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My father died a traitor because the council needed a grave to bury its lies.

That was what I knew before I knew how to hold a blade.

Before I knew how to shift without fear.

Before I knew how to stand before an Alpha, lower my chin just enough to keep my throat safe, and still refuse to bend inside.

Garrick Thornwood was his name.

Mooncrest once spoke it with honor. Then they spoke it like a curse. After the Blood Moon Massacre, my father became the answer to every question no one wanted answered. Why did the border fall? Garrick. Who sold the patrol routes? Garrick. Who brought death to Mooncrest and Ironfang alike? Garrick Thornwood.

A dead man made a useful villain.

He could not speak.

He could not deny.

He could not stand in the Council Hall beneath the moon window and say, “You lie.”

So I learned to say it for him.

Not aloud. Not at first. A child who calls elders liars does not stay safe for long. I said it in my teeth. In my fists. In the way I trained until my bones ached and my wolf snapped at the walls of my skin. I said it every time a mother pulled her young one away from me in the market. Every time an old warrior stopped speaking when I entered the room. Every time Elder Cassian Voss looked at me with those deep, cold eyes and called me “girl” instead of captain.

I am twenty-four now.

I am no girl.

My name is Aurelia Mae Thornwood, only daughter of Garrick Thornwood and Selene Vale-Thornwood. I stand five feet and seven inches, tall enough to meet most men’s eyes and stubborn enough to make them wish I had not. My hair is dark auburn, though most days it is braided back tight for patrol. My eyes are storm-gray, pale like moonlight over river stones. My mother said they came from the Vale bloodline.

Other wolves call them unlucky.

I call them mine.

My rank is Border Sentinel Captain of the Mooncrest Pack. I earned that rank in mud, blood, and winter rain. No council gift. No family favor. No soft hand from Alpha Dorian Hale. I earned it by tracking rogues through frozen ravines, by dragging wounded sentinels home, by standing at the northern boundary when better-born wolves found reasons to stay near warm fires.

Mooncrest uses me because I am good at what I do.

Mooncrest mistrusts me because my father’s name is still chained to mine.

Both things are true.

That is the way of packs. They speak of loyalty as if it is holy, but they measure blood before deeds. They say the moon sees the truth, yet they close their eyes when truth becomes costly. They honor old laws when those laws protect the powerful. They forget them when a dead man’s daughter asks for justice.

Our territory lies in a valley of mist and pine. The old trees grow thick enough to swallow sound. The river west of us runs silver at night, and the mountains to the north rise like the backs of sleeping beasts. Mooncrest homes are built of dark timber and stone, tucked between the trees as if the pack itself fears being seen.

The inner settlement belongs to council families, old bloodlines, favored warriors, and those who know how to smile when elders speak.

The eastern treeline belongs to people like me.

Quiet people.

Watched people.

Those who are useful but never fully welcomed.

My cabin sits near that treeline. It was my mother’s before it was mine. Small. Sturdy. Stubborn. There are herbs growing under the windows because Selene planted them when she still believed healing could mend more than flesh. The hearth smokes when the wind turns wrong. The floorboards complain in winter. A locked chest rests under my bed, holding my father’s old patrol knife, my mother’s letters, and the pieces of a life the council tried to turn into shame.

I sleep with a blade beneath my pillow.

Not because I fear rogues.

Rogues usually announce themselves with scent and hunger.

Pack wolves are quieter.

That morning, before the patrol that changed everything, I woke before dawn to the sound of claws on bark.

Not close.

Not far enough.

My eyes opened to darkness, and my wolf lifted her head inside me.

There.

The sound came again. A soft scrape near the back path.

I did not move at once. A foolish wolf jumps. A living one listens.

The cabin was cold. Ash slept gray in the hearth. My blanket had slipped from one shoulder, and the air touched the thin scar near my collarbone. Old wound. Old lesson. Keep your guard even in your own home.

The scrape stopped.

Outside, the forest held its breath.

I reached under the pillow and closed my hand around the knife.

My father’s knife stayed in the chest. This one was mine. Plain iron, black handle, good balance. Rowan said I slept like an old soldier with debts to collect. I told him old soldiers lived longer than pretty fools.

