “that tomorrow I keep my collar high and my mouth shut.”

Lyra stared at me. “No. Tomorrow you stay near me.”

“I can do both.”

“You can try.”

Corin began pacing. “I should come.”

“You are not summoned.”

“I do not care.”

“You will when they arrest you for forcing your way into a royal delegation.”

“I can ride with the baggage carts.”

“No.”

He rounded on me. “Stop saying no like you are my Alpha.”

“I am saying no like the person who kept you alive long enough to become this ungrateful.”

His mouth opened.

Lyra pointed at him. “Do not answer that unless you want me to stitch your lip without numbing salve.”

He shut it.

For a moment, with rain at the windows and Lyra dripping on our floor and Corin sulking by the hearth, it almost felt like an ordinary night.

Almost.

Then the royal seal caught the lamplight.

Stormhold.

The Alpha King.

Aric Kael Stormborne.

I had seen him only once from a distance, years ago, when he rode through Moonveil after taking the Crown. He had been young for a king, but no one mistook youth for softness. He sat a black horse as if born from the same storm. Wolves knelt before he passed. Even elders lowered their eyes.

I remembered his scars.

One through his brow.

One story said he had earned it the night his mother died.

Another said he had killed three traitors before his first shift.

Moonveil loved stories about royal violence. It made them feel close to power.

I had no wish to be close to him.

The Alpha King held law, armies, judgment, and the kind of voice that could make most wolves bare their throats before they knew they had moved.

Men like that did not need to hate you to ruin you.

They only needed to believe the wrong person.

Lyra stayed late.

She cleaned Corin’s split lip while he complained. She checked the stores I had packed. She argued with me about bringing the silver-threaded shawl.

“Take it,” she said.

“It draws attention.”

“It was your mother’s.”

“That is why it draws attention.”

“That is why you take it.”

In the end, I folded the shawl into my satchel.

After Lyra left, Corin went to bed angry. He always slept hard after anger. Like his body could not bear the weight of what his mouth carried.

I stayed at the table.

The summons lay open before me.

Outside, Moonveil’s mist thickened until the cottage felt cut off from the world. I listened to the old sounds. The soft settle of ash in the hearth. Corin turning in sleep. Rain easing into silence. A fox crying beyond the moonflower patch.

My father’s maps were hidden under the floorboard beneath my boots.

My mother’s cedar chest sat in the corner.

The crescent mark warmed under my shirt.

Not burning.

Warning.

I pressed my palm over it and closed my eyes.

Nimara stood within me, facing north.

Toward Stormhold.

Toward the Crown.

Toward whatever waited beneath the moon-dome of kings.

I wanted to be brave in some grand way. The kind old songs praised. Chin high. Voice clear. No fear.

Instead, I was tired.

Tired of carrying a dead man’s sentence.

Tired of teaching my brother how to survive shame.

Tired of being useful to people who would never call me worthy.

But beneath the tiredness, something else had begun to move.

Not hope.

Hope was too gentle a word.

This was sharper.

A thin silver thread pulled tight inside my ribs.

By dawn, I would leave for Stormhold Keep.

By dawn, Moonveil would watch Marcell Thornvale’s daughter ride under royal summons and wonder what old sin had finally come due.

They would be wrong.

I did not know it yet, sitting there in the last dark hour before morning.

I did not know the moon was not calling me to answer for my father’s crime.

It was calling me to uncover who had truly committed it.

So I rose before dawn, washed my face in cold water, braided my midnight curls with steady hands, and reached for my mother’s silver-threaded shawl.

Chapter One would begin with me standing in Thornvale Cottage, ready to leave for the Crown Moon Conclave, while every old ghost in Moonveil waited to see if I would bow.
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Chapter One: The Daughter of a Disgraced Name
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Dawn came cold enough to make the cottage walls groan.

I stood beside the hearth with my mother’s shawl folded over my arm and watched the last red coal sink into ash. The fire had not died. Not yet. It was only tired.

That made two of us.

Corin sat at the table with his boots unlaced and his mouth set in a hard line. He had not slept much. I could tell by the gray under his hazel eyes and the way he kept rubbing one thumb along the split in his lower lip.

He wanted to come with me.

He had not said it again because he knew my answer.

Still, anger filled the room like smoke.

“Your collar is crooked,” he said.

That was as close as he could get to care without choking on it.

I adjusted the collar of my dark dress, making sure it covered the crescent mark beneath my left collarbone. Moonveil called it a bad sign. My mother had called it a blessing. Most days, I believed neither. It was skin. Pale skin in the shape of a moon. Nothing more.

Except last night it had warmed under my hand.

Except Lyra had heard elders asking about it.

Except the royal summons had come less than an hour after.

The shawl slid against my wrist, soft with age. Silver thread ran through the dark wool in thin lines. My mother had worn it when she healed children, buried neighbors, and stood beside my father the night they called him oath-broken.

Taking it felt foolish.

Leaving it felt worse.

Corin pushed back from the table. “You should at least carry a blade.”

“I am traveling with the Moonveil delegation.”

“That does not comfort me.”

“It was not meant to.”

He gave me a look. “Selene.”

A sharp knock struck the door before he could say more.

Corin stood fast.

I raised one hand, and for once he stopped. Not because he liked it. Because fear had taught us both timing.

The door opened to Lyra Ashcombe, damp from the mist and already scowling.

“You are dressed like you are attending your own punishment,” she said.

“I might be.”

“That was not an invitation to agree.”

She stepped inside and shut the door with her heel. Her healer’s bag hung from one shoulder. Her chestnut hair was tied back, but half of it had already escaped. Lyra always looked as if she had fought the morning and won by being rude.

Her eyes moved over me. Collar. Shawl. Satchel. Face.

Then she looked at Corin.

“You look awful.”

“Good dawn to you too,” he said.

“You staying behind?”

His silence answered.

Lyra softened a little. “Smart.”

He looked away. “Forced.”

“No,” I said. “Alive.”

The word landed hard.

Corin’s jaw worked, but he did not argue. He crossed to the small shelf near the door and took down our father’s old travel flask. The leather was cracked. The cap did not fit right. He shoved it into my satchel anyway.

“For the road,” he muttered.

There was no water in it.

I did not tell him.

Outside, the first pack horn sounded from the valley center.

Low. Formal. Cold.

Moonveil was gathering.

Lyra came close enough to speak quietly. “Mistress Hava says I am to ride with the healer’s cart. You will be with the scribes.”

“Of course.”

Her mouth tightened. “Not the senior scribes. The rear group. Baggage and ink stores.”

A small, mean laugh almost left me. I swallowed it.

The royal summons had named me for Moonveil’s delegation. Moonveil had answered by placing me where everyone could see I was included only by command.

Useful, but not welcome.

Summoned, but not honored.

The old lesson wore a fresh coat.

Corin heard enough. “Bastards.”

“Careful,” Lyra said. “Walls in Moonveil repeat what they hear.”

“Let them.”

“No,” I said.

He turned on me. “You keep saying that.”

“Because you keep offering them rope.”

His face flushed, but the hurt came before the anger this time. It was quick. Almost hidden.

A better sister might have crossed the room and held him.

I checked the tie on my satchel instead.

Tenderness was dangerous before a leaving. It made people reckless.

The second horn sounded.

Lyra touched my sleeve. “Stay near me when you can. If anyone asks about the mark, you say nothing.”

“If a ranked wolf asks, silence becomes insult.”

“Then answer with half words.”

“I
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