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The morning my mate began choosing a stranger over me, I was counting orphan blankets.

Not jewels. Not gowns. Not the silver circlet that marked me Luna of Blackridge Pack.

Blankets.

Forty-two winter blankets in the north storehouse. Twenty-seven fit for children. Nine too thin for the coming snow. Six missing from the last record, though the steward had sworn before my seal that nothing had been moved.

I sat at the small desk beneath the east window of Thornhall and wrote the number in black ink.

Six missing.

Then I underlined it once.

Outside, the mountain was still dark. Black pines stood stiff against the gray sky, and frost clung to the stone paths below the Alpha residence. Thornhall always looked older before dawn. Crueler too. Dark stone, black timber, iron gates, tall windows. It had been built to make enemies think twice before crossing Blackridge land.

It had not been built to comfort the woman living inside it.

I was twenty-six years old, wife to Alpha Ronan Ash Blackthorn, recognized Luna of Blackridge by true-mate bond, public claiming, and two years of service. My name was Aurelia Mae Thorne. My blood was Moonkeeper blood. My family had recorded births, deaths, vows, rejections, Alpha successions, and sacred oaths for generations.

The pack called that honor when they needed my hands.

They called it old superstition when they feared what my records might prove.

I had learned that early.

My father, Elias Thorne, had died serving Blackridge. Three years later, some still spoke of him as if he had misplaced treaty maps on purpose. As if a dead man could defend his own name from a council table. As if a loyal wolf became useless the moment his mouth filled with grave soil.

My mother, Mara, had stopped attending assemblies after that. Grief and silver sickness had thinned her body until her healer’s hands shook over teacups. My brother, Tavin, wanted to break jaws for every whisper against us. I loved him for it. I feared him for it too.

So I learned to be calm. Useful.

Hard to accuse.

A good Luna did not shout in corridors. She did not weep before servants. She did not ask why her mate came to bed with war in his eyes and silence in his mouth.

She checked blanket counts.

She signed medicine orders.

She made sure orphan pups had boots before the frost took their toes.

I pressed my thumb against the crescent birthmark below my left collarbone, hidden beneath my robe. An old habit. My wolf stirred under my skin, restless and watchful.

Ronan had not returned to our rooms the night before.

He had sent word through Gideon Stone, his Beta.

The Alpha remains in the war chamber. Rest if you can, my lady.

My lady.

Not my heart.

Not mate.

Not Aurelia.

Just my lady, as if I were a chair at his council table.

I had read the message twice, then folded it and placed it under the small brass weight on my bedside table. The polite words hurt more than anger would have. Anger had life in it. Politeness was a closed door.

Still, I did not go to the war chamber. I knew better than to chase a man into his fear.

A border ambush had taken three sentries nine days earlier. Ronan’s cousin, Hale, had been dragged back with silver cuts across his ribs and fever in his blood. Since then, Thornhall had changed. Guards spoke lower when I passed. Elders ended conversations too quickly. The servants watched my hands, not my face.

And Ronan, my Ronan, had begun to look at me as if love itself had become evidence he did not trust.

I closed the blanket ledger and reached for the next pile. Healer supply requests.

That was Luna work. Real Luna work. Not standing beside the Alpha like a painted bride during feast nights. Not smiling while visiting packs measured my worth by my womb, my jewels, and how quietly I let men speak over me.

Blackridge law said the Alpha guarded the borders. The Luna guarded the heart of the pack.

The heart was never soft work.

The heart was ration ledgers, birthing rooms, mating petitions, rejected-mate shelter, orphan stipends, winter food stores, elder disputes, and the small humiliations lower-ranked wolves carried because no one powerful wanted to hear them.

Omegas came to my office when a Delta guard took their firewood.

Widows came when stipends arrived late.

Young mates came when their claiming rites were being rushed by families with more pride than kindness.

I listened. I wrote. I sealed. I pressed slow change into old stone.

That was why some wolves loved me.

That was why others hated me.

A knock came at the outer door.

“Enter,” I said.

A young servant stepped in with a tray. Her name was Sella. Seventeen, newly assigned to the east wing, with nervous hands and a habit of staring at the floor.

“My lady,” she said, dipping low. “Tea.”

“Thank you.”

She placed it on the side table, but her fingers trembled hard enough that the cup rattled.

I looked up.

“Sella.”

Her shoulders tightened.

“Have you eaten this morning?” “Yes, my lady.”

