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The moon never gave me anything gently.

Not blood. Not duty. Not love.

It marked me before I knew how to stand, left its broken crescent beneath my right shoulder blade, and gave the elders something to whisper over when they thought a child could not hear. I heard them anyway. Children always hear the words adults try to bury.

Cursed blood.

Wild blood.

Her mother’s blood.

I did not know then what they meant. I only knew my aunt Maire would turn sharp as a blade if anyone said it too close to me.

“Hold your tongue,” she would snap, her iron-gray curls shaking around her face. “That girl belongs to Thornveil.”

No one argued with Maire Thornhart for long. She was not high rank. She was not council. But she had the kind of stare that made stronger wolves remember they still had throats.

I loved her for that.

I hated that she had to do it.

By the time I was twenty-four, I had learned the truth of my place. Thornveil Pack wanted my bow, my blade, my nose for a cold trail, and my silence. They wanted me first through the trees when rogues crossed the border. They wanted me last to eat when the sentinels came home wounded. They wanted me kneeling during ceremony, standing during war, and quiet when the elders spoke.

They called me chief huntress when blood needed finding.

They called me Rowan’s girl when they wanted to soften me.

They called me Elara’s daughter when they were afraid.

Never Luna.

Never council.

Never safe.

I stood five feet and eight inches in a body made by hard climbs and harder winters. My arms were scarred from bramble, claw, and silver training wire. My hair was dark chestnut, copper-red when fire caught it, and most days I braided it tight enough to pull sense into my skull. My eyes were my mother’s, or so Maire said when she was too tired to guard her mouth. Amber-gold. Too bright when my wolf rose. Too watchful for comfort.

A good huntress noticed everything.

That was what my father taught me before he died.

Rowan Thornhart smelled of pine smoke, leather, and rain. He carved wooden animals for me with a small knife he kept tucked in his boot. A wolf. A hare. A little hawk with wings too wide for its body. I kept them in a box beneath my bed long after I was too old for toys.

My mother, Elara Vale, was harder to remember. Not because I loved her less. Because everyone who knew her folded silence over her name.

I remembered dark hair. Warm hands. A song in a language no one sang anymore. I remembered her kneeling before me one cold night, pressing two fingers beneath my chin.

“Never let them make fear sound like law,” she told me.

I did not understand.

The next morning, she and my father were gone.

The pack said rogues killed them near Ashen Ridge. The pack said my parents died protecting Thornveil. The pack said many things.

Maire never said much at all.

That was how I learned my first law.

People lied most when they used gentle voices.

Thornveil itself was not gentle. It was an old pack, older than the stone roads through our village, older than the iron lanterns that burned amber at dusk, older than the Alpha Hall with its carved wolf beams and moon window over the dais. Our territory lay between mountain and marsh, between Hollowpine Deep and Moonfall River, between old graves and older oaths.

North stood Ashen Ridge, black with the memory of fire.

South waited Briarfen Marsh, where fog could swallow a wolf whole.

West slept Hollowpine Deep, its trees thick as watchtowers, its shadows full of things even sentinels did not name after dark.

At the center sat Thornveil Village, all river stone, dark timber, smoke, and rank.

Rank mattered here.

Alpha first.

Beta beside him.

Elders behind the law.

Sentinels at the border.

Healers at the wound.

Huntresses in the dark.

I belonged to the dark.

My wolf liked it there. She moved quiet, charcoal-black with russet underfur and amber eyes that caught moonlight like flame. She did not fear the trees. She feared cages. She feared hands that reached with kindness and closed like traps.

So did I.

The elders said the pack kept us alive. They said order was mercy. They said Alpha command was sacred. I had seen Alpha command settle a riot before blood spilled. I had also seen lower-ranked wolves go pale when an elder spoke too softly near them.

Power could protect.

Power could choke.

Most wolves did not like when a huntress said such things aloud.

So I learned to say less and watch more.

That was why Alpha Kael Draven Ashbourne unsettled me.

He watched too.

