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They called me Luna, but they kept a guard outside my door.

That was how Ironhowl honored a woman.

A title on my neck. A lock on my room. A command in every breath I took.

I stood before the tall mirror in the Luna Wing and looked at the woman Alpha Garran Thorn had made out of me. White gown. Silver chain. Hair brushed until it fell like snow down my back. Pale eyes that did not look soft anymore. A mouth trained to stay closed.

Seraphina Valewyn, Luna of Ironhowl.

That was what they called me in the Great Hall.

Sera, when they wanted me to kneel faster.

White wolf, when they thought I could not hear them whisper.

I was twenty-five years old, old enough to remember my mother’s hand on my cheek, my father’s voice in the stone halls of Whitecrest, and the night both of them were taken from me. Old enough to know that a cage could have silk curtains and still be a cage.

Outside my window, Thorn Keep rose from the northern ridge like a black tooth biting into the sky. Iron cliffs dropped below the walls. The frozen river cut through the valley with a thin silver shine. Pine trees stood thick beyond the gates, dark and still, their branches heavy with frost.

Ironhowl land was hard land.

The wolves here were harder.

They did not laugh without looking over their shoulders. They did not speak unless rank allowed it. Children learned to bow before they learned to run. Omegas moved like shadows. Warriors wore pride like armor. Servants kept their eyes low and their hands busy.

And I, their Luna, was watched more than any prisoner.

A soft knock came at my door.

Not the sharp command of a guard. Not Garran.

“Nessa,” I said.

The latch clicked. The door opened only wide enough for her to slip through with a tray in her hands.

Nessa Bracken was not young, not old. Just worn by this place. Her auburn hair had gray at the temples. Her brown eyes knew how to hide fear. She had served in Thorn Keep long enough to learn which floorboards gave warning and which walls carried sound.

She set the tray on the small table near the hearth.

“You did not eat last night,” she said.

“I was not hungry.”

“That answer has never pleased your wolf.”

“My wolf has not been pleased in years.”

Nessa’s face tightened, but she said nothing. That was her gift. She knew when silence was safer than pity.

I turned from the mirror and looked at the food. Black bread. Thin broth. Stewed apples with cinnamon, because Garran liked the servants to remember I had been raised noble. Even kindness here came with a hook. A warm cup, a soft blanket, a ribbon for my hair. Then a reminder that I owed gratitude for the hand that held the chain.

Nessa crossed the room and lowered her voice.

“He was in the lower records before dawn.”

My fingers went still at my side.

“Who?”

She gave me a look.

I did not need to ask. There was only one man in Thorn Keep who made the whole fortress hold its breath.

Alpha Garran Thorn.

My mate.

My Alpha.

My keeper.

“What records?” I asked.

“Old ones. Not Ironhowl ledgers. Whitecrest papers.”

The hearth snapped. A small coal broke apart and fell into ash.

Whitecrest.

The name was not spoken in this fortress unless someone wanted something from me.

My birth pack had been dead for eight years. That was the story Ironhowl told. The high mountain halls burned. The white wolves slaughtered. The Valewyn line ended, except for one girl taken in by a merciful Alpha.

That was the story Garran liked best.

It made him sound noble.

He had saved the orphaned daughter of High Alpha Orin Valewyn and Luna Isolde Valewyn. He had given her a home. He had given her rank. Later, he had given her his mark and called it honor.

No one asked what kind of honor needed locked doors.

“What was he looking for?” I asked.

Nessa moved closer. “I heard a name.”

A cold thing opened inside me.

“What name?”

“The Moonstone Heart.”

The room seemed to narrow.

For a moment, I was not in Thorn Keep. I was a child again, hiding beneath the white stone altar in the Moon Chapel while smoke crawled across the floor.

My mother’s face bent close to mine. Her snow-white hair had come loose from its pins. Blood marked her sleeve, but her voice stayed calm because she was Luna, and Lunas were not allowed to break while anyone still needed them.