A lie. A small one. Easy to forgive. Harder to ignore.

I opened the lower drawer and took out a wrapped oat cake from yesterday’s tray. “Take this before you go down.”

Her eyes lifted, wet with surprise. “I could not, Luna.”

“You can. That is an instruction, not a favor.”

She took it with both hands. “Thank you, my lady.”

She turned too fast, then stopped at the door as if her own courage had caught her by the sleeve.

“What is it?” I asked.

Her throat moved. “The full-moon assembly has been called early.”

I stilled.

The full-moon assembly was always after moonrise, not before. The order had stood since Ronan’s grandfather. Petitions first. Patrol reports second. Alliance matters third. Sacred rites only under full light.

“Who changed the hour?”

“I do not know, my lady.”

Another lie, but this one was not born from hunger.

It was born from fear.

I set my pen down. “Who told you not to say?”

Color drained from her cheeks.

Poor child.

I softened my voice. “No harm will come to you from me.”

“That is not what frightens me,” she whispered.

Then she fled.

The door closed behind her with a careful click. I sat very still.

There were many ways a house could warn a woman before it turned on her. A servant refusing to meet her eyes. A guard posted where no guard usually stood. A meal sent cold. A title spoken too formally. Doors shut before she touched the handle.

I had been raised among records, but records were not only ink.

People kept records in their faces.

Thornhall had been recording my fall all week.

I rose and crossed to the window. Below, the inner courtyard had begun to stir. Warriors moved in pairs across the stone, dark cloaks fastened at their throats. No laughter. No lazy morning talk. Gideon stood near the archway, broad and still, speaking to two Delta guards.

He looked up.

Our eyes met.

Gideon Stone had served Ronan since they were boys. He was loyal down to the bone. He respected me. I knew that. He had brought injured pups to my office himself. He had stood guard outside a birthing room during a winter storm when the mother’s mate had lost his mind from fear.

But that morning, when he saw me, he looked away first.

A cold place opened inside my chest.

Not pain. Not yet.

Recognition.

I turned from the window and went to the wardrobe.

If Thornhall had decided to speak in silence, then I would answer in the old way.

I dressed as Luna.

Not in mourning gray, though part of me wanted it. Not in soft blue, though Ronan once said it made my amber eyes look bright enough to shame the moon. I chose deep forest green, the color of Blackridge pines, with black cuffs and a high collar stitched in silver thread. My dark chestnut hair I braided low, tight enough to stay through a long day. I fastened no jewels except my mate ring and the crescent pin of the Moonkeeper line.

Last, I opened the carved box on my dressing table. The Luna circlet rested on black velvet.

Old silver. Narrow. Plain except for the central moonstone that warmed when my wolf rose. Ronan had placed it on my head two years ago at the Stone Circle, before elders, guards, healers, and every family in Blackridge.

His hands had shaken then.

Only I had felt it.

He had leaned close as the pack bowed and whispered, “Stand beside me, Aurelia. Not behind me.”

I had believed him.

That was the danger of love. It made memory into proof.

I lifted the circlet and set it on my head. The moonstone stayed cold.

A soft knock came from the inner passage.

Not a servant’s knock.

Ronan’s.

My wolf rose so fast I had to grip the edge of the table.

“Enter,” I said.

The door opened.

Alpha Ronan Ash Blackthorn filled the doorway like a storm given human shape. He was thirty-one, tall enough to make most men straighten when he entered, with broad shoulders, black hair worn slightly too long, and steel-gray eyes that had once softened only for me. A scar cut along his right jaw from the same border violence that had stained half our history.

He wore black council leathers, not morning clothes.

A blade rested at his hip.

My mate looked at me as if he had come prepared for battle and found a prayer instead.

“Luna,” he said.

Not wife.

I held my hands still at my sides. “Alpha.” His jaw tightened.

Good. Let formality taste bitter to both of us.

“You are awake early,” he said.

“So are the guards.”

A pause.

He stepped inside and shut the door. The room seemed smaller with him in it. It always had, but once that had felt like shelter.

Now it felt like weather pressure before a break in the sky.

“There are matters before assembly,” he said.

“Matters I am permitted to know?”

His eyes moved to the desk. The ledgers. The seal. The neat stacks of paper tied with black cord.

“You have been busy.”

“I am Luna. Busy is the kindest part of the position.”

Something flickered in his face. Regret, maybe. Or only tiredness. He had slept little since the ambush. I knew the shadows under his eyes. I knew the way he carried guilt in his shoulders and called it duty.