A shadow moved past the back window.

Fast.

Too tall for a fox. Too quiet for a drunk scout. Too careful for one of the young sentinels trying to prove courage before sunrise.

I crossed the room without lighting a candle. Bare feet on cold wood. Knife low. Shoulders loose.

The door opened with only a small sigh from the hinges.

Mist curled beyond the threshold. The eastern trees stood black against a pale sky. For one breath, I saw nothing.

Then I smelled it.

Smoke.

Stone.

Winter wind.

My grip tightened.

Ironfang.

The enemy pack lived beyond the northern ridge, past the border stones and the old grief between us. Their scent did not belong near my cabin. Not this deep in Mooncrest territory. Not before dawn. Not unless someone wanted a war.

But under the Ironfang trace was something worse.

Black ash.

Bitter. Wrong. Like burned herbs and old blood.

My wolf growled low in my chest.

I stepped off the porch and followed the scent to the herb beds. Soil had been disturbed near the moonwort. One print marked the damp ground. Not full. Not clear. A partial paw mark, large and heavy, pressed beside the back path.

A wolf had stood there watching my cabin.

A wolf carrying Ironfang scent.

Or wearing it.

That difference mattered.

I crouched and touched two fingers to the edge of the print. The earth was fresh. Whoever had come was not long gone.

A smarter woman would have gone straight to the inner settlement. She would have bowed before Alpha Dorian, reported the sign, and waited for permission to breathe.

I was not that woman.

I followed the trail to the trees.

Only twenty paces in, it vanished.

Not faded. Not lost.

Vanished.

Someone had masked it with crushed bitterroot and river clay. Old scout trick. Not one most rogues knew. Not one Ironfang would bother using unless they expected a Mooncrest tracker to follow.

Unless they expected me.

A branch cracked behind me.

I spun with the knife ready.

Rowan Vale lifted both hands and gave me his most irritating smile.

“Easy, cousin. I like my throat where it is.”

I lowered the blade by an inch, not because I trusted the forest, but because I trusted him.

Rowan stood between two pines, cloak half-fastened, dark curls wild from sleep. He was twenty-six, lean, sharp-eyed, and far too cheerful for any hour before sunrise. His hazel-green eyes moved from my knife to the print near the herbs, then back to my face.

The smile faded.

“What happened?”

“Someone came close to the cabin.”

His jaw set. “Mooncrest?”

“No.”

“Ironfang?”

“That is what it wanted me to smell.”

Rowan stepped closer and crouched by the disturbed soil. He touched nothing. Good. He knew better.

“Masked trail,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Near your house.”

“Yes.”

“Before a northern patrol.”

I looked toward the dark line of trees. “Yes.”

He muttered something rude under his breath.

Rowan was my mother’s sister’s son, though blood did not explain all of it. Some kin are made by shared wounds. He was the first boy who punched another child for calling me traitor-spawn. He was the only one who came to my moon naming ceremony and clapped loud enough for ten families. He knew when to joke, when to shut up, and when to stand close without asking questions.

That morning, he stood close.

“Tell Dorian,” he said.

I gave him a flat look.

“I know,” he said. “I heard myself.”

“Alpha Dorian will ask why Ironfang would risk crossing this far for a disgraced captain.”

“And Cassian will ask whether you invited them.”

“Now you are thinking clearly.”

Rowan’s mouth twisted. “I hate thinking clearly. It ruins my mood.”

I sheathed the knife and looked again at the broken line of trail. The forest beyond my cabin seemed ordinary. Pine needles. Mist. Birdsong beginning high above. Mooncrest liked to pretend evil arrived with horns and banners. Most of the time, it came softly and left just enough proof to make honest people look mad.

“Blackpine Ridge is on today’s rotation,” Rowan said.

“I know.”

“The two young ones are assigned with us.”

“I know that too.”

He studied me. “You think this is connected.”

I did not answer at once.

The northern border had been restless for weeks. Small signs. Shifted scents. Old markers scratched. Patrol paths disturbed. Nothing large enough for the council to act, yet too many small things to ignore. Every report I made came back with Cassian’s seal and a polite warning about stirring fear.

Fear.

As if I had ever needed to stir it.

