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They branded my family traitors before I was old enough to understand what treason meant.

By twenty-five, I understood it well enough.

Treason was a word powerful wolves used when they wished to keep their hands clean. It was a seal pressed into wax, a name spoken in Council, a reason to take a house, a rank, a father, and every good memory that came before. Once the word touched you, it did not matter what you had done. It mattered only who had accused you.

My name was Sable Elowen Arden.

Daughter of Cael Arden, former Beta of Emberfall Pack.

Daughter of Mirelle Arden, declared dead though no grave bore her bones.

Sister to Joren, who had inherited our father’s temper and none of his caution.

And according to the law nailed above Cinder Hall, I was an omega because a man had condemned my blood fourteen years ago.

The old women still remembered when people bowed to my father.

I remembered his boots by the door.

That was worse.

People spoke of Cael Arden as if he had been born with betrayal in his mouth. They said he opened the northern path during the Red Moon Massacre. They said he let armed wolves into the valley and watched them kill Alpha Alaric, Luna Isolde, and half the old guard. They said my father traded Emberfall blood for power.

Then they said he confessed.

He never confessed to me.

He never explained why soldiers dragged him from our home while Joren screamed and our mother was already gone. He never told me why he stood in chains before the pack and said nothing while Garrick Varrick named him traitor.

Silence was the last thing my father gave me.

I had carried it ever since.

The night before the Moonfire Choosing, I stood on the narrow balcony above Emberhouse Infirmary and watched smoke curl from the roofs of Ashwood Village.

Emberfall lay beneath me in rings of black stone and red-leaf trees. Beyond the village rose the walls of the old caldera, dark against the moon. Steam drifted from the mineral springs. Pine covered the southern slopes. The northern ridges held snow even before winter arrived.

At the center of it all, Blackglass Keep sat above the valley like a watchful beast.

Its windows reflected the moon.

Its prison held the last years of my father’s life.

I did not look at it for long.

“You will freeze out here.”

Maura Fen’s voice came through the balcony door.

“I have survived worse.”

“That is not an answer sensible people use.”

“Then it suits me.”

She stepped outside carrying two cups. Maura was fifty-two and built like a woman who had spent her life refusing to be moved. Gray threaded through her dark coils. Copper healer’s bracelets circled both wrists. Each one marked an oath, a life saved, or a truth she had promised to keep.

She had too many bracelets.

That should have warned me years ago.

Maura handed me a cup of bitter root tea.

I accepted it because refusing would start an argument and I did not have the strength for one.

“You are required at Moonfire tomorrow,” she said.

“I heard the bell.”

“You ignored the summons nailed to the infirmary door.”

“I read it.”

“You used it to steady a table.”

“The table no longer shakes.”

Her mouth tightened, though a small light moved through her eyes.

Maura had taken me into Emberhouse when every other healer feared the Arden name. She taught me how to stitch skin without leaving ugly ridges. She taught me which herbs soothed a wolf trapped between forms and which ones stopped silver from traveling through the blood. She gave me work when the Council wanted me scrubbing floors.

She had also spent fourteen years answering questions with silence.

That made loving her difficult.

It did not stop me.

“All unmated adults must attend,” she said. “Even those carrying the Ash Mark.”

“Especially those carrying it. Garrick enjoys counting us.”

“Sable.”

“I will go.”

She studied me. “And you will keep your temper.”

“My temper is very well kept.”

“Like a blade under a pillow.”

“That is still kept.”

The corners of her mouth almost lifted.

Then the infirmary bell rang below us.

One sharp pull.

Not an emergency. A visitor.

I set down the tea and went inside.

The rooms above Emberhouse were small, but they were mine. A low ceiling crossed by soot-dark beams. A narrow bed beneath the window. Shelves heavy with herbs, jars, and medical books. My father’s locked wooden box rested beneath the bottom shelf. Beside it sat the only portrait I had kept from our old home.

Cael stood behind my mother in the picture. Mirelle held Joren as an infant. I was eleven, smiling between them with both front teeth too large for my face.

We looked like a family that believed tomorrow belonged to us.

I turned the picture facedown.

The bell sounded again.

“Impatient,” Maura said.

“Ranked.”

We descended the narrow stairs into the infirmary.

Emberhouse was warm even after midnight. Hot water moved through stone channels beneath the floor. Bundles of rosemary, feverleaf, and dried moonroot hung from the ceiling. Six recovery beds filled the central room. Only two were occupied.

Talia Rivers waited near the front door.

She was tall, broad through the shoulders, and dressed in the black training clothes of Emberfall’s weapons corps. Long braids fell down her back. A thin scar cut through her left brow.

“Your brother has done something foolish,” she said.

“That tells me nothing.”

“He climbed the western wall of Blackglass Keep.”

I stopped halfway across the room.

