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Prologue: The Brother Who Was Not Chosen
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Before Kael Thorn learned to hate crowns, he watched one placed on his brother’s head.

The ceremony took place beneath the Moonstone Arch, where every ruler of the Thornmere packs had sworn strength to the land, loyalty to the bloodline, and obedience to the old moon. Kael was eleven. His hands were bruised from training. His knees were muddy. His heart was still young enough to believe justice had something to do with fairness.

His older brother, Riven, knelt on the stone.

Riven Thorn was everything a moonborn prince was supposed to be: broad-shouldered, golden-eyed, disciplined, beloved by elders, quick with law, slow with anger. He had inherited their mother’s calm and their father’s talent for making violence sound like duty.

Kael had inherited teeth.

Their father, High Prince Oren Thorn, lifted the crown.

It was not gold. Moonborn did not trust gold. Gold belonged to dragons, merchants, and humans who believed shine could imitate power. The Thornmere crown was black iron and wolf bone, set with seven pale moonstones. It looked less like jewelry than a warning.

Oren placed it on Riven’s head.

The gathered packs howled.

Kael howled too because he was expected to, though something inside him had gone quiet.

Beside him, his mother leaned down.

“Do not let envy shame you,” she whispered.

“I am not envious.”

She smiled sadly, which meant she knew he was lying.

“You were not born to wear the crown, Kael.”

“Then why teach me to fight for it?”

“Because sometimes the one without the crown must protect the one beneath it.”

At eleven, Kael thought that was a lesser destiny.

At twenty-eight, standing over his father’s dying body while Riven begged the packs not to break apart, Kael understood it was the harder one.

At thirty-two, when the Red Concord began whispering that Riven was too weak to rule, Kael understood something else.

Crowns did not protect princes.

They marked where arrows should aim.

​

Part One: The Wolf Mark

​
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Chapter One: Thorn Pass
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Amara Vale had been shot, kidnapped, named bride by an ancient treaty, threatened by vampires, judged by spirits, and spoken to by something that might be a sleeping god.

Still, mountain travel was becoming the part she hated most.

The road north out of vampire territory had narrowed to a broken path cut into black cliffs. Wind came down from the peaks with teeth in it. Pines crowded both sides, their branches bowed beneath old snow. The horses disliked the smell of moonborn land. Amara disliked the way her shoulder burned every time the moon appeared between clouds.

The mark beneath her bandage had not faded.

A black wolf under a crescent moon.

Not ink. Not scar tissue. Something between brand, birthmark, and warning.

Kael Thorn rode ahead of her, broad back straight in the saddle, dark hair tied at the nape of his neck. He looked more comfortable in the wilderness than he ever had in Castle Velrath. The farther they traveled from vampire stone, the less he resembled a court hostage and the more he became what he was: a prince without a crown, a warrior with too much loyalty, and a man who listened to forests as if they owed him answers.

Behind Amara rode Lucien Draven.

Technically, he was not part of the moonborn escort.

Technically, he was “traveling under independent treaty observation along a parallel route.”

Technically, Kael had threatened to throw him into a ravine twice.

Lucien had merely adjusted his gloves and replied, “You may try after the treaty keeper is safe.”

Amara had expected supernatural politics to be elegant. Instead, much of it seemed to involve powerful men pretending not to follow her.

“You are smiling,” Lucien said from behind her.

“I was thinking unkindly of both of you.”

“That explains the smile.”

Kael turned in the saddle. “If the vampire is bothering you, say the word.”

“The vampire has a name,” Lucien said.

“The vampire has many names. I am using the polite one.”

Amara tightened her cloak around herself. “Both of you are bothering me equally, which is almost diplomatic.”

A few moonborn riders laughed.

Kael did not, but his mouth twitched.

The wound from the Red Concord arrow still ached beneath Amara’s ribs. Dr. Orlen had warned her that treaty injuries healed according to law, not biology. The body knew flesh. Magic knew symbolism. The arrow had been designed not merely to wound her, but to spill blood taken without consent. The treaty had answered. The Blood Moon had stirred. The second mark had awakened before Amara reached Thornmere.

