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1. The Ghost in the Citadel
The needle went into the side of my neck. I pushed the plunger down until the glass cylinder was empty. The synthetic serum burned as it hit my bloodstream. It was a sharp, chemical heat that forced the natural scent of my biology into a corner of my body and locked it there. I had four hours before my real identity started to leak through my pores. If that happened inside the Citadel, I would be dead before I reached the stairs.

I wiped a bead of blood from my skin and adjusted the high collar of my combat jacket. In the mirror of the stolen van, a stranger looked back. My eyes were a muddy, flat brown today, hidden behind tinted lenses. I had applied a prosthetic scar that ran from my left temple down to my jawline. It looked jagged and old. This was Sloane. Sloane didn’t smile. Sloane didn’t have a home. Sloane was a soldier who had seen her unit slaughtered by the Iron-Claw pack and wanted a place to hide.

I stepped out of the vehicle and into the mud of the mountain pass. The Blackwood Citadel sat above me, a structure of black stone and reinforced steel built into the side of the cliff. It wasn’t a palace. It was a fortress. The air here was thin. I walked toward the primary gate, keeping my shoulders low and my hands visible. Two guards in grey tactical gear stepped forward, their rifles leveled at my chest. They were wolves, their presence heavy and aggressive.

I stopped ten feet away. I didn’t look at their faces. I looked at the patches on their shoulders. The Blackwood crest. A wolf head encircled by iron chains. I felt a physical ache in my chest, a dull throb that had started the moment I crossed the perimeter. It was the Tri-Link bond. Somewhere inside those walls, three men were tied to my soul by a cosmic mistake. The closer I got, the more my body wanted to scream. I forced my hands to stay still at my sides.

"State your business," the guard on the left said. He didn't lower his weapon. He sniffed the air. He smelled the synthetic chemicals I had injected, a scent meant to mimic a neutral, un-bonded beta wolf.

"My name is Sloane," I said. I kept my voice raspy, as if I had inhaled too much smoke. "I have information on the Iron-Claw supply lines. I want asylum in the North. I won't talk to anyone but Kaelen Blackwood."

The guards exchanged a look. One of them spoke into a radio on his shoulder. They didn't move for three minutes. I stood in the mud and waited. I counted the seconds. I thought about my father’s head on the pike. I thought about my mother’s scream. I used the memory to keep my heart rate from spiking. If I looked scared, they would kill me. If I looked too eager, they would kill me. I had to look like I had nothing left to lose.

"Drop the bag," the guard ordered.

I dropped my canvas pack. They searched it quickly, finding only a map, a few rations, and a rusted knife. They didn't find the signet ring sewn into the lining of my boot. They didn't find the poison hidden in the heel of my shoe. They gestured for me to follow.

We walked through the gate and into a courtyard of cold stone. There were hundreds of wolves here. Most were training with heavy blades or running drills. The sound of metal hitting metal echoed off the walls. No one spoke. The Blackwood pack operated on silence and fear. Kaelen Blackwood had spent a decade making sure every wolf under his command was a tool for violence.

They led me into the main keep. The temperature dropped. The floor was polished granite, dark and reflective. We climbed a spiral staircase and stopped in front of a pair of heavy oak doors. The guards knocked once. A voice from inside told us to enter. It was a deep, rough sound that vibrated in my teeth. It was the voice of the man who had ordered the death of my entire bloodline.

Kaelen Blackwood stood behind a long table covered in maps and digital tablets. He was bigger than the photos. His shoulders were broad enough to block out the light from the window behind him. He wore a black shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing thick, scarred forearms. A jagged white line ran across the center of his chest, visible through the open collar of his shirt. His hair was dark and short. His face was a collection of hard angles and old bruises.

He didn't look up when I walked in. He was staring at a map of the border.

"You have five minutes," Kaelen said. He didn't look at the guards. He waited until the doors closed behind them. "The Iron-Claw doesn't let soldiers walk away. Why are you alive?"

I walked toward the table. The physical pull toward him was a physical weight on my lungs. My skin felt tight. The bond was trying to recognize him, trying to tell me that this monster was mine. I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted copper.

"Because they thought I was dead," I said. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. I laid it on the table. "They’re moving their artillery to the Red Creek crossing. They think you're looking at the mountain pass. They’re going to hit your southern flank in three days."

Kaelen finally looked at me. His eyes were a dark, piercing brown. They moved over my face, lingering on the fake scar and the tinted lenses. He didn't look like a man who was impressed. He looked like a man who was deciding where to cut first. He stepped around the table. He was much taller than me. He used his height to loom, his shadow falling over my boots.

"Red Creek is a swamp," Kaelen said. He was standing three feet away. The heat coming off his body was intense. "No one moves heavy guns through a swamp."