“Sera,” she whispered. “No matter who asks, no matter what crown they wear, the Moonstone answers only to a free white wolf.”

I had not understood.

I was seventeen and afraid.

Beyond the chapel doors, wolves screamed. Blades struck stone. My father roared once, a sound so full of command that the mountain itself seemed to answer. Then the roar cut off.

My mother kissed my forehead.

“Live,” she told me.

Then she sealed the altar shut above me and walked away.

By morning, Whitecrest was ash, and Ironhowl soldiers found me under the chapel stones.

Garran had been there. Younger then. Less polished. Still cruel, but smiling like cruelty was only another form of strength.

“You are safe now,” he had told me.

I believed him because I had nothing left.

That was the first lesson Ironhowl taught me.

A hungry heart will mistake a cage for shelter if the bars are warm at first.

“Sera.”

Nessa’s hand hovered near my arm, not touching unless I allowed it.

I looked at her.

“Did he find it?” I asked.

“I do not think so. He was angry.”

Garran was often angry. But this was different. The Moonstone Heart was not a trinket or old family jewel. Even if I did not fully know what it was, I knew my mother had died protecting it. I knew Garran had never asked about Whitecrest unless there was power to be gained.

“What else did you hear?”

Nessa glanced toward the door.

I listened too.

Two guards stood outside. I could smell iron polish, wet leather, and the sour bite of morning ale on one of them. They were not close enough to hear whispers, but Thorn Keep had many ears. Some wore servant aprons. Some wore warrior blades. Some wore smiles.

“He has called for a full moon gathering,” Nessa said. “All ranks. Elders. Allied envoys.”

My stomach turned.

“When?”

“Tomorrow night.”

The full moon.

A public gathering.

Old Whitecrest records.

The Moonstone Heart.

Those pieces did not sit apart. They locked together like teeth.

“He means to use me,” I said.

Nessa looked down.

That was answer enough.

The mark at my neck warmed. Not with love. It never warmed that way. Garran’s bond felt like a chain dragged through cold water. Heavy. Wrong. Always pulling when I wanted to step away.

Once, I had thought a mate bond would feel like belonging.

My mother used to tell me that the moon did not force two souls together. It revealed what was already true. A real mate saw you, chose you, and guarded your freedom like sacred ground.

Garran saw a bloodline.

He chose a key.

He guarded a door and called it marriage.

“Eat something,” Nessa said.

“I cannot.”

“You must. The Alpha notices when your hands shake.”

“The Alpha notices everything he can punish.”

Her mouth pressed thin. “Then give him less.”

I looked at her then. Really looked.

Nessa had risked more than once by speaking kindly to me. Little things. A thicker blanket in winter. A cup of honey tea after council nights. A warning before Garran entered one of his colder moods. Not enough to save me. Enough to remind me I was still a person.

In Ironhowl, that was rebellion.

I sat and took a piece of bread. It tasted like dust and salt, but I swallowed.

Nessa nodded once, satisfied.

The guards outside shifted.

Then the whole hall went still.

Nessa’s face changed.

I stood before the door opened.

Garran did not knock.

He never did.

Alpha Garran Thorn filled a room as if the room had been built to fear him. Tall. Broad. Dark blond hair combed back from a face too sharp to be called handsome in any gentle way. His eyes were blue-gray and cold as the river below the cliffs.

He wore black leather and the iron-gray cloak of his rank. The Thorn wolf crest sat at his throat.

Nessa dropped into a low bow.

I lowered my head, but not fast enough.

Garran noticed.

He always noticed.

“My Luna,” he said.

The words sounded polished. That made them worse.

“My Alpha.”

He looked at the tray. Then at Nessa.

“Leave us.”

Nessa gathered herself and went. Her fingers brushed the door frame as she passed, a small sign only I understood.

Be careful.

The door shut.

Garran’s gaze returned to me.

“You look pale.”

“I slept poorly.”

“Guilt does that.”

I kept my face still. “What guilt would I have, my Alpha?”

He smiled a little.