I wanted to touch his face.

I did not.

“Ronan,” I said, quieter, “what is happening?”

For one breath, my mate was there.

Not the Alpha. Not the judge. Not the man wearing command like armor.

My Ronan.

Then the door inside him closed.

“Did anyone request access to the Moonkeeper Archive through your office this week?”

The question landed between us like a knife set politely on a table. I stared at him. “No.”

“Think carefully.”

“I do not need to think carefully to tell the truth.”

His wolf pressed behind his eyes. Mine answered, hurt and offended.

He looked away first, but not from shame. From control.

“There were route papers moved,” he said.

“From the war archive?”

“From restricted storage.”

“I do not control restricted patrol routes.”

“No. But the Moonkeeper Archive keeps old border copies.”

“For treaty verification, not current patrol use.”

“I know what the archive keeps.”

“Then you know I would not open bloodline cabinets without a recorded request.”

His mouth hardened. “Would you know if someone used your seal?”

There it was.

Not an accusation spoken cleanly.

Something worse.

A suspicion dressed as a question.

I felt the old wound inside me stir. My father’s name. My mother’s silence. The way a pack could take a lifetime of service and weigh it against one ugly rumor.

“My seal has not left my possession,” I said.

“Where is it?”

I turned, took the Moonkeeper seal from the desk, and held it out.

He did not take it.

The insult was small. It still cut. “If you want to inspect it, Alpha, inspect it.”

His gaze dropped to my hand.

My ring caught the weak dawn light.

His ring.

His mark.

His vow.

“No,” he said. “Keep it.”

Keep it.

Like he was granting me permission to hold what was mine.

I closed my fingers around the seal. “If there is an accusation, I am owed the dignity of hearing it.”

His eyes flashed. “Do not speak to me of dignity while three wolves are in burial cloth.”

My whole body went quiet.

There are sentences that reveal more than their speaker intends.

This one told me grief had already found a target.

Me.

“I washed Hale’s wounds myself,” I said. “I sat with Brenna’s mother when she was told her son would not return. I counted burial oil. I signed widow stipends. Do not stand in my room and speak as if their deaths did not pass through my hands too.”

Ronan’s throat worked.

For a moment I thought he would apologize.

Instead, he said, “Come to assembly when Gideon sends for you.”

“Is that a request?”

“It is an order.”

My wolf lunged inside me.

I held her back with both hands around my seal. “Very well, my Alpha.”

He flinched at the coldness in my voice.

Then he bowed his head once, sharp and formal, and left me standing in the room where he had once kissed me like the world ended at my skin.

The door closed.

I did not move.

Not until the bond between us gave one dull pull, as if something living had turned in its sleep and found the bed empty.

I pressed my palm to my sternum.

Pain waited there, patient as a creditor.

“No,” I whispered to myself.

Not yet.

If I broke now, Thornhall would hear it.

I put the Moonkeeper seal back on the desk. Then I drank the tea Sella had brought, though it had gone bitter and cold.

By the time the morning bell sounded, I had signed three medicine approvals, corrected two stipend errors, and written a private note to Silverden Clinic asking Lyra Fenwood to come through the east passage instead of the main hall.

Lyra was my closest friend and the only healer in Blackridge who could lie with her face while telling the truth with her hands. She was small, quick, and soft-featured, with copper-brown curls that escaped every pin she owned. Most wolves mistook her kindness for weakness.

They learned.

Usually too late.

The east passage door opened just after the second bell.

Lyra slipped in carrying a stack of ledgers against her chest.

“Mother Moon,” she said, looking at my circlet, my gown, then my face. “You dressed like someone plans to challenge a council.”

“I dressed like someone expects one.” Her smile faded.

She shut the door carefully. “What happened?”

I wanted to tell her everything.

Ronan’s question. Gideon’s eyes. Sella’s fear. The assembly moved early. The way my own rooms felt less like home and more like a chamber being prepared for inventory.

Instead, I reached for the first ledger.

“Orphan stipends,” I said.

Lyra stared at me. “Aurelia.”

“If I begin with Ronan, I may not be useful for the next hour.”

Pain crossed her face because she understood me too well.

“That is a terrible sentence,” she said.

“It is an honest one.”

She came around the desk and touched my shoulder. Just once. Healer’s hands. Friend’s hands. No rank in them.

