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Chapter 1: Shadows in the Greenwood
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Dawn arrived in muted silver shafts, filtering through the ancient pines that loomed like silent sentinels over the borderlands. Briar Thornblade moved through the mist as though born of it—soft-footed, alert, every muscle coiled for sudden motion. Her breath puffed in frosty clouds, and each exhalation carried the faint tang of pine resin. Along the narrow deer trail she’d carved out, she paused to inspect the traps she’d set the night before: no broken twigs, no snapped cords. Her woodland domain remained undisturbed—for now.

She hummed the old forest-spirit hymn, the melody threading through her mind as she moved from one iron-jawed bear trap to the next. The scouts of Greenwood Vale owed fealty to the court, yes, but Briar honored a deeper bond: the covenant with the tree-spirits whose ancient roots ran deeper than any throne’s foundation. In return for respectful passage, they sanctioned her patrols with subtle gifts—keen night vision, a scentmask woven into the wind. In her sharp amber eyes, the forest’s shadows shifted reassuringly, as if winking their approval.

At the edge of a sun-dappled clearing, however, her instincts stuttered. Where soft ferns should have carpeted the ground, dark crimson stained the moss. Briar froze, arrow nocked to her blackened longbow, heart drumming. She crouched, blade-slung at her hip, and followed an imprint in the damp earth: a paw print, twice her hand’s span—then, blending into it, a human footprint, slender and booted.

She rose, pivoted on her heel, scanning the treeline. Branches flared in the half-light, shadows dancing like spirits disturbed. The broken shaft of a silver-tipped arrow jutted from a fallen oak—its fletching singed, the metal hilt engraved with the Valmont crest: a wolf rampant against a field of night-blue silk. Briar’s pulse quickened. Shapeshifters were outlawed after the Silver Accord; the crown’s wolves walked only in stories, hunted into near legend.

Duty snarled in her chest. The crown demanded report of any wolf-sightings, dead or alive. Yet Mercy—an equally ancient edict—pulled her deeper into the clearing. She crouched again, knelt, and pressed a gloved palm to the earth. The blood was fresh, still glimmering with moisture. No drag marks indicated a body carried away—only raw disruption.

A soft rustle to her left set her nerves jangling. Briar drew her dagger in one smooth motion and spun toward the sound. There, thirty paces away, half-concealed by a thicket of bracken, a scrap of silk caught on a bramble: the same night-blue hue. She exhaled slowly, forcing her pulse to calm. Whoever—or whatever—had spilled this blood might still be alive, and vulnerable.

Stepping lightly, she skirted the perimeter of the clearing, dagger ready. Each step was measured: avoid the brittle twigs, keep her boot toes tucked to the soft humus. The bracken arched overhead like a gate; beyond it lay a small hollow ringed by oaks whose lichen-dripped branches formed a cathedral’s ceiling. A pool of moonlight—residual from dawn’s early rays—illuminated the center.

There, crumpled on a bed of ferns, lay a creature half-man, half-wolf. A gauzy wash of white fur clung to the lean human frame; ribs gleamed beneath torn leather. A great wound gaped along his side, crimson soaking into the foliage beneath. His features were angular—high cheekbones, a strong jaw—and his wolf ears twitched as he groaned, half-shifting between forms.

Briar swallowed. The stories spoke of shapeshifters’ might in wolf form—keen senses, preternatural strength—but a wounded wolf was weaker than any man. Instinct warred with loyalty: she should raise the alarm, tether him, hand him over to the guard. Yet she saw his throat rise and fall with ragged breaths. Mercy, again. From the shadows of the Vale, she had learned that compassion sometimes carried a heavier weight than steel.

She stepped forward, dagger at the ready, voice low but firm. “Stay still. I’m not here to harm you—yet.”

He bared teeth in a rictus snarl, fur bristling at the shoulders, but could offer no more than a ragged growl. His eyes—wolf-gold at first glance—flickered human horror beneath. Briar closed the distance, risking everything. She leaned down, removed her cloak, and pressed it gently to his wound to stem the bleeding.

Pain flared in his gaze, but he did not resist. His breathing slowed, ragged pant to sharp inhale. Despite himself, he relaxed into her touch. Briar worked quickly—tearing strips of her linen chemise to bind his side, whispering the forest-spirit hymn beneath her breath, invoking their silent blessing. When she paused, his eyes met hers with an intensity that left her breathless.

“It’s—almost—enough,” he wheezed, misting in the cool air. “Thank... you.”

His voice was soft, almost melodic, threaded with accents she didn’t recognize: a courtly lilt rather than the rough border dialect. She tied off the bandage, tested its tension, then sank back on her heels. “You should thank your arrows for missing the vitals. I saved your life.” She kept the tone light, but her heart hammered at the nearness of it—for a flicker, she saw not a shapeshifter outlaw, but a wounded man deserving sanctuary.

He closed his human fist around her linen, testing the bandage’s hold against her fingers. “I—I don’t know who you are.” His voice trembled.

“Briar Thornblade,” she said, watching a blood droplet bead at the bandage’s edge. “Scout of Greenwood Vale.”

His brow furrowed. “Scouts are meant to report me.”

Briar met his gaze steadily. “Scouts are also meant to protect these woods. And I don’t reckon a dying man is much use to anyone.” She reached into her leather pack and withdrew a small vial of gray-green paste. “Forest-spirit salve. It’ll ease the pain.”

He inclined his head. “Then I owe you more than my life.”

“Just rest,” she ordered. “I’ll tend your wound, then we’ll decide what happens at sunrise.”

With a final hiss of pain, he nestled into the moss and closed his eyes. Briar straightened, gathering twigs and kindling for a low fire beyond the circle of oaks. The wind shifted; she felt the forest’s breath around her, as if acknowledging her choice. Somewhere in the underbrush, a fox barked once.

For the first time, she allowed herself to soften. The border had seen enough blood today. Let it rest, at least until tomorrow. She knelt beside him and began her vigil—silent sentinel to a wounded prince in wolf’s clothing, and keeper of a secret that would change both their fates by tomorrow’s dawn.
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Chapter 2: The Wounded Noble
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Briar Thornblade rose with the sun’s first glow, the forest still humming with dawn’s half-light. She crouched beside the pool of mist-kissed ferns where she had tended her unusual guest through the night. The crackle of a low, green-tinged fire nudged his fevered skin from the chill. He lay on his side, chest rising in slow, ragged breaths, the linen wraps at his side streaked with dark blood.

She pressed a hand to his temple. His skin was cool; fever broken, but pulse thready. Briar set aside her cloak and lifted the wound with careful fingers, peeling back the linen to inspect the cut’s edges. It was deep—cloth and flesh torn in ragged slices—yet she detected no new bleeding. Relief warmed her chest.

Kneeling, she mixed fresh forest-spirit salve: a pinch of star-lichen, a drop of foxfire resin, and powdered boneleaf. The paste glimmered faintly in her palm. Softly, she anointed the wound, feeling him flinch but remain still. Each slow smear of healing ointment felt like an offering to the spirits who watched from the trees.

He stirred, eyelids flickering open. Golden eyes—half-wolf’s glow, half-human’s depth—regarded her with cautious intelligence. He blinked, then pulled a breath so sharp she momentarily saw the white of his ribs beneath thin skin.

“Pain?” she asked quietly.

“Less... less now,” he rasped. His voice carried a faint catch of aristocratic refinement—sibilant consonants softened by years at court. Briar fought down a flicker of
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