This was bad.

Everyone had said so in different tones.

Lucien had said it like a man considering murder.

Isera had said it like a witch queen watching prophecy misbehave.

Kael had said nothing at all, which was worse.

They stopped at dusk in a stone shelter built into the cliffside. Moonborn scouts secured the ridge. Vampire observers set camp across the stream, which everyone pretended was not rude.

Amara sat near the fire with her notebooks spread across her lap.

The treaty case rested beside her. She had already recorded the day’s events, catalogued the Red Concord ambush, sketched the arrowhead, and written three possible theories about why the second mark had appeared early. None of them comforted her.

Kael crouched across from her.

“You should rest.”

“You should find a new sentence.”

“You nearly died two days ago.”

“I nearly die often now. It is becoming a poor argument.”

His gaze dropped to the bandage at her shoulder. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Does it speak?”

Amara paused.

The fire snapped between them.

“Sometimes.”

Kael’s expression changed very slightly. “What does it say?”

“Not words. More like... direction. Pulling north. Listening. It reacts to you.”

“To me?”

“When you are angry, it burns.”

“I am often angry.”

“I noticed.”

He looked into the fire. “The mark may bind you to the moonborn succession dispute.”

“That sounds unpleasantly specific.”

“My brother Riven is high prince. Some packs think he is too patient. Some think the treaty has made us servants to old enemies. Some think I should challenge him.”

“Do you want to?”

“No.”

She studied him. “That was quick.”

“Wanting power and being useful with power are different hungers.”

It was a surprisingly Lucien-like sentence from Kael. She decided not to say so, for the sake of mountain peace.

Lucien crossed the stream and approached the fire. Kael’s shoulders tightened.

“I found something,” Lucien said.

He held out a strip of red cloth.

Amara took it with gloved fingers. The fabric was torn and stiff with dried sap. On it, embroidered in black thread, was a wolf skull crowned with thorns.

Kael stood so fast the fire bent away from him.

“Where?”

“North ridge,” Lucien said. “Where the ambushers waited.”

Amara looked between them. “What is it?”

Kael’s face had gone hard.

“The sign of the Hollow Pack.”

Lucien’s eyes narrowed. “Your rebels.”

Kael took the cloth from Amara, his hand shaking once before he controlled it.

“They are not rebels yet.”

From the darkness beyond the camp, a wolf howled.

Then another.

Then dozens.

Kael lifted his head.

The sound was not warning.

It was welcome.

“Thornmere knows we are coming,” he said.

Amara touched the mark on her shoulder as it burned beneath the bandage.

The wolf inside her skin seemed to lift its head and answer.
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Chapter Two: The Land That Listened
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Thornmere did not begin at a gate.

It began when the forest decided to recognize them.

At dawn, the path dipped into a valley where the pines grew so tall their branches knitted the sky into green-black shadow. Snow lay in patches on the earth, but spring moss glowed beneath it. The air smelled of wet bark, iron-rich stone, and animal warmth. Amara felt watched by every root.

Moonborn territory, Kael explained, was not merely governed. It was bonded.

“The land remembers bloodlines,” he said as they rode. “Pack oaths are sworn to rivers, dens, hunting grounds, burial slopes. Break faith too often and the land stops answering.”

“Answering how?” Amara asked.

“You lose paths. Hunts fail. Springs sour. Wolves refuse your call.”

“That sounds ecological and magical.”

“Is there a difference?”

Amara considered. Human science had spent centuries proving that living systems were networks: forests communicated through fungal webs, predator populations shaped rivers by changing grazing behavior, stress hormones changed bodies, inherited trauma could alter gene expression across generations. The moonborn simply lived inside a version of nature where oath and ecosystem spoke the same language.

“There is a field called ecology,” she said. “It studies relationships between organisms and environments. Predators, prey, soil, climate, resource balance. Remove one keystone species and everything changes.”

Kael glanced at her. “Keystone species?”

“A species whose role is larger than its numbers. Wolves are a famous example in human ecology.”

He looked pleased despite himself. “We have always known wolves hold land
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