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Introduction
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The storm that destroyed my pack wasn't made of wind and rain.

It came on two legs, with golden eyes that burned through the darkness like twin suns, and it left nothing but ash and silence in its wake. They say the Ironpelt line died that night—every last wolf torn apart by something that moved too fast to be mortal, too vicious to be sane.

They're wrong about one thing.

I survived.

Not because I was strong or clever or blessed by the moon goddess. I survived because when those golden eyes found me cowering in the ruins of our sacred grove, blood pooling beneath my mother's torn body, they hesitated. Just for a heartbeat. Just long enough for the storm to pass over me and move on to its next victims.

That was seven years ago. Seven years of running, hiding, pretending to be human in a world that would burn me alive if they knew what I really was. Seven years of nightmares filled with golden eyes and the screams of my packmates.

Tonight, the storm returns.

I can smell it on the wind—that same electric charge that filled the air before my world ended. The same wrongness that makes my wolf claw at my insides, desperate to either flee or fight.

But I'm not the frightened pup I was seven years ago. I've learned things. Dark things. Things that would make even the storm itself afraid.

Because storms, no matter how powerful, all have one weakness. 

They can be broken.
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Chapter 1: Blood and Moonlight
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The blood wasn't mine, but it might as well have been.

I pressed my palm against the gaping wound in the stranger's side, feeling his life pulse out between my fingers in hot, rhythmic spurts. His eyes—wide and terrified—locked onto mine as his mouth worked soundlessly, trying to form words that would never come.

"Don't try to speak," I whispered, though we both knew it didn't matter. The claw marks ran too deep, had torn through too much. Whatever had done this hadn't meant to wound—it had meant to eviscerate.

The dying wolf's hand caught my wrist with surprising strength. His fingers were already shifting, nails extending into claws that pricked my skin. The change always came hardest at the end, when control slipped away like water through cupped hands.

"Grendel," he gasped, and ice flooded my veins. "Grendel Ironpelt."

No one had called me by that name in seven years. No one living knew that name.

"You're mistaken," I said, but his grip only tightened.

"Your mother... she told me... if anything happened..." Blood bubbled from his lips, painting them crimson. "Find... the lost heir... tell her..."

"Tell her what?" The words came out sharper than intended. My wolf stirred beneath my skin, sensing danger in every shadow of the abandoned warehouse. We shouldn't be here. I shouldn't have stopped when I'd caught his scent—wolf blood and terror and something else, something familiar that I couldn't place.

"The storm..." His body convulsed, bones beginning to crack and reshape. "It's not... what you think... Solstice knows..."

The name hit me like a physical blow. Solstice Moonvale. I'd heard whispers of her in the underground—a wolf who walked between worlds, who made deals with creatures that shouldn't exist. Some said she could see the future in the patterns of spilled blood. Others claimed she was the reason the old packs had fallen, one by one, like dominoes in a line.

"Where is she?" I demanded, but his eyes were already glazing over, that peculiar emptiness that meant his wolf had fled and his human side was following close behind.

With his last breath, he pressed something into my hand—a small glass vial filled with liquid that seemed to move on its own, swirling silver and black like storm clouds in miniature.

Then he was gone, leaving me alone in a warehouse that suddenly felt far too exposed, holding a vial that hummed with power I didn't understand, and a name I'd spent seven years trying to forget ringing in my ears.

Grendel Ironpelt.

The lost heir of a dead pack.

The wolf who should have died with all the rest.

I stood slowly, my senses expanding outward in ripples. The warehouse was silent except for the drip of water from broken pipes and the skitter of rats in the walls. But there—underneath the decay and rust—I caught it. Pine and winter frost, with an undertone of something wild and dangerous.

Another wolf. Close.

Too close.

I pocketed the vial and moved toward the exit, keeping my steps light and even. Running would only trigger the hunt, and I wasn't ready for a fight. Not here, not when I didn't know who or what was waiting in the shadows.

The door exploded inward before I reached it.

The wolf that entered made my knees weak with a terror I hadn't felt in seven years. Not because of his size—though he was massive, even in human form. Not because of the scars that crisscrossed his bare chest like a map of violence. But because of his eyes.

Golden. Burning. Familiar.

"Hello, little pup," Branok Ridgeborn said, his lips pulling back in a smile that was all teeth and no warmth. "I've been looking for you for a very long time."

My wolf snarled inside me, ready to tear through my skin and fight. But I forced her down, forced myself to stay human even as every instinct screamed at me to shift or run or both.