The bond tugged. Not lovingly. Warning me. Testing me. Reminding me that he could push pain through the mark if he wished.

“Do not play dull,” he said. “It does not suit your blood.”

My blood.

Always that.

Not my heart. Not my mind. Not the girl who had once run through snow with her cousin Lyra laughing behind her. Not the daughter who had watched her mother heal a wounded scout with moon water and a song. Not the child my father used to lift onto his horse so I could see the whole Whitecrest valley shining below.

Only blood.

White wolf blood.

Valewyn blood.

Power sleeping in my veins like a crime.

Garran walked to the mirror and stood behind me, forcing me to see us together. Him in black. Me in white. Alpha and Luna. Captor and prize.

“Tomorrow night,” he said, “you will stand beside me in the Great Hall.”

“I always stand where you place me.”

His eyes met mine in the mirror. “Do not make me remind you why obedience matters.”

I said nothing.

He lifted a strand of my white hair and let it slide through his fingers. My skin went cold, but I did not move away.

“You were born for more than trembling in rooms,” he said. “That is the pity of it. Whitecrest bred power into its daughters, then taught them to hide it behind soft laws and holy songs.”

“My mother was not soft.”

“No. She was stubborn. And dead.”

The words struck clean.

Not loud. Not shouted. That was not Garran’s way. He preferred small cuts. Easy to deny. Hard to forget.

My wolf moved inside me, weak but awake.

A pale shape beneath ice.

Garran’s eyes narrowed, as if he sensed it.

“There she is,” he murmured. “The little ghost under your skin.”

I stepped back before I could stop myself.

His hand closed around my wrist. Not hard enough to bruise where others could see. Hard enough to remind me.

“You will come tomorrow,” he said. “You will smile. You will speak when called upon. You will give this pack what it is owed.”

“What is it owed?”

His grip tightened.

“Everything I saved.”

There it was.

The old debt.

The one he laid before me whenever I forgot to be grateful.

He had saved my life. So I owed him my name.

He had taken me in. So I owed him my obedience.

He had made me Luna. So I owed him my blood.

That was the shape of love I had known for eight years. A gift first. A chain after. A punishment when I pulled too far.

“Look at me,” he ordered.

I did.

For one dangerous second, I wanted to ask him about the Moonstone Heart. I wanted to say my mother’s name like a blade. I wanted to ask why a powerful Alpha still feared a dead Luna’s secret.

But survival had lived in me longer than courage.

So I only said, “Yes, my Alpha.”

His smile returned.

“Good.”

He released me.

The skin around my wrist remembered his hand after it was gone.

He moved to the door, then paused.

“Wear white tomorrow.”

“I always do.”

“This is not for mourning.” He looked back. “This is for surrender.”

The door opened. The guards straightened outside.

Then he left.

For a while, I did not move.

The fire burned low. The black river shone through the window. Somewhere below, in the courtyard, warriors began morning drills. Their boots struck stone in perfect order. Ironhowl loved order. It made cruelty look like law.

I went to the window and touched the cold glass.

Beyond the walls, the forest waited.

I had thought of running before. Every trapped wolf thinks of it. The mind finds paths the body cannot take. Down the servants’ stair. Across the courtyard. Through the North Gate. Into the pine dark. Over the frozen river if it held. East toward the ridge.

But thoughts were not freedom.

Ironhowl scouts knew the land. Garran’s wolves could track fear through snowfall. And I had nowhere to go.

Whitecrest was dead.

Moonveil was enemy territory.

Blackridge would sell sanctuary for a crown.

The Moon Council loved law more than mercy.

And I was a rejected thing before anyone had even spoken the word.

No.

Not rejected yet.

Chosen for use. Kept for power. Dressed for surrender.

I pressed my palm to my chest.

Under my ribs, my wolf stirred again.

For years she had been quiet. Garran said that proved she was weak. Ironhowl healers said trauma could break a wolf. The elders said white wolves were never meant to survive outside their sacred mountain. I had believed all of them at one time or another.