Mooncrest kept fear simmering like stew.

Ironfang beyond the ridge hated us for the Blood Moon Massacre. Mooncrest hated them back because hatred was easier than grief. Between the packs lay the northern border, where I spent most of my life keeping old anger from turning fresh.

And now someone had carried enemy scent to my door.

“Everything is connected if the same hand keeps moving the pieces,” I said.

Rowan looked toward the north. “That sounds like something Mara would say.”

“Aunt Mara would add herbs and make it more dramatic.”

“She would also tell you to eat before patrol.”

“She tells corpses to eat.”

“She is usually right.”

Despite myself, my mouth almost softened.

Almost.

Then a bell rang from the inner settlement.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Not alarm. Summons.

A formal call from the Council Hall.

Rowan sighed. “By the old moon, what now?”

I already knew.

Elder Cassian liked dawn summons. He said they showed discipline. I thought he enjoyed making tired wolves stand while he sat in robes older than their grandmothers.

The walk to the Council Hall took us through the waking settlement. Smoke rose from chimneys. Shop shutters creaked open. Children carried water pails and tried not to stare at me. Their parents had trained them poorly. They stared anyway.

A woman near the baker’s stall touched two fingers to the charm at her throat when I passed.

Rowan saw it.

I pretended not to.

That was another skill I had learned young. Pretending not to hear. Not to see. Not to feel the thousand small cuts a pack can give without drawing blood.

The Council Hall stood at the center of Mooncrest, all carved beams and old stone. Names of past Alphas marked the walls. Laws curved above the doors. Truth. Loyalty. Blood. Duty.

Pretty words.

Inside, Alpha Dorian Hale stood beneath the moon window, broad shoulders wrapped in a dark formal cloak. He was a strong Alpha, at least in the way stone is strong. Hard. Heavy. Difficult to move. But stone does not always know when rot grows beneath it.

Elder Cassian sat to his right.

Silver hair tied back. Council robes neat. Deep eyes cold.

He looked at me as if I had arrived already guilty.

“Captain Thornwood,” Dorian said.

“My Alpha.” I bowed enough.

Cassian noticed the measurement. He always did.

“You are late,” he said.

“The bell finished ringing less than five minutes ago, Elder.”

“Your tone remains unfortunate.”

“My honesty often is.”

Rowan coughed into his fist. Badly.

Dorian’s eyes flicked to him, then back to me. “There was movement near the northern boundary in the night.”

My body went still.

Cassian watched my face too closely.

“What kind of movement?” I asked.

“Unconfirmed,” Dorian said. “A hunter reported distant howling near Blackpine Ridge.”

“Hunter’s name?”

Cassian’s fingers tapped once on the arm of his chair. “You question the report before receiving your order?”

“I question all reports before walking young sentinels into danger.”

His mouth thinned. “Ever the dutiful captain.”

There it was.

The blade under silk.

Dorian spoke before I could. “You will take Rowan Vale and two junior sentinels to Blackpine Ridge. Inspect the markers. Report any Ironfang sign. Do not cross the boundary.”

“I never cross without cause.”

Cassian leaned forward. “Your father said the same.”

The hall went silent.

A clean silence. A court silence. The sort made for punishment.

My wolf lunged against my ribs.

Rowan shifted beside me. I did not look at him. If I did, he might speak, and if he spoke, Cassian would have his excuse.

So I held Elder Cassian’s gaze.

“My father is dead,” I said.

“Yet his lessons remain a concern.”

“No, Elder. Other people’s lies about him remain a concern.”

Dorian’s command rolled through the hall before Cassian could answer. “Enough.”

Power pressed against my shoulders. Alpha weight. Not full force, but enough to remind everyone whose word ruled the room.

I lowered my eyes.

Not in surrender.

In strategy.

Dorian exhaled through his nose. “You will leave at once. Bring back facts, Captain. Nothing more.”

Facts.

I could have laughed.

Facts were dangerous things in Mooncrest. They had teeth. They bit the hand that tried to bury them.

“Yes, my Alpha.”

Cassian’s voice followed me to the door. “And Captain Thornwood?”

I stopped.

“If you find Ironfang sign, you will not act alone. You will remember your blood has already cost this pack enough.”