He was twenty-nine, broad-shouldered, black-haired, and carved by duty until even his stillness looked like command. His eyes were storm-gray with silver in them, cold at council, colder in war. Wolves bowed when he passed. Some out of respect. Some out of fear. Some because their bodies knew what their pride did not.

An Alpha was not like other wolves.

Kael carried Thornveil on his back as if the pack were a crown made of iron. He had taken power young after his father died on the border. Since then he had held our land through rogue raids, famine winters, and council snakes dressed in elder robes.

I respected him for that.

I also knew better than to mistake respect for trust.

Kael and I had served beside each other for years without ever truly standing on the same ground. I brought him trails. He gave me orders. I tracked what crossed his borders. He decided what the council would know. Sometimes, in the space between command and obedience, I felt his gaze linger on me as if he wished to speak to the woman and not the weapon.

He never did.

Neither did I.

A huntress did not beg an Alpha for warmth.

Still, there were moments.

A hand at my elbow after a fight ended.

His cloak over my shoulders when I came in soaked from a winter patrol.

My name in his mouth, low and rough, when I took a silver cut meant for one of his sentinels.

“Seren.”

Not Huntress.

Not Thornhart.

Seren.

That was the danger of him. Not his power. Not his beauty, though any wolf with eyes could see that. The danger was that he made some foolish part of me wonder what it might be like to be chosen before I proved useful.

I hated that part of me.

I kept it hungry.

The Bloodmoon Hunt came once in a generation, and Thornveil had spent weeks preparing for it. The young warriors polished their blades. The elders dragged old ceremonial robes from cedar chests. The healers brewed fever draughts and bond tonics. The cooks smoked meat until the whole village smelled of salt, fat, and celebration.

The Bloodmoon was meant to honor restraint. That was the old lesson. A wolf could be strong without being cruel. A hunter could track without losing mercy. An Alpha could rule without becoming a tyrant.

Fine words.

Old words.

Words men like Elder Morcant Valegrim wore like a holy cloak while they hid knives beneath it.

Morcant was sixty-seven, pale-eyed, and thin as winter hunger. His white-gray hair hung tied behind his head, and his bone-handled cane struck the floor before him like a judge’s hammer. He had never liked me. Even when I was small, his gaze slid to my shoulder as if he could see the crescent mark through wool and skin.

“Your mother was a difficult woman,” he once told me.

I was fourteen. Fresh from my first kill. Still shaking from the rogue’s blood on my hands.

“My mother is dead,” I said.

His mouth curved. “Difficult things often are.”

Maire nearly struck him for that.

I wished she had.

On the morning before the Bloodmoon Hunt, she woke me before the bells.

“Up,” she said from the ladder below my loft. “You have border duty.”

“I always have border duty.”

“And tonight you have ceremony. Wash before then. You smell like a wolf den.”

“I am a wolf.”

“You are also unmarried, unmannered, and too pleased with yourself.”

I rolled from the narrow bed and landed barefoot on the cold floor. The Thornhart Cottage was still dark. Herbs hung from the rafters. The hearth glowed low. Rain tapped the roof in soft fingers.

Maire stood below with a cup of bitter tea in one hand and my hunting leathers in the other.

She looked at me too long.

I knew that look.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“Maire.”

Her mouth tightened. “The moon is wrong today.”

I took the tea. “The moon is always wrong when elders plan a speech.”

“This is no jest.”

“I am not laughing.”

She reached up and touched my cheek. Maire was not a soft woman. Her hands were rough from herbs, knives, and years of holding a house together by force. When she touched me gently, fear always followed.

“If anything happens tonight,” she said, “you come home first. Not to Alpha Hall. Not to the council. Home.”

A cold thread moved through me.

“What do you know?”

Her eyes shifted away.

There it was again. The door closing. The old silence taking its seat between us.

I set the cup down. “You cannot keep telling me to run from shadows you refuse to name.”

“I can if naming them puts teeth at your throat.”

“There are always teeth at my throat.”

“Then stop baring it to the wrong wolves.”