But now, with my mother’s warning alive in my mind, I wondered if my wolf had not been broken.

Maybe she had been waiting.

A knock sounded.

This time it was not soft.

“Luna,” one guard called. “By order of Alpha Garran, you are not to leave the wing until summoned.”

My hand fell from the glass.

The lock turned from the outside.

A clean, final sound.

I almost laughed.

Not because it was funny.

Because Ironhowl still thought a locked door was the strongest thing in the world.

I went to the small writing desk near the hearth and opened the bottom drawer. Beneath folded gloves and old ribbons, I kept the only thing from Whitecrest that Garran had not taken.

A broken moon charm.

It had belonged to my mother. Half of it was missing, burned away the night she hid me beneath the chapel stones. The remaining half was white stone, carved with the Valewyn moon sigil.

I held it in my palm.

The stone warmed.

Not much. Just enough to feel alive.

A memory rose.

My father standing in the snow before Whitecrest Hall, his silver cloak bright beneath the moon. His voice carrying over the pack.

“Power without mercy is only hunger wearing a crown.”

I had been small then, tucked against my mother’s side. I did not understand the weight of the words. I only remembered how every wolf bowed, not from fear, but respect.

No one bowed that way in Ironhowl.

Here, heads lowered because bodies wanted to live.

The moon charm warmed again.

I closed my fist around it.

“I am still here,” I whispered.

The words sounded strange in the room.

Too bold.

Too alive.

I waited for the walls to punish me.

Nothing happened.

So I said it again, lower this time.

“I am still here.”

A faint pulse moved through my palm. My wolf lifted her head beneath the ice.

Then footsteps sounded in the hall again.

I hid the charm quickly.

The door opened, and two female servants entered with white ceremonial fabric over their arms. Behind them stood one of Garran’s senior guards, a wolf named Malrec. His face was scarred from old fights, and his loyalty to Garran was the kind that enjoyed being seen.

“Alpha’s orders,” he said. “The Luna is to be prepared.”

“It is still morning,” I said.

His mouth twisted. “Then you have plenty of time to become presentable.”

The servants did not look at me. One had shaking hands.

I knew that fear. I had lived inside it long enough to name every part.

Malrec stepped into the room and looked around. He did not need to search. His presence was the search.

“Alpha also says no letters. No private prayers. No old songs.”

My blood cooled.

Old songs meant Whitecrest songs.

Private prayers meant my mother’s moon rites.

Letters meant he feared words he could not control.

“He honors me with much attention,” I said.

Malrec’s eyes cut to mine.

For one breath, the room went dangerous.

Then he smiled.

“Careful, Luna. A pretty tongue can still be removed from court.”

I said nothing.

He left the door open behind him while the servants laid out the ceremonial gown. White silk. Silver thread. A collar shaped like moon branches.

Beautiful enough to fool strangers.

Heavy enough to feel like chains.

One servant reached for my hairbrush. The other adjusted the screen near the wash basin.

I stood still and let them begin.

That was what I had done for years.

Stood still.

Let them dress me.

Let them speak for me.

Let them call obedience grace.

Let them call silence dignity.

But inside my closed fist, my mother’s broken charm had left warmth against my skin.

The servants worked in silence. Outside, Malrec spoke with the guards. Somewhere far below, a horn sounded from the eastern wall. Thorn Keep answered with movement. Doors opened. Boots passed. Orders carried down stone halls.

The full moon gathering was not only a ceremony.

It was preparation.

For what, I did not yet know.

But Garran had said surrender.

And my mother had said free.

Those two words could not live in the same room.

By the time the servants finished, the morning had grown pale and cold. They left me in a simple white day dress, not the full ceremonial gown. That would come later. The collar stayed on the chair like a waiting hand.

The door closed again.

The lock turned.

I was alone.

I crossed to the mirror once more.

A title looked back at me.

A prisoner looked back at me.

A white wolf looked back too, faint and buried, but no longer asleep.

My name was Seraphina Valewyn.

I was twenty-five years old.