"I think you have me confused with someone else," I said, proud when my voice didn't shake.

He inhaled deeply, and his smile widened. "No confusion. You smell just like your mother. All that Ironpelt fury, wrapped up in such a pretty little package." He took a step closer, and I took one back. "Though I'm curious how you've hidden it for so long. Most wolves can't mask their bloodline scent. It's... impressive."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't you?" Another step forward. Another step back. We were dancing now, predator and prey, though I wasn't sure which role belonged to whom. "The dying wolf told you something. Gave you something. I need both."

"He died before he could say anything useful."

"Liar." The word came out as a growl, and his eyes flashed brighter. "I can hear your heartbeat, little pup. It skips every time you lie."

My back hit the wall. Nowhere left to retreat.

"Here's what's going to happen," Branok said, closing the distance between us until I could feel the heat radiating from his skin. "You're going to give me what he gave you. You're going to tell me what he said. And then you're going to come with me. Quietly. Obediently. Like the good little lost heir you are."

"And if I refuse?"

His hand moved faster than my eyes could track, fingers wrapping around my throat and lifting me off the ground like I weighed nothing. My wolf roared to the surface, and I felt my nails extend into claws, raking across his arm. He didn't even flinch.

"Then I'll drag you by your pretty throat," he said conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather. "Either way, you're coming with me. The only choice you get is how much this hurts."

Black spots danced at the edges of my vision. My wolf was fighting for control, but shifting now would only make things worse. His grip was positioned perfectly—if I changed forms, he'd crush my windpipe before the transformation completed.

But then I remembered the vial in my pocket. The way it had hummed with power.

What did I have to lose?

I drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. His grip loosened just enough for me to slam my palm against his chest—the palm that had been soaked in the dying wolf's blood. The palm that now held the uncorked vial.

The liquid hit his skin and he screamed.

Not a human scream. Not even a wolf's howl. This was something else entirely—the sound of something fundamental being torn apart. He released me, stumbling backward as silver-black veins spread across his chest from where the liquid had touched him.

"What did you—" he started, but the words morphed into another agonized sound as he fell to his knees.

I didn't wait to see what would happen next. I ran.

Out of the warehouse, into the maze of industrial streets that bordered the human city. My wolf lent me speed, even in human form, and I used every bit of it. Behind me, I could hear him roaring—no longer in pain, but in fury.

The hunt was on.

I ducked into an alley, vaulted over a chain-link fence, and landed in a construction site. Heavy machinery provided cover as I zigzagged through, trying to mask my scent trail. But I could feel him gaining. Branok Ridgeborn hadn't survived this long by being slow or stupid.

A hand caught my jacket and yanked me backward. I twisted, letting the jacket slip off my shoulders, and kept running. But he was there again, cutting off my escape route, forcing me toward—

The river.

The city's river ran thick and polluted through the industrial district, its waters dark with runoff and chemical waste. No wolf would willingly enter it. The smell alone made my eyes water.

"Nowhere left to run, little pup," Branok called out, approaching slowly now that he had me cornered. The silver-black veins had faded, leaving only faint scars across his chest. Whatever that liquid had been, it hadn't been enough to stop him. Only slow him down.

I stood at the river's edge, calculating. The current was strong—I could hear it rushing past the concrete barriers. If I jumped, if I could stay under long enough, maybe—

"I wouldn't," a new voice said, and my blood turned to ice.

She materialized from the shadows like she'd been born from them. Solstice Moonvale. Even in the darkness, her white hair seemed to glow with its own light, and her eyes—one silver, one black—watched me with an intensity that made my wolf whimper.

"The river's not empty," she continued, moving to stand beside Branok with a grace that seemed almost supernatural. "Things live in there. Hungry things. Things that especially enjoy the taste of wolf blood."

"Solstice," Branok growled. "This wasn't part of our arrangement."

"Our arrangement was that you'd bring her to me unharmed," she replied coolly. "You seem to have failed at that particular detail." Her mismatched eyes studied the bruises already forming on my throat. "Grendel Ironpelt. You look just like your mother."

"Everyone keeps saying that," I managed, though my voice came out rough. "She's been dead for seven years."

"Has she?" Solstice tilted her head, and something in her expression made my stomach drop. "Are you certain of that?"

"I saw her die. I saw her body."

"You saw what you were meant to see." She pulled something from her coat—a photograph, old and weathered. She held it out to me, and against every instinct, I took it.