“You do not have to earn the right to be cared for,” she said.

I looked down at the ledger because if I looked at her, the careful wall inside me might crack.

“I know.”

“You do not.”

“No,” I said. “But I know I should.”

Lyra said nothing.

Outside the office, Thornhall moved toward judgment in polished boots and lowered voices. Somewhere below, Ronan carried suspicion like law. Somewhere beyond the mountain road, Crimson Vale’s banners were likely coming closer, red against the morning snow.

And I sat at my Luna desk, wearing old silver on my head, with ink on my fingers and dread under my ribs.

The pack heart was still beating.

For now, it was still mine to guard. I opened the orphan stipend ledger.

Lyra leaned over my shoulder.

“Show me the numbers first,” she said softly.

So I did.
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By noon, the numbers began to look like a warning.

Lyra stood beside my desk with her sleeves rolled to her elbows and ink on the side of her thumb. The welfare office smelled of old paper, cold tea, and the bitter herbs she carried in her healer’s satchel. Outside the east window, Thornhall’s courtyard kept filling with guards.

Too many guards.

Not enough answers.

“This cannot be right,” Lyra said.

She tapped the patrol-supply request with one finger. The paper listed winter salve, binding cloth, dried meat, wolfsbane antidote, and silver-burn paste for the northern ridge patrol.

The problem was simple.

The northern ridge patrol had not used that route in six weeks.

I pulled the Luna ledger closer. “Read the route number again.”

“Seven-black.”

“That route was closed after the rockslide.”

“I know.”

Her voice had gone thin.

Across the desk, three more requests waited beneath my seal. All written neatly. All approved by the quartermaster. All tied to border paths that should have been inactive.

My skin prickled, but I did not let my hand shake.

“Who brought these?”

Lyra checked the corner notation. “Delta Korrin delivered them before dawn.”

“Korrin reports to Gideon.”

“And Gideon reports to Ronan.”

The room quieted around his name.

Ronan. My mate. My Alpha. The man who had stood in my doorway that morning and asked about archive access as if truth could be pulled from me by rank.

A sour taste gathered at the back of my tongue.

“Maybe the routes were reopened,” Lyra said, though she did not sound like she believed it.

“If they were, the Luna ledger would be amended. The healer stores would be notified. The orphan wagons would be rerouted away from those roads.”

“Unless someone forgot.”

I looked up.

Lyra’s mouth pressed flat.

“No,” she said. “Ronan does not forget border routes.”

“No. He does not.”

A knock struck the office door before either of us could say more.

Lyra straightened.

I closed the ledger halfway, leaving my palm over the route column. “Enter.”

The door opened, and Ronan stepped in.

He wore the same black council leathers from morning. A dark cloak hung from his shoulders, fastened with the Blackthorn wolf crest. His face looked carved from old stone, beautiful in the way sharp things could be beautiful before they cut.

Behind him, two guards waited in the corridor.

He noticed Lyra first. “Healer Fenwood.”

“My Alpha.” Lyra bowed, but not deeply.

Ronan’s gaze shifted to me. “Luna.”

That title sounded colder every time he used it.

“My Alpha,” I answered.

His eyes moved to the papers under my hand. “You are still working.”

“The pack still has needs.” Something dark crossed his face. It might have been guilt. It might have been anger pretending to be guilt.

“I need to ask you again,” he said. “Has anyone entered the Moonkeeper Archive through your authority?”

Lyra’s fingers tightened around her satchel strap.

I kept my voice level. “No.”

“Not for birth records?”

“No.”

“Not for mate petitions?”

“No.”

“Not for old border treaties?”

There it was. A different door hidden inside the same question.

My father’s name rose between us without being spoken.

I stood.

The old silver circlet on my head felt heavier than it had in the morning. “If you suspect me of something, say it before my face.”

Ronan’s jaw flexed.

The guards outside did not move, but I felt them listening.

“This is not the place.”

“This is my office. My seal is here. My records are here. If the accusation concerns my work, then this is exactly the place.”

Lyra made a soft sound, not warning, not agreement. Fear, maybe.

Ronan stepped closer to the desk. “Did Tavin come to Thornhall two nights ago?”

My blood chilled.

“My brother visits our mother in the lower valley. He does not sneak through Alpha halls.”

“That was not my question.” “No,” I said. “It was not. It was a trap dressed in polite cloth.”

A muscle jumped in his cheek.