Rowan’s anger hit the air like heat.

Mine went cold.

I turned my head just enough to answer. “I remember everything.”

Outside, the morning had sharpened. Sunlight touched the tops of the pines but had not yet reached the ground. The settlement moved around us, pretending it had not heard. Mooncrest was very good at pretending.

Rowan walked beside me without speaking until the Council Hall was behind us.

Then he said, “One day, I am going to bite that old man.”

“Not today.”

“I did not say today.”

“You implied today.”

“I implied hope.”

I kept walking.

Two junior sentinels waited near the armory: Tavin and Elowen. Both nineteen. Both nervous. Tavin had a spear too new for his hands. Elowen kept checking the straps on her pack. Good instincts. Fear made fools loud. Their fear had made them careful.

When they saw me, they straightened.

“Captain,” they said together.

That still felt strange sometimes.

Captain.

Not traitor-spawn.

Not Garrick’s girl.

Not poor Selene’s daughter.

Captain.

A rank could not heal a wound, but it gave the wound armor.

I checked their gear, corrected Tavin’s loose wrist guard, and told Elowen to move her blade to the opposite hip for easier reach.

Neither argued.

Good.

Before leaving, I returned to my cabin for my cloak, bow, and the small moonstone pendant my mother had left me. I wore it under my shirt where no council eye could judge it. The stone rested cool against my skin.

Mara stood on my porch when I arrived.

Of course she did.

My aunt had a way of appearing where worry gathered. She was small, silver-threaded, and wrapped in a herb-stained shawl. Her soft brown eyes went straight to the disturbed soil near the back path.

“You smelled it,” she said.

“I did.”

“Ironfang?”

“Maybe.”

Her face tightened at the word.

Mara had known my father. Really known him. Not the council’s version. Not the story told to frighten children. She had known the man who carried my mother over a flooded bridge, who carved wooden wolves for me before I could walk, who kissed Selene’s hand like she was a queen though we lived in a cabin with a leaking roof.

“Be careful at Blackpine,” Mara said.

“I am careful everywhere.”

“No,” she said softly. “You are brave everywhere. That is not the same thing.”

I looked away.

Kindness was harder to bear than insult. Insult had shape. You could strike it. Kindness slipped under armor.

Mara stepped closer and touched my cheek. I let her, though only for a moment.

“The old grief is stirring,” she said.

“Grief does not stir by itself.”

“No. It does not.”

There was something in her voice.

A door half-opened. A truth half-spoken.

“What do you know?” I asked.

Her hand fell.

Too slow.

My stomach tightened. “Mara.”

“Not now.”

“That means there is something.”

“It means you have a patrol and young wolves at your back.”

“Do not protect me with silence.”

Pain crossed her face. “Your mother said those same words once.”

The answer struck harder than I expected.

Before I could press her, Rowan called from the path. “Aurelia. We need to move.”

Mara stepped back. Her eyes were wet, but her voice was steady. “Come home alive. Be angry with me after.”

I wanted to demand the truth.

I wanted to shake it from her.

Instead, I adjusted my cloak and touched the pendant beneath my shirt.

“I will hold you to that.”

“I know.”

The northern path waited.

I joined Rowan, Tavin, and Elowen beneath the old pines. Behind us, Mooncrest settled into its morning lies. Ahead, the border rose through mist and stone.

The walk to Blackpine Ridge was long enough for thought and too short for peace.

Tavin tried once to ask about Ironfang. Elowen elbowed him before the question finished. I almost smiled. Rowan did smile. Then the trees thickened, and all of us went quiet.

The forest changed near the northern border.

It always did.

The air grew colder. The ground lifted. Pines stood closer together, their branches clawing at the sky. Old marker stones appeared along the trail, carved with crescent moons worn thin by weather. Beyond them lay disputed ground, then ravine, then ridge, then Ironfang territory.

Enemy land.

That was what I had been taught.

But land did not choose enemies. Wolves did.

A crow cried overhead.

My wolf stirred.

Not fear.

Warning.

I lifted one hand, and the patrol stopped behind me.

Blackpine Ridge rose ahead, dark against the pale morning, with mist crawling low over the stones.