The world tilted.

It was my mother. But not from before—the background showed a city I didn't recognize, and she was older, scarred in ways she hadn't been when I'd last seen her. And beside her, smiling like they were old friends, stood someone else I recognized.

Harlow Frostbite. My sister. My sister who had supposedly died two years before the massacre.

"Impossible," I whispered.

"Nothing's impossible," Solstice said. "Only improbable. Your mother survived that night, just as you did. She's been searching for you ever since. But others have been searching too. Others who need the last Ironpelt heir for purposes that have nothing to do with family reunions."

Branok growled low in his throat. "You said you'd help me find her. Not fill her head with fairytales."

"I said I'd help you find her for a price," Solstice corrected. "That price has just gone up."

They were too focused on each other. Neither noticed my hand sliding toward the knife in my boot. It wasn't much—silver-plated but small—but it might buy me enough time to—

"I wouldn't," another voice said, and my hand froze.

Two more figures emerged from the shadows. Reverie Mistrunner moved like smoke given form, her dark skin seeming to absorb light rather than reflect it. Beside her, Briony Nightfern looked deceptively delicate with her flower-crown of dark blooms that I knew were poisonous to the touch.

Four wolves. All focused on me.

"Well," I said, straightening slowly. "This feels excessive."

Reverie laughed, the sound like wind chimes in a graveyard. "She's funny. I like her."

"You won't like her so much when she puts that knife in your eye," Briony said mildly, though her green eyes sparkled with something that might have been approval.

"Enough," Branok snapped. "We're wasting time. Every minute we stand here arguing, they get closer."

"They?" I asked.

"The ones who killed your pack," Solstice said simply. "They've never stopped hunting. And now that you've surfaced, now that you've used that..." She gestured to where I'd dropped the empty vial. "They'll come for you. They'll come for all of us."

"I don't even know what that was."

"Wolf's Bane distilled with moonstone and my blood," Reverie said, picking up the vial and examining it. "Clever little thing. Temporary paralysis for most wolves. Agony for an Alpha." She glanced at Branok. "You're lucky she didn't have more."

"She's lucky I don't tear out her throat," he retorted.

"Try it," I said before I could stop myself. My wolf was pushing closer to the surface, fed up with being cornered, with being threatened. "I'm done being anyone's prey."

Branok smiled then, and it was somehow worse than his snarls. "There she is. There's that Ironpelt fire. Your mother had it too. Right before she abandoned you to die."

The words hit like physical blows, but before I could respond, Solstice stepped between us.

"Enough," she said quietly, but there was power in that single word that made even Branok step back. "We don't have time for this. Grendel, you have two choices. Come with us willingly, and I'll tell you everything—about your mother, your pack, and why you're still being hunted. Or stay here and face what's coming alone."

"What makes you think I can trust any of you?"

"You can't," Briony said cheerfully. "We're all monsters here, darling. But at least we're monsters who want you alive."

As if to emphasize her point, a howl split the night air. Then another. And another. Too many to count, and getting closer.

"Those aren't wolves," I said, ice flooding my veins.

"No," Solstice agreed. "They're something much worse. The Twisted—wolves who've been corrupted by forces that shouldn't exist. They can't be reasoned with, can't be stopped, and they absolutely will not stop until they have you."

"Why me?"

"Because you're the key," Reverie said softly. "The blood of the Ironpelt line can open doors that have been sealed for centuries. Doors that should never be opened."

Another howl, closer now. I could smell them on the wind—wrongness and decay and something else, something that made my wolf want to hide.

"Choose quickly," Branok said, and for once, there was no mockery in his voice. "Because in about thirty seconds, the choice gets made for you."

I looked at each of them. Four wolves who might be enemies, might be allies, might be something in between. Then I looked at the photograph still clutched in my hand. My mother. Alive. The impossibility of it made my chest tight.

"Fine," I said. "But if any of you try to double-cross me—"

"You'll make us regret it," Solstice finished. "Yes, I believe you will. Now run."

We ran.

Through the industrial district, into the maze of the old city where humans feared to tread after dark. The Twisted followed, their howls growing more distorted with each passing moment. I caught glimpses of them in my peripheral vision—shapes that moved wrong, too many limbs or not enough, fur that seemed to writhe with its own life.

"This way," Reverie called, leading us down a set of stairs I hadn't even seen. Underground. The old subway tunnels that had been abandoned decades ago when the city built the new lines.