"They built a corduroy road under the water line," I replied. I didn't back away. "I helped lay the logs. We spent two weeks in the mud. If you don't believe me, send a scout. But do it tonight. By tomorrow, they’ll have the first battery in place."

He reached out. His hand was fast, catching me by the throat before I could blink. He didn't squeeze hard enough to stop my breath, but he held me firmly against the edge of the heavy table. His thumb rested against my pulse point. I knew he could feel the synthetic serum in my system, but he was looking for the rhythm of a lie.

"You smell like a lab, Sloane," he whispered. His voice was right next to my ear. "You smell like chemicals and old blood. Why do you want to help me?"

"I don't care about you," I said, my voice straining against his grip. "I want to see the Iron-Claw burn. They killed my brother. They left me in a ditch. I want to see their Alpha's head on a floor."

Kaelen stared at me for a long time. His eyes were unreadable. He wasn't looking for a mate; he was looking for a traitor. He didn't know that the woman he held was the last of the Moon-Blinds. He didn't know that my blood was the only thing that could unlock the Sovereign Marrow hidden in the vaults beneath his feet.

He let go of my throat. I didn't cough. I just stood there and waited.

"Take her to the holding cells in the North Wing," Kaelen said to the door. It opened instantly. The guards were back. "If a scout confirms the road, she gets a room and a meal. If there's no road at Red Creek, she goes to the pits."

"I'm not a prisoner," I said, playing the part of the indignant soldier.

"Everyone in this Citadel is a prisoner," Kaelen said. He turned back to his map, dismissing me. "You’re just the only one who volunteered for the job."

As the guards led me away, I felt a different sensation. It wasn't the heavy, violent pressure of Kaelen's presence. It was something cooler, something that felt like a needle sliding through silk. I looked down the long hallway toward the library.

Lucian.

The second brother was nearby. The Tri-Link was dragging me in two directions at once. I had to get to my room. I had to reinforce the scent blocker. Most importantly, I had to find a way to meet the archivist without Kaelen knowing I was anything more than a refugee.

I walked into the darkness of the North Wing, my hand touching the hidden signet ring through the leather of my boot. I was inside. The Blackwoods thought they had invited a stray wolf into their home. They didn't realize they had let in the executioner.
2. Sloane and the Iron Fist
The guard’s hand slammed into my shoulder, shoving me into the stone corridor of the North Wing. I didn't stumble. I kept my weight centered, absorbing the impact with the practiced balance of a woman who had spent the last three years training to kill. The stone under my boots was damp. The air here was ten degrees lower than in the Great Hall, thick with the scent of wet mineral and the faint, biting odor of the chemical serum still leaking into my bloodstream from the injection site behind my ear.

"Move, refugee," the guard muttered. He was a beta, bulky and thick-necked, wearing the black-and-steel uniform of the Blackwood security detail. He didn't look at me. To him, I was just another piece of trash swept up from the borderlands. He didn't see the way I cataloged the distance between the floor torches or the frequency of the heavy iron doors we passed.

I felt the pressure in my chest before I saw him. It was a physical weight, a tightening of the lungs that made every breath feel like I was pulling air through a filter. It wasn't the violent, crushing heat that radiated from Kaelen. This was a steady, rhythmic pull, like a low-frequency hum vibrating in my bones. The Tri-Link was reacting again. My second mate was close.

We reached a junction where the hallway branched toward the library and the upper archives. A man stood there, holding a tablet and a stack of yellowed parchments. He wore spectacles with thin silver frames. His dark hair was shorter and more controlled than Kaelen’s, and his clothes—a charcoal sweater and tailored trousers—lacked the military hardware of the Alpha’s attire. This was Lucian Blackwood, the middle brother. The strategist.

"Wait," Lucian said. His voice was quiet, lacking Kaelen’s thunder, but the guards stopped instantly.

Lucian didn't look at the guards. He looked at me. His blue eyes moved over my face, lingering on the prosthetic scar that ran from my left temple down to my jawline. He stepped closer, and the pressure in my chest intensified. I forced my hands to remain loose at my sides. A soldier wouldn't be intimidated by a man with a book, but a refugee would be wary. I lowered my gaze just enough to look submissive while still watching his hands.

"This is the one Kaelen mentioned?" Lucian asked. He spoke as if I were an interesting specimen in a jar. "The one with the news about Red Creek?"

"Yes, Lord Lucian," the lead guard said. "The Alpha ordered her to the North Wing holding cells until the scouts return."

Lucian walked a slow circle around me. I could feel him sniffing the air, but he wasn't looking for my wolf. He was looking for a narrative. He stopped in front of me and reached out, his fingers hovering just inches from the scar on my face. I didn't flinch. I let my eyes go flat and tired.