Maura muttered something impolite.

“Why?” I asked.

Talia folded her arms. “He says someone entered the old storage room assigned to your family.”

The skin beneath my collarbone warmed.

Not with power. With anger.

The flame-shaped mark there had been part of me since birth. Most wolves believed it an ordinary stain of skin. Maura knew better. My mother had known better too.

Cinderborn.

A word removed from Emberfall’s records after the massacre.

A word that could get me killed if Garrick learned what lived beneath my skin.

“Where is Joren?” I asked.

“Outside.”

“Why is he outside?”

“Because he called Maura’s apprentice a Council-fed pigeon.”

Maura looked toward the door. “He may remain outside.”

I opened it.

Joren leaned against the stone wall with his arms folded. At nineteen, he was taller than me and still growing into his limbs. Auburn-brown hair fell across amber eyes too much like our father’s.

A bruise darkened his jaw.

I touched it before he could move away.

“Who struck you?”

“No one.”

“Your face did not bruise itself.”

“A guard objected to my presence.”

“You climbed a guarded wall.”

“He objected strongly.”

I lowered my hand. “Did you strike him?”

Joren looked past me.

“Joren.”

“He tried to arrest me.”

“That was not my question.”

“He will heal.”

“So will you, after I break your other jaw.”

Talia coughed to hide a laugh.

Joren’s expression hardened. “Someone opened Father’s room.”

“Our father has no room in that keep.”

“The storage cell beneath the east wing. The one holding what they took from our house.”

I knew the place. After Cael’s arrest, the Council seized our land and moved anything without value into a locked chamber beneath Blackglass Keep. They burned the rest.

“Did you enter?” I asked.

“I reached the door. The lock was scratched. Someone has been trying keys.”

“Did they get inside?”

“I do not know.”

“And you thought climbing the Alpha’s wall alone was wise?”

“I thought waiting for permission from the men who killed Father was foolish.”

The words struck harder than they should have.

“Lower your voice.”

“Why? They know what they did.”

“You do not know.”

“Neither do you, because you never look.”

My wolf moved inside me.

Ember was dark russet, proud, and far less patient than I was. She pressed against my bones when Joren insulted me, not because she wished to hurt him, but because she hated seeing fear dressed as anger.

I spoke more softly.

“I look every day.”

“Then why are we still living beneath an infirmary while Garrick sits in the Council chair?”

“Because I prefer you alive.”

“And I prefer not to spend my life bowing.”

“You are alive enough to bow.”

His eyes flashed gold. “That is not living.”

Maura came to the doorway.

“The guards will report this,” she said.

“They report when I breathe near the Keep,” Joren replied.

“You will remain at Emberhouse tonight,” I told him.

“I have scout duty before dawn.”

“You no longer have scout duty if the Shield Captain hears about the wall.”

“That is what they want. Take our work. Take our names. Make us grateful for scraps.”

His anger was my anger, only younger and louder.

I wanted to tell him our father had believed in patience. I wanted to say Cael would not have wanted his son wasting his life in a cell.

But I did not know what our father wanted.

That was the wound beneath every other wound.

Cael had looked at me once through the bars below Blackglass Keep. I had been sixteen, old enough to demand the truth and young enough to believe he owed it to me.

“Tell me you did not do it,” I had whispered.

He gripped the bars.

His face was thinner than I remembered. Gray had appeared in his hair. There was dried blood beneath one eye.

“Keep Joren safe,” he said.

“Tell me.”

“Sable.”

“Say you are innocent.”

His gaze moved beyond me to the guard at the stairs.

“Take care of your brother.”

Those were the last words my father spoke to me.

He died three days later.

The Council called it fever.

Maura would never tell me whether the body showed signs of poison.

I learned something useful that week.

Love did not always stay.

Sometimes it vanished like my mother.

Sometimes it stood before you and chose silence.

Sometimes an entire pack could praise your family one year and spit near your feet the next.

Belonging was never given. It was loaned by people with the power to take it back.

I would not let them take Joren too.

“You will sleep upstairs,” I told him. “Tomorrow, we attend Moonfire. After that, we will look into the storage room without getting you hanged.”

He stared at me.

“You mean it?”

“I mean you will stop acting alone.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It is the answer you have.”

He looked ready to argue, then nodded once.

Talia pushed away from the wall. “I will speak to the guard captain. Perhaps the man struck his face against Joren’s fist by accident.”

“Your loyalty will ruin your career,” I said.

“My career is dull.”

“You train the Alpha’s guard.”

“Exactly.”

Talia had been my closest friend since childhood, before rank divided the village into those permitted to know me and those wise enough not to. Her father warned her to stay away after Cael’s arrest.

She came to our door the next morning with bread.

Some loyalties were quiet.

Those were the ones I trusted.

A howl rose from the northern ridge.