For one breath, the bond between us stirred. It was faint, strained, like a hand pressing against glass from the other side. My wolf moved toward him on instinct.

Then his eyes hardened, and she drew back wounded.

“I am trying to keep this pack alive,” he said.

“So am I.”

“Then answer plainly.”

“I have answered. No one entered the Moonkeeper Archive through my authority. My seal has not left my hand. Tavin did not come through my office. If someone says otherwise, that person is lying.”

His gaze dropped to my palm on the ledger. “What are those?”

“Patrol-supply requests that do not match my route records.”

Silence cut through the office.

Ronan’s eyes sharpened. “Show me.”

I almost did.

That was the worst of love. Even when wounded, some foolish part of me still wanted to prove I was useful enough to be trusted.

But then I remembered his guards outside my door.

His questions.

His refusal to name the charge.

Slowly, I closed the ledger.

“No.”

The word changed the room.

Lyra looked at me.

Ronan went still. “No?” “You came here asking questions you will not explain. You brought guards to my office. You speak as if my honesty is a thing you may inspect but not honor. If these records matter, we review them properly with witnesses.”

A dangerous calm settled over him. “Be careful, Aurelia.”

At last, my name.

Too late to comfort.

“I have been careful for years,” I said. “That may be the trouble.”

His eyes flickered. Pain showed, then vanished.

“The assembly begins at moonrise,” he said. “Gideon will escort you.”

“Escort or guard?”

No answer.

Ronan turned toward the door.

Before he left, he paused with his hand on the iron latch. “Do not go to the archive.”

The command settled over my skin with Alpha weight.

My wolf bristled.

I lowered my chin. “Then you should have given me a reason to obey.”

He left.

The guards followed.

For several seconds, Lyra and I stood in the silence he left behind.

Then she crossed the room and locked the door.

“That was bad,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Worse than bad.”

“Yes.”

Her eyes searched my face. “Aurelia, what is happening?” “I do not know yet.”

But that was not fully true.

Something was being built around me. Not with stone. With questions, guards, missing routes, and looks that slid away before I could catch them.

A careful cage.

I opened the ledger again and copied the mismatched route numbers onto a loose sheet. Seven-black. Nine-east. Twelve-white. Three-ridge.

Lyra leaned over the paper. “These are not active.”

“No.”

“Could they be decoys?”

“Maybe.”

“Then why send supplies?”

“To make it look like someone believed they were real.”

Her face changed as understanding reached her. “Someone is making a record.”

“Yes.”

A record could feed a child.

A record could free a widow.

A record could hang a woman.

Another knock came.

This one did not wait for permission.

The door opened, and the air changed with the scent of expensive perfume and red valley cedar.

Mariselle Varric stepped into my office as if she had been invited by the walls.

She was tall, pale, and polished to a shine. Her blonde hair was pinned beneath a thin traveling veil. Blue-green eyes moved over my desk, my ledgers, my circlet, then rested on my face with a soft little smile.

Behind her stood Alpha Cassian Varric of Crimson Vale. Silver-haired. Lean. Elegant in dark red. His eyes were pale enough to look almost empty.

“My lady Luna,” Mariselle said. “Forgive the intrusion. The servants said you were still at work.”

The way she said still made it sound like a flaw.

Cassian bowed with old court grace. “Lady Aurelia. Blackridge is blessed to have such a diligent Luna in troubled times.”

A compliment from that man felt like a hand checking the weight of my throat.

“Alpha Cassian,” I said. “Mariselle. Thornhall welcomes allied guests.”

Mariselle’s smile brightened. “How gracious. I told Father you would be calm, even under strain.”

Lyra’s eyes narrowed.

I did not look away from Mariselle. “Strain is part of leadership.”

“Of course.” She drifted closer to the desk. “Though some burdens are better carried by those trained for harder politics.”

A servant had appeared in the corridor behind them, pretending to adjust a tray. Listening.

Mariselle knew.

She wanted witnesses.

My voice stayed mild. “In Blackridge, feeding children and tending widows is not considered soft politics.”

A flush touched her cheek, quick and faint.

Cassian laughed softly. “Well answered.”

Mariselle glanced at the closed ledger. “I admire your attachment to small duties. It is rare. Many Lunas would prefer larger influence.”

“Many Lunas mistake noise for influence.”

Lyra coughed into her hand.

Mariselle’s smile thinned. “I hope we become friends, Aurelia. If Crimson Vale and Blackridge are to stand together, women must not make men
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