The darkness was absolute, but our wolf eyes adjusted quickly. The tunnels branched in every direction, a labyrinth of forgotten passages and maintenance corridors. Reverie led without hesitation, as if she'd memorized every turn.

"They won't follow us down here," she said as we ran. "The old wards still hold."

"Wards?" I gasped out between breaths.

"Magic older than the packs," Briony explained, keeping pace beside me with infuriating ease. "Back when wolves and witches were allies instead of enemies."

We finally stopped in what might have once been a station platform. Tiled walls reflected our harsh breathing, and somewhere in the distance, water dripped in a steady rhythm. Solstice pulled out a flashlight, though we didn't need it, and began drawing symbols on the ground with what looked like ash.

"A sanctuary ward," she explained without my asking. "It'll hide us for a few hours. Long enough to plan."

"Plan what?" I sank onto a moldy bench, exhaustion hitting me all at once. "I don't even know what's happening."

"The massacre of your pack wasn't random," Solstice said, finishing her symbols. They glowed faintly for a moment before fading. "It was orchestrated. Someone needed the Ironpelt line destroyed."

"But they failed," Branok added, leaning against the far wall. His golden eyes hadn't left me since we'd entered the tunnels. "You survived. Your mother survived. And apparently, so did your sister."

"Harlow died two years before the massacre. In a territorial dispute with the Silvermoon pack."

"That's what you were told," Reverie said gently. "But think about it. Did you see her body?"

I hadn't. My mother had said it was too damaged, that she'd identified her by scent alone. At the time, I'd been too young to question it.

"She was sent away," Solstice continued. "Hidden. Your mother knew something was coming. She tried to prepare, tried to protect both of you. But she underestimated the threat."

"What threat? Who did this?"

The four of them exchanged glances, and it was Briony who finally answered.

"The enemy has many faces but one purpose. They're collecting wolves with old blood, pure bloodlines that trace back to the first packs. Some they kill. Others they take."

"Take where?"

"Nobody knows," Branok said grimly. "But the ones who are taken... they come back wrong. Twisted. Like the things chasing us."

I thought of the golden eyes I'd seen that night seven years ago. The hesitation before the storm passed over me.

"They spared me," I said quietly. "The killer. They looked right at me and didn't kill me."

Silence fell over the group like a shroud.

"That's... not possible," Solstice said slowly. "They don't spare anyone."

"Well, they spared me."

Branok pushed off from the wall, moving closer with predatory intent. "Unless you're working with them. Unless this whole thing is a trap."

"Yes, clearly I'm working with the thing that murdered my entire pack," I said flatly. "That makes perfect sense."

"Stranger things have happened," he countered, but Reverie placed a hand on his arm.

"She's not lying," she said, and there was something in her voice that made everyone listen. "I can see it—the truth of that night clings to her like cobwebs. She was spared. But not out of mercy."

"Then why?" I demanded.

Reverie's eyes went distant, as if seeing something beyond the decrepit subway platform. "Because you were marked. Chosen for something specific. They need you alive for something."

"Well, that's comforting."

"It should be," Solstice said thoughtfully. "It means they won't kill you. That gives us an advantage."

"Us?" I laughed bitterly. "There is no 'us.' I don't even know any of you."

"You know our names," Briony pointed out. "That's more than most wolves can say these days. The packs are scattered, broken. We're what's left of the resistance."

"Resistance against what?"

"Against the new order," Branok said. "They're not just collecting wolves. They're building something. An army, maybe. Or worse."

"What could be worse than an army of Twisted wolves?"

Nobody answered, which was answer enough.

I stood, pacing the small platform. Everything they were telling me felt too big, too impossible. Yesterday, I'd been nobody—just another lone wolf hiding in the human world, serving coffee and pretending to be normal. Now I was apparently the key to something apocalyptic.

"I need air," I said.

"You can't leave," Solstice warned. "The wards—"

"I'm not leaving. I just... need a minute."

I walked to the far end of the platform, where the tunnel yawned dark and endless. The photograph was still in my hand, my mother's face smiling up at me. Alive. After all these years of guilt, of thinking I'd survived when she hadn't, she was alive.

"She looks for you every day."

I didn't turn at Branok's approach. His presence was like a furnace at my back, all that barely contained violence radiating heat.

"How do you know?"

"Because I've been tracking her for three years." His voice was different when the others couldn't hear—rougher, more honest. "She's careful, smart. Never stays in one place too long. But she leaves messages in the old pack ways. Scent markers that only an Ironpelt would recognize."