I was Luna of Ironhowl by force, daughter of dead Whitecrest by blood, and the last white wolf Garran Thorn had not yet learned how to break.

Outside my door, guards stood watch.

Inside my room, the fire burned low.

Morning settled over Thorn Keep in silence.

And I waited for the day my Alpha would try to make me surrender what my mother had died to keep free.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Luna in the Locked Wing
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The lock on my door sounded louder than the morning bell.

It had a clean iron click. Small. Final. The kind of sound a person could start to measure her life by.

I stood in the center of the Luna Wing with my hands at my sides and listened to the guards settle outside. One leaned against the wall. The other paced three steps, stopped, then paced back again. They did not speak at first.

That was worse.

Silence in Thorn Keep always meant someone was waiting for permission to hurt you.

The servants had left me dressed in a plain white gown for the day. The full ceremonial gown still hung near the screen, heavy with silver thread and a high collar shaped like moon branches. It looked like something a queen might wear if queens were not allowed to breathe.

My mother’s broken moon charm lay hidden beneath the lining of my small sewing box.

That was the only brave thing I had done since dawn.

Hide a charm.

Keep my face still.

Stay alive.

Outside the window, Ironhowl territory stretched beneath a pale sky. The fortress sat high above the frozen river, all black stone and sharp towers. Warriors crossed the courtyard in neat lines. Their boots struck the ground together. Even from this height, I could see the way lower-ranked wolves moved aside before them.

No one stood in the path of power here.

Not servants.

Not omegas.

Not me.

A guard coughed outside my door. “She is quiet.”

The other gave a low laugh. “The Luna is always quiet.”

Luna.

They liked that word when they wanted to mock what I did not have.

A Luna should have been the heart of a pack. My mother had been. Luna Isolde Valewyn used to walk through Whitecrest Hall with children pulling at her sleeves and old wolves asking for counsel. Her hand could calm a frightened pup. Her voice could settle a room before anger became blood.

I had her hair. Her eyes. Her blood.

None of her freedom.

My fingers brushed the mark at the side of my neck before I stopped myself.

Garran’s mark.

Alpha Garran Thorn had placed it there three years ago in front of Ironhowl elders. The pack had cheered. The council witnesses had nodded. Everyone had called it a blessed union between Ironhowl strength and Whitecrest blood.

No one asked why my wolf went silent afterward.

A soft scrape came at the door.

The pacing stopped.

“Who goes?” one guard asked.

“Nessa Bracken,” came the answer. “Food and linen for the Luna.”

A pause.

Then the lock turned.

Nessa slipped in with a folded stack of towels and a small covered bowl. She did not look at the guards as they shut the door behind her. She waited until the lock clicked again before she crossed the room.

Her steps were calm, but her mouth had lost color.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Eat first.”

“Nessa.”

She set the bowl down on the table. Steam rose from it. Oats with honey. More honey than usual.

A bad sign.

“Tell me.”

Nessa looked toward the door. Then she moved to the hearth and stirred the coals with the iron rod. The scrape of metal covered her low voice.

“He has sent for the old ledgers.”

My skin tightened.

“What old ledgers?”

“The ones kept below the eastern stair. The locked ones. The ones no servant is allowed to dust unless Malrec stands watch.”

Whitecrest records.

The warning from the morning returned like a hand closing around my throat. Garran had been searching before dawn. Now he wanted more.

“Why now?” I asked.

Nessa shook her head. “I do not know.”

But she knew something. It was in the way her hand held the iron rod too tightly.

“Nessa.”

Her eyes met mine.

“Some of the papers were moved into the lower record chamber. Not only ledgers. Maps too. A seal box. I saw white wax on one corner.”

White wax.

Whitecrest had sealed its sacred documents in white wax marked with the Valewyn moon.

The room seemed to tilt, but I stayed standing.

My mother had told me the Moonstone answered only to a free white wolf. Garran had called tomorrow surrender. Now Whitecrest papers were being moved under guard.

A pretty fool might call that chance.