I almost asked if Kael was one of them.

Pride stopped me.

Pain did too.

Instead, I dressed for patrol. Dark leather. Soft boots. Bracers. Bow. Short blade. The huntress blade stayed at my hip, its handle worn to the shape of my palm.

When I came down, Maire was standing by the small shelf where she kept old family things. A strip of moon-white cloth lay in her hand. She closed her fist around it before I could see more.

“My mother’s?” I asked.

“No.”

Another lie in a gentle voice.

I kissed her cheek anyway.

She stiffened, then touched the back of my head as if I were still small.

“Come back before moonrise,” she said.

“I always come back.”

Her eyes filled with something she would not let fall.

“No,” she said. “You survive. There is a difference.”

Those words followed me out of the cottage.

The village was waking under gray light. Smoke rose from chimneys. Sentinels moved in pairs along the wall. Children chased each other between stacked festival garlands until their mothers snapped at them to keep their clothes clean for the rite. The Moonring stones waited beyond Alpha Hall, washed in mist, each one carved with old oaths most wolves no longer understood.

I passed Mercy Den on my way to the western track.

Liora Veyne leaned in the doorway with her arms crossed and a healer’s pouch at her hip. Her black curls were tied with leather cord, and her brown eyes already looked tired.

“You look like trouble,” she called.

“I look like duty.”

“Same face on you.”

I stopped. “Maire is worried.”

“Maire is always worried.”

“More than usual.”

That sobered her. Liora had known me since we were girls stealing honey cakes from the winter stores. She had patched my knees, my ribs, my temper, and once my pride after I slipped from a wet roof in front of half the sentinels.

She stepped closer. “Listen to her today.”

“I listen.”

“No. You hear words and then do whatever your wolf wanted before the conversation began.”

“That is unfair.”

“That is accurate.”

I smiled despite myself.

Then her gaze dropped to my shoulder, where the hidden crescent mark sat beneath leather and linen.

“Does it hurt?” she asked softly.

I went still. “Why would it?”

“The moon.”

“No.”

Another gentle lie.

It had been burning since dawn.

Liora saw through me, as she always did, but she let me keep the lie. That was why I loved her. She knew when to press and when to stand near enough that I could reach for her without asking.

“Come to Mercy Den after patrol,” she said. “Before the rite. I will give you something for pain.”

“I do not need—”

“Seren.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

She nodded once. “And avoid Elder Morcant.”

“I try to make that my rule for every blessed day.”

“This day most of all.”

Before I could ask what she meant, the bell at Alpha Hall rang once.

Every wolf in the village paused.

Kael stepped from the hall with Darius Crowe at his side.

The Alpha wore black ceremonial leathers, not the formal cloak yet. His hair was loose, dark against his brow. Even from across the square, I felt the pull of him. Not command. Not rank.

Something older.

My wolf rose beneath my skin, sudden and silent.

Kael’s head turned.

His eyes found mine.

The world narrowed.

Sound thinned. The village faded. For one dangerous breath, there was only that storm-gray gaze and the ache under my ribs, sharp as memory.

Mine, my wolf whispered.

No.

I locked my knees.

Kael’s face did not change for the watching pack. But his hand closed at his side, hard enough that I saw the tendons stand out.

Darius said something to him.

Kael did not look away.

Neither did I.

Then Morcant appeared behind him in the hall doorway, pale eyes moving between us like he had seen a thread he meant to cut.

Kael turned from me first.

It should not have hurt.

It did.

Liora touched my wrist. “Seren.”

“I am fine.”

“You are never fine when you say it like that.”

“I have a patrol.”

“Aye,” she said, voice soft. “You do.”

The two younger huntresses waiting near the western gate snapped straight when they saw me coming. Tamsin Reed was nineteen, all long limbs and nervous pride. Bria Moss was twenty, quieter, with quick hands and a better nose than she trusted.

Both looked at me as if I had answers.

That was another burden of rank. People mistook scars for wisdom.