"You've been hunting my mother?"

"I've been hunting answers." He moved to stand beside me, his profile sharp in the dim light. "My pack was destroyed too. Not in a massacre—something quieter. One by one, my packmates disappeared. Taken in the night. By the time I realized what was happening, I was alone."

"The Ridgeborn pack was one of the strongest. How—"

"Betrayal," he said simply. "Someone we trusted led them right to us. Just like someone led them to yours."

I turned to look at him then, really look at him. Beyond the scars and the dangerous reputation, I saw something I recognized. Loss. Rage. The desperate need for answers that kept you going when everything else told you to give up.

"Is that why you're so suspicious of me? You think I'm another betrayer?"

"I think trust is a luxury none of us can afford." But his golden eyes softened slightly. "Though you fight like an Ironpelt. All fury and no fear."

"I was terrified."

"But you fought anyway. That's what matters."

There was something in the way he said it, in the way his eyes held mine, that made my wolf stir with interest. Which was absolutely the wrong reaction to have to someone who'd tried to strangle me less than an hour ago.

I looked away, back toward the others. "So what now? We just hide down here forever?"

"Now we go to the Meridian," Solstice called out. "It's a neutral ground, protected by old magic. Your mother will be there in three nights for the Lunar Gathering."

"Lunar Gathering?"

"The few remaining pack leaders meet every full moon," Briony explained. "To share information, trade resources. It's the only thing keeping us from complete extinction."

"And you think she'll just be there? Out in the open?"

"She'll be there," Reverie said with certainty. "The pull of pack bonds during the full moon is too strong to resist, especially for a mother seeking her child."

Three days. In three days, I could see my mother again. The thought was terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.

"The Meridian is two hundred miles from here," Branok said. "Through territory crawling with Twisted and worse. We'll need to move carefully."

"Or," Solstice said with a smile that didn't reach her mismatched eyes, "we could take the Shadow Roads."

Everyone went very still.

"Absolutely not," Branok growled.

"What are the Shadow Roads?" I asked.

"Ancient paths between places," Reverie answered, her voice distant again. "They exist outside normal reality. You can travel hundreds of miles in minutes."

"That sounds useful."

"They're also hunting grounds for things that make the Twisted look tame," Briony added cheerfully. "Plus, each time you use them, they take a piece of you. Sometimes literally."

"But it would get us there safely," Solstice pressed. "And quickly. Before anyone realizes Grendel has surfaced."

"It's too dangerous," Branok argued. "Especially for someone who doesn't know how to navigate them."

"I could guide her," Solstice offered.

"Over my dead body."

The tension between them crackled like electricity. There was history there, something dark and complicated that I didn't understand.

"I appreciate everyone deciding my fate for me," I said dryly, "but I'd like a vote. What exactly would these Shadow Roads take from me?"

"It's different for everyone," Reverie said softly. "Sometimes it's a memory. Sometimes it's a feeling. Sometimes it's years off your life."

"And sometimes," Briony added, "it's nothing at all. The Roads are capricious. They take what they want, when they want."

"But they're fast?"

"The fastest way to travel if you're desperate enough," Solstice confirmed.

I weighed the options. Two hundred miles through hostile territory, constantly looking over our shoulders, or a quick but dangerous journey through supernatural roads that might steal pieces of my soul.

"We take the normal route," I decided. "I've lost enough already. I'm not giving anything else up willingly."

Branok nodded approval, while Solstice just shrugged as if she'd expected my answer.

"Then we leave at dawn," she said. "The Twisted are weaker in daylight. Not much, but every advantage helps."

"I'll take first watch," Branok said, positioning himself near the tunnel entrance.

"I'll help," I offered, but he shook his head.

"Rest. You'll need your strength."

I wanted to argue, but exhaustion was pulling at me like a tide. I found a relatively clean spot against the wall and sat down, using my ruined jacket as a makeshift pillow.

"Here," Briony said, offering me a small vial filled with green liquid. "It'll help you sleep without dreams."

"Why would I want that?"

"Because dreams in the underground have a way of becoming real," she said simply. "And trust me, you don't want to meet your nightmares face to face."

I took the vial but didn't drink it yet. "Why are you all helping me? Really?"

Briony was quiet for a moment, then sat down beside me with surprising grace. "We all have our reasons. Solstice thinks you're the key to stopping everything. Branok wants revenge for his pack. Reverie... well, she sees things. Future possibilities. And she says you're important."