Rowan came to my right. Tavin and Elowen waited at my back.

I drew one slow breath through my nose.

Pine.

Rain.

Cold earth.

And beneath it, faint as a secret, black ash.

I stepped onto Blackpine Ridge.
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Chapter One: The Thornwood Stain
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Black ash did not belong on Mooncrest soil.

Not near Blackpine Ridge.

Not near the old boundary stones.

And not beneath the clean bite of morning pine, hiding like a lie under holy words.

The scent sat low in the mist, bitter and wrong. It curled around the rocks and wet roots, too sharp to be campfire smoke and too stale to be fresh burning. My wolf pressed against my skin, silent now, but awake. She knew danger before my eyes found it.

Behind me, Tavin shifted his spear from one hand to the other.

The metal tip scraped stone.

Rowan glanced over his shoulder. “If you plan to announce us to every wolf north of the ridge, lad, use a bell. It has more dignity.”

Tavin flushed red to the ears. “Sorry.”

“Do not apologize,” I said, keeping my eyes on the tree line. “Fix it.”

His grip steadied at once.

Good. Shame could break a young sentinel if you fed it too much. Correction made them sharper.

Elowen stood to my left, blade ready, gaze moving from trunk to trunk. She was nervous, but she watched the right places. Not the shadows. The spaces between them.

“Captain,” she said quietly. “The third marker.”

I looked where she pointed.

The old boundary stones ran in a crooked line along the ridge, each one carved with the Mooncrest crescent. They had stood there longer than any living wolf. Rain had worn them smooth. Moss grew in their cracks. Every sentinel knew their order by memory.

The third marker was wrong.

It sat too far north.

Only a few feet. Not enough for a careless eye to notice. Enough to make it look as if Ironfang had pushed into our land, or Mooncrest had moved into theirs.

A small change.

A dangerous one.

Rowan came beside me and crouched near the stone. He did not touch it. His smile was gone.

“That was moved,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Recently?”

The dirt around the base was damp and raw. Moss had been torn away, then pressed back in place by someone who understood how trackers read ground.

“Before dawn,” I said. “Maybe during the night.”

Elowen swallowed. “Ironfang?”

“That is what someone wants us to think.”

Tavin looked toward the north, where Ironfang territory waited beyond mist and ridge. “But why move it only that far?”

“To start an argument,” Rowan said.

“To start a war,” I corrected.

The young sentinel went still.

There it was. The lesson no council elder liked spoken plainly. Wars did not always begin with slaughter. Sometimes they began with one stone moved by one careful hand.

Wind slid through the pines. A crow lifted from a high branch and flew toward Ironfang land, black wings cutting the pale sky.

I stepped closer to the marker.

The black ash was stronger here.

Near the base of the stone, a smear marked the earth. Someone had used ash to cover scent. Poorly, or in haste, or perhaps just well enough to be found.

That thought made my jaw tighten.

“Captain?” Elowen asked.

“Hold the line,” I said. “No one crosses.”

Tavin nodded too fast.

Rowan’s gaze flicked to me. He had heard what I did not say.

This was a trap with its teeth showing.

A good trap hid itself. This one wanted to be seen. It wanted Mooncrest angry. It wanted Ironfang blamed. It wanted some hot-blooded fool to step over the boundary and turn suspicion into blood.

Tavin moved before I finished the thought.

Not far. One pace. Maybe two. His young eyes were fixed on a broken branch beyond the shifted marker. He saw a clue and forgot the line.

My hand shot out and caught the back of his patrol cloak.

The cloth snapped tight.

Tavin jerked backward, startled, as one boot came down inches from the disputed ground.

“Do not,” I said.

His face drained of color.

“I saw tracks,” he whispered.

“And if you crossed, Ironfang could call it trespass. If they were watching, they could call it attack. If they killed you, your mother would get a folded cloak and a brave little speech from men who should have trained you better.”

His throat worked.

That was harsh.

It needed to be.

A dead sentinel learned nothing.

Tavin bowed his head. “Yes, Captain.”

Elowen’s fingers tightened around her blade hilt, but she did not look away from the trees. Good girl. Fear had not made her blind.

Rowan moved along
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