“Northwest sweep,” I told them. “Hollowpine edge, then back before the Bloodmoon preparations close the inner gate.”

Tamsin’s eyes brightened. “Do you think there will be rogue sign?”

“I think if there is, you will not sound pleased about it.”

Her face reddened. “Yes, Huntress.”

Bria hid a smile.

We left through the western gate as the last mist lifted from the village path. Behind us, Thornveil prepared to honor old laws. Ahead, the forest waited with its mouth open.

The trees took us in.

Hollowpine Deep was not like other woods. Even in daylight, it kept its own counsel. The trunks rose black and wide. Moss muffled our steps. The air smelled of wet bark, old leaves, and something mineral beneath the soil, like stone after lightning.

I made the girls walk without speaking for the first mile.

Silence taught more than orders. It taught where a twig cracked wrong, where birds had stopped calling, where the wind carried scent from a place no eye could see.

Bria noticed the first sign.

She lifted two fingers.

I crouched beside her and saw the print pressed into soft earth. Wolf. Large. Not one of ours.

Tamsin reached for her blade.

I caught her wrist. “No steel until you know what you face.”

She swallowed. “Rogue?”

“Maybe.”

Maybe not.

The print was too clean. A wolf trying to hide left mistakes. A wolf wanting to be followed left invitations.

This was an invitation.

We followed it north.

The trail led us away from the safe patrol line and toward the darker fringe where Hollowpine Deep leaned close to Ashen Ridge. The air changed there. Less pine. More smoke.

My crescent mark burned.

I ignored it.

A low growl rolled from Bria’s chest. “Huntress.”

“I smell it.”

Iron.

Ash.

Old blood.

Not fresh kill. Not ordinary fire.

Something tied to ritual.

We found the charm hanging from a thorn branch at the edge of a narrow deer path. A small bone, scorched black at one end, bound in dark thread. It turned slowly though there was no wind.

Tamsin whispered a prayer.

I did not touch it at first.

My father had taught me that traps did not always have teeth. Some had meaning. Some waited for pride. Some waited for fear.

I took a cloth from my pouch and wrapped the charm before cutting it down.

The moment it left the branch, something moved in the trees.

Fast.

Too close.

“Down,” I ordered.

The wolf came from our left, gray-brown and silent, its eyes wrong with red around the pupils. Not a rogue starved wild. Not a lost exile. This one wore a strip of black cloth around its foreleg.

A sign.

A claim.

It lunged for Tamsin.

I put myself between them.

Claws raked across my left ribs. Pain flashed hot. I drove my knife into the dirt beside its paw, not its throat, forcing it to twist. Bria loosed an arrow that clipped its flank.

The wolf fled north.

Not beaten.

Finished.

There was a difference.

Tamsin shook so hard her blade rattled in her hand.

“Did it bite you?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Bria?”

“No.”

“Good.” I pressed my palm to the wound at my ribs. Blood slicked my fingers. “We return.”

“But the trail—”

“We return,” I said, and this time my voice carried command sharp enough to make both their wolves lower their heads.

Not Alpha command.

Huntress command.

Earned in mud and blood.

We moved fast through the trees. I kept the charm wrapped in cloth and tucked inside my vest. It felt warm against me. Wrongly warm.

The northern wind shifted.

For a moment, beneath ash and blood, I smelled something else.

Storm rain.

Cedar.

Alpha.

Kael.

My wolf surged so hard I almost missed a step.

I hated the weakness of that. Hated that some part of me reached for him before my mind gave permission. Hated that the moon could choose where my heart looked, after all my years of teaching it not to kneel.

The Bloodmoon would rise tonight.

The Moon Ascension Rite would come before the hunt.

Kael would stand before the pack beneath the carved stones. The elders would speak. The warriors would swear. The old laws would be praised by wolves who had forgotten what they cost.

And I would stand where I always stood.

Useful.

Armed.

Alone.

I thought that was the worst the night could ask of me.

I was wrong.