"You claim you helped build the road at the creek," Lucian said. "That implies a level of engineering knowledge or at least a high degree of observation. Why were you there, Sloane?"

"I worked for whoever had food," I said. I kept my voice raspy, a byproduct of the dehydration I’d forced on myself for two days prior to entering the Citadel. "The Iron-Claw pack pays in scraps, but they pay. Until they decide you’re too slow to keep up. Then they leave you for the crows."

Lucian tilted his head. "Your accent has traces of the northern lowlands, but your syntax is disciplined. You speak like someone who has read more than just ration cards."

I felt a spike of adrenaline. Lucian was the dangerous one. Kaelen looked for threats he could punch or bite; Lucian looked for the cracks in a story. I needed to shift his focus before he started wondering why a refugee had such a steady pulse.

"I spent three years in a camp library before the war took it," I lied. It was a partial truth; I had spent my childhood in the finest library in the North, before the Blackwoods burned it to the ground. "I can read maps. I can read terrain. That’s why I’m alive."

Lucian’s eyes brightened. He looked down at the parchments in his hand and then back at me. "Can you read Old Norse? Or the dialect of the High-Peak clans?"

"I can translate the basics," I said. I let a small, calculated bit of pride leak into my expression. "If the script isn't too damaged."

He turned to the guards. "Leave her with me. I’ll take responsibility for her transit."

"The Alpha's orders were the cells, Lord Lucian," the guard said, his voice hesitant.

Lucian didn't raise his voice. He simply looked at the man. "My brother wants her contained. I want her useful. If she provides the key to the Iron-Claw’s supply lines, Kaelen will be too busy winning a war to care that she spent her night in the archives instead of a cage. Go."

The guards hesitated for a second before bowing and retreating back down the hall. Their footsteps faded into the distance, leaving me alone with the man who was fated to share my bed and my life. The bond was screaming now, a dull ache behind my ribs that demanded I step closer to him, that I touch the skin of his neck and let the mate-bond lock us together.

I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted copper. The pain helped anchor me. I could not let the bond win. If he scented my true self, if he felt the Moon-Blind blood under my skin, I would be dead before I could reach the Sovereign Marrow.

"Follow me, Sloane," Lucian said. He turned and walked toward the library, expecting me to obey.

We entered a massive room filled with floor-to-ceiling shelves. The smell here was different—parchment, dust, and ink. It was the only place in the Citadel that didn't feel like a barracks. Lucian walked to a large mahogany desk covered in ancient, brittle maps. He gestured to a chair.

"Sit," he commanded. "The scouts will be back in six hours. If you are lying, I will personally hand you back to the guards. If you are telling the truth, you will help me decode the border treaties from the third era. My brother lacks the patience for diplomacy, but I know that a well-placed signature can kill more enemies than a thousand claws."

I sat down, the leather of my boot pressing against the Moon-Blind signet ring hidden inside. I was exactly where I needed to be. Kaelen was the muscle, but Lucian was the vault-keeper. He held the records that would lead me to the lower levels where the Sovereign Marrow was kept.

"Where do we start?" I asked, my voice steady.

Lucian leaned over the desk, spreading out a map that was so old the edges were turning to powder. As he moved, his arm brushed against mine. A shock of heat jolted through my body, so intense I almost gasped. It wasn't just a physical touch; it was an emotional invasion. For a split second, I felt his loneliness, his obsession with proving he was as powerful as his elder brother, and a deep, gnawing hunger for something he couldn't name.

He froze. He felt it too. He looked down at the point where our skin had met, then up at my face. His eyes were wide behind his spectacles, searching my brown lenses for a truth I had spent sixteen years burying.

"Your scent," he whispered. He leaned in closer, his nose hovering near the crook of my neck. "The chemicals... they’re hiding something. You don't smell like a beta. You don't even smell like a wolf."

I held my breath. My hand went to the hidden poison in my heel, ready to end him if he guessed too much. I needed a new lie, and I needed it now.

"I’m sick," I said, letting my voice tremble. "The Iron-Claw pack experimented on the refugees. They injected us with silver-nitrate to see how long it took to rot our insides. The serum I take is the only thing that stops the pain. It ruins the scent. It ruins everything."

Lucian’s expression shifted from suspicion to a strange, dark pity. He didn't pull away. Instead, he reached out and tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my ear, his thumb grazing the injection site.

"My brothers are monsters in their own ways," he said, his voice dropping to a low, intimate register. "But they don't understand the value of something that has been broken and put back together. I do."

He pulled a heavy book from the shelf and set it in front of me. "Prove your worth, Sloane
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