Not a greeting.

A warning.

All four of us turned toward the open infirmary door.

A second howl answered from farther west.

Talia’s humor disappeared.

“Scorchline patrol,” she said.

Maura crossed to the medicine shelves. “At this hour?”

The main alarm bell began to ring.

Three heavy strikes.

Injury at the border.

I reached for my herb belt.

Joren caught my wrist. “You have not slept.”

“Wounds are rarely polite enough to wait for morning.”

The infirmary yard filled with boots and shouted orders.

Two scouts carried a third man between them. His trouser leg was soaked dark from thigh to boot. Blood dripped across the stone threshold.

“Trap,” one scout said. “Silver lined.”

We lowered the injured man onto the nearest table.

His face was gray. Sweat covered his skin. The scent of burned metal followed him into the room.

“Name?” I asked.

“Derrin Holt,” he managed.

“I know your name. I need to know whether you can still remember it.”

His mouth twitched. “Still Derrin.”

“Good. Keep it.”

I cut through the torn cloth around his thigh.

The trap had bitten deep. Silver dust clung to the edges of the wound, already turning the veins beneath his skin dark.

Maura placed instruments beside me.

“Talia, hot water. Joren, hold his shoulders.”

Joren moved at once.

Rank mattered outside Emberhouse.

Inside, pain made everyone equal.

I pressed two fingers above the wound and let a thread of heat move through my hand.

Not enough to glow.

Never enough for witnesses to see.

Derrin groaned.

“Forgive me,” I said.

“Do what you must, Mistress Arden.”

No one called me mistress anymore.

The title belonged to the daughter of a Beta, not a punished omega.

Yet pain had loosened the old courtesy from his tongue.

I pretended not to hear it.

With Maura’s help, I removed the silver and closed the torn vessels. Joren held steady even when Derrin’s claws broke through his fingertips. Talia returned with water and shut the doors against the growing crowd.

When the bleeding slowed, I examined the iron tooth Maura had pulled from the wound.

Black metal.

A narrow groove near the base.

Emberfall work.

I had seen the same mark on traps stored in the Keep armory.

“Where did this happen?” I asked.

“Western Scorchline,” Derrin whispered. “Near the burned watch path.”

“Who set it?”

“Ironpine.”

The answer came too fast.

A faint scent reached me beneath blood, smoke, and silver.

Cold ash.

My fingers closed around the iron tooth.

Moonfire produced that scent when a wolf knowingly lied before sacred flame.

There was no Moonfire at the Scorchline.

Unless someone had carried its ash there.

Or unless Derrin had lied near another truth fire before reaching us.

Maura met my gaze.

She smelled it too.

Boots struck the outer steps.

A Council officer entered without waiting for permission. Gold braid marked him as one of Garrick’s men.

“You will record this as an Ironpine attack,” he said.

Derrin shut his eyes.

I looked at the officer, then at the military knot still tied around the broken trap chain.

Emberfall iron.

Emberfall binding.

A frightened scout.

A lie that smelled of cold ash.

Outside, the bells began announcing dawn.

The morning of Moonfire Choosing had arrived.

I slipped the iron tooth into my apron before the officer could see it.

Then I turned back to Derrin Holt, placed both hands above his poisoned wound, and forced my anger beneath the calm a healer required.

Maura ordered Joren outside before the officer could question him over my shoulder. He went reluctantly, waiting beyond the treatment-room door. Dawn bells rang. Moonfire Choosing had begun, and I bent over the wounded scout with Maura beside me.
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The lie was still warm when I sealed it into the record.

Derrin Holt slept beneath a wool blanket, his injured leg raised on folded linens. Maura had finished binding the wound, but the silver had already taken too much from him. Sweat shone along his temples. Every few breaths, his wolf pushed against his skin and failed to rise.

At the writing desk, the Council officer watched my pen.

“State the cause plainly,” he said.

I dipped the nib again. “A silver-lined iron trap.”

“Set by Ironpine.”

“That is not a cause. It is an accusation.”

His mouth hardened. Gold braid crossed his dark uniform, bright as a warning. Garrick’s men always wore their loyalty where everyone could see it.

“You heard the scout.”

“I also examined the metal.”

“And?”

“Emberfall iron.”

Maura stopped washing her hands.

The officer’s gaze shifted toward her, then returned to me. “Iron travels.”

“So do lies.”

The room went quiet.

From beyond the treatment-room door came the faint scrape of Joren’s boot against stone. He was listening. Of course he was.

The officer placed both palms on the desk. “You will record an Ironpine attack.”

My rank gave me no right to challenge him. The Ash Law had stripped that away before I was grown. Still, a healer’s record carried its own small authority. Bodies did not care which family held power. Wounds told the truth if one knew how to read them.

I wrote slowly.

Cause of injury
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