I had stopped being pretty in that way years ago.

“What did the guards say?” I asked.

Nessa came closer. “Not much. They only said the Alpha wants you ready to identify old symbols if needed.”

My mouth went dry.

“He wants me in the records.”

“Maybe.”

“No. He does.”

The thought did not frighten me as much as it should have. A strange part of me woke at the idea. Old records meant old answers. Answers meant proof that my past had not been burned clean from the world.

Then fear caught up.

Garran never gave answers without taking payment first.

Nessa reached for the bowl and pushed it toward me. “You need strength.”

“I need a key.”

Her face went still.

The words had come out before I could bury them.

A key.

A road.

A door not watched by Ironhowl wolves.

Nessa lowered her voice until it was almost air. “Do not speak such things in daylight.”

“I said it to you.”

“That is still dangerous.”

“Everything is dangerous here.”

Her eyes softened, just for a moment. “Yes. But some dangers leave no body to bury.”

A knock struck the door before I could answer.

Not a request.

An order wearing a sound.

Nessa moved away from me. The door opened, and Malrec stepped inside. The senior guard’s scar pulled one side of his mouth into a permanent sneer.

“Alpha wants the Luna prepared for inspection.”

Nessa bowed. “She has not eaten.”

“Then she should have been quicker.”

His gaze moved over me, from my loose white hair to the plain gown. He looked at me the way men in Ironhowl looked at things that belonged to their Alpha. Not with desire. Not always. With ownership borrowed from the greater wolf.

“The Alpha also says no one enters or leaves without my word.”

“I am already locked in,” I said.

Malrec’s eyes sharpened.

Nessa’s shoulders stiffened.

The old fear rose in me, but this time it met something else. Not courage. Not yet. A hard little stone beneath my ribs.

Malrec took two steps closer. “You forget yourself, Luna.”

“No,” I said softly. “I remember exactly where I am.”

His jaw shifted.

For one breath, I thought he might strike me. He wanted to. His wolf pressed close enough for me to smell it, bitter and eager.

Then he smiled.

“You will remember better after tomorrow night.”

He turned and left.

The door shut.

The lock returned.

Nessa released the breath she had been holding. “Sera.”

“I know.”

“You cannot provoke men like him.”

“I barely spoke.”

“In Ironhowl, that is enough.”

She was right.

That was the shame of it. She was always right about survival.

I sat at the table because my knees had started to feel less loyal than my mouth. The oats had cooled, but I ate two bites. Then three. Nessa watched as if each swallow was a victory.

A few minutes later, voices rose in the corridor again.

This time they did not know I stood close to the door.

“Lower chamber before dusk,” one guard said.

“Why drag her down there?”

“Alpha wants her eyes on the marks.”

“She will lie.”

“She will try. Then he will make her remember.”

A low laugh followed.

Something inside me went quiet.

Not weak quiet.

Listening quiet.

The second guard spoke again. “All this for a dead pack’s stone.”

“The Moonstone Heart is not just a stone, fool.”

“Then what is it?”

The answer came lower. I had to lean closer.

“Old authority. White wolf claim. That is what I heard.”

A boot scraped.

“Careful. You want your tongue cut loose?”

Their voices dropped.

I stepped back from the door.

White wolf claim.

So that was it.

Not grief. Not history. Not my mother’s memory.

Authority.

Garran wanted my dead pack to crown him from the grave.

Nessa watched my face change. “What did they say?”

I turned to her. The room looked different now. The walls, the windows, the locked door. Not smaller. Sharper.

“He does not only want the Moonstone,” I said. “He wants Whitecrest.”

Nessa crossed herself in the old northern way, two fingers over her heart, then her brow.

I had seen my mother make that sign once before entering a birthing room where the mother and child were both close to death.

“Nessa,” I said, “did you ever hear what the Moonstone Heart does?”

“Only stories.”

“Tell me.”

“Stories can get a servant killed.”

“Then tell me like a servant who knows how not to be heard.”

She looked toward the door again. Her voice dropped.
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