By the time the red moon began to rise, I stood at the edge of Hollowpine Deep with two young huntresses behind me, a fresh claw wound burning across my ribs, and a bad scent riding the northern wind.
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The forest let us leave, but it did not feel finished with me.

Hollowpine Deep stood behind us, black and still, its old trees pressing close like silent judges. Tamsin Reed walked at my left, too stiff from fear. Bria Moss kept to my right, quieter than usual, her bow still half-raised as if the gray-brown wolf might come back through the mist.

Blood warmed the inside of my leather vest.

The claw wound across my ribs was not deep enough to kill me. That did not make it kind. Each step pulled at torn skin. Each breath carried ash, iron, and something older I did not know how to name.

The wrapped bone charm rested inside my vest like a coal that refused to cool.

“Huntress,” Tamsin said, voice thin, “should we tell the Alpha first or the sentry captain?”

“We tell no one at the gate,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “But the attack—”

“Was meant to be seen.”

Bria glanced at me. She understood faster. She usually did.

“A staged trail,” she said.

“Aye.”

Tamsin swallowed. “By rogues?”

I looked back once at the trees.

The thing that attacked us had moved like a trained fighter. It had worn black cloth around its foreleg. Rogues did not wear signs unless they wanted blame to land somewhere useful.

“Maybe,” I said.

It was not an answer. It was the safest truth I had.

The western gate rose ahead, dark timber bound with iron. Festival garlands hung from the posts. Moonflowers had been woven through the arch for the Bloodmoon Hunt, white petals waiting to turn red beneath the coming sky.

The sight made my jaw tighten.

Thornveil loved ceremony. It loved polished blades, old songs, and speeches about honor. It loved pretending the past was clean because the elders had washed the words before handing them down.

At the gate, two sentinels straightened.

One of them, Harren, looked at the blood on my side and went pale. “Chief Huntress.”

“Open.”

“Were you attacked?”

“Open the gate.”

He obeyed.

Rank had its uses. Not enough of them, but some.

The village waited beyond the wall, busy and bright in a way that felt wrong after the forest. Smoke rose from cooking pits. Children carried baskets of moonflowers. Warriors painted their cheeks with red clay for the hunt. Elders in dark robes moved toward Alpha Hall with the slow pride of wolves who believed the world had been built to hear them speak.

No one saw danger yet.

That was often how death entered a pack. Not through the gate with a roar. Quietly. Wearing a familiar face. Holding a law book.

“Go to Mercy Den,” I told Bria and Tamsin. “Have Liora check you both for curse ash.”

Tamsin looked ready to argue until Bria touched her arm.

“What about you?” Bria asked.

“I am going to the Alpha.”

The words tasted dangerous.

Both girls bowed their heads and left.

Only when they were gone did I press a hand to my ribs. My fingers came away dark. The wound had opened more on the walk back.

Fine.

Pain kept me sharp.

I crossed the village square with mud on my boots, blood at my side, and the bone charm hidden against my chest. Heads turned. Conversations thinned as I passed. I knew what they saw.

Seren Vale Thornhart.

Chief huntress.

Rowan’s orphan.

Elara’s strange-blooded daughter.

Useful until she became unlucky.

The doors of Alpha Hall stood open, and Kael Draven Ashbourne stepped out before I reached the first stone stair.

The sight of him stopped me harder than any command.

He wore black ceremonial leathers fitted across broad shoulders, a silver clasp at his throat, and no crown because Thornveil Alphas did not need metal to remind anyone who ruled. His black hair had been pushed back, though one piece had fallen over his brow. A scar cut through his left eyebrow, pale against bronze skin.

His eyes found the blood first.

Then me.

The air between us changed.

My wolf rose so fast it hurt. She knew him. Not as Alpha. Not as ruler. As something deeper and older than rank.

Mine.

The word struck through bone.

Kael came down the steps. Wolves moved aside without being told. His gaze stayed locked on me, silver flecks bright in the storm-gray.

“What happened?” he asked.

His voice was low. Controlled.

Too controlled.

I reached inside my vest and pulled out the wrapped charm. “Something crossed the
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