"And you?"

She smiled, but it was sad. "I want to believe there's still something worth fighting for. That we're not just the last gasps of a dying species." She looked at me with those impossibly green eyes. "You survived when you shouldn't have. Your mother survived. Your sister. Maybe that means something."

"Maybe it just means we're lucky."

"There's no such thing as luck," Reverie said from across the platform. She was sitting in lotus position, eyes closed, but apparently still listening. "Everything happens for a reason. Every choice, every survival, every death. It's all connected."

"That's either comforting or terrifying."

"Both," she said without opening her eyes. "It's always both."

I drank Briony's potion, grimacing at the bitter taste. Almost immediately, I felt drowsiness pulling at me. As my eyes closed, the last thing I saw was Branok's silhouette against the tunnel entrance, standing guard like some ancient sentinel.

I didn't dream, but I felt things moving in the darkness beyond consciousness. Things that whispered my name. Things that knew what I was.

When I woke, it was to Branok's hand on my shoulder and his voice urgent in my ear.

"We have a problem."

I was instantly alert, my wolf rising to the surface. "The Twisted found us?"

"Worse." He helped me to my feet, and I saw the others were already packed and ready to move. "Someone else knows you're here. Someone who shouldn't."

"Who?"

Before he could answer, a familiar scent hit me like a physical blow. Pine and winter frost, but underneath it, something else. Something that made my wolf keen with recognition and grief.

"Hello, little sister."

I turned slowly, my heart hammering against my ribs.

Harlow Frostbite stood at the other end of the platform, but she was wrong. Everything about her was wrong. Her eyes, once warm brown, were now the flat silver of mirrors. Her skin was too pale, with dark veins visible beneath the surface. And when she smiled, her teeth were too sharp, too many.

"Harlow?" My voice broke on her name.

"I've been looking for you for so long," she said, taking a step forward. The others tensed, moving into defensive positions. "They've been looking for you."

"You're working with them?" The betrayal cut deeper than any physical wound.

"Working with. Working for. The distinction doesn't matter anymore." She tilted her head, studying me with those mirror eyes. "You need to come with me, Grendel. It's time to stop running."

"Like hell," Branok growled, stepping partially in front of me.

Harlow's laugh was like breaking glass. "Oh, the broken Alpha thinks he can protect her. How adorable." Her attention shifted to him, and something dangerous flickered in her expression. "Do you know what happens to Alphas who interfere? Would you like to find out?"

"I'd like to see you try," he challenged.

"Harlow, please," I said, pushing past Branok despite his attempt to stop me. "This isn't you. What did they do to you?"

"They freed me," she said simply. "From the weakness of pack bonds, from the limitations of our nature. I'm more now than I ever was before."

"You're Twisted."

"I'm evolved." She held out her hand to me. "Come with me, sister. Let them free you too. It doesn't hurt. Well, not for long."

"She's stalling," Solstice warned. "Others are coming."

Sure enough, I could hear them now. Footsteps in the tunnels. Too many to count.

"You brought them here," I accused.

"I brought salvation," Harlow corrected. "One way or another, you're coming with us, Grendel. They need the last true Ironpelt. Need your blood to open the final door."

"What door?"

"The door between worlds. The door that will remake everything." Her smile was beatific and terrible. "No more hiding. No more pretending to be human. We'll be gods."

"You'll be monsters."

"We already are monsters," she said patiently. "The humans know it. They fear us, hunt us when they can. Why shouldn't we embrace what we are?"

The footsteps were getting closer. I could smell them now—more Twisted, their wrongness making my stomach turn.

"We need to go," Reverie said urgently. "Now."

"The Shadow Roads," Solstice said. "It's our only option."

Branok cursed but didn't argue this time. The situation had escalated beyond normal escape routes.

"You can't run from this," Harlow called as Solstice began drawing symbols on the ground with that same ash, but faster now, more desperately. "You can't run from what you are."

"Watch me," I said.

The symbols flared to life, brighter than before, and reality... twisted. The air split open like fabric, revealing a corridor of absolute darkness shot through with veins of silver light.

"Everyone in," Solstice commanded. "Stay together, don't look at anything directly, and whatever you do, don't let go of each other."

Briony grabbed my hand, her grip surprisingly strong. Reverie took my other hand, with Branok behind me and Solstice leading. We stepped into the tear in reality just as the first of the Twisted rounded the corner.

The last thing I heard was Harlow's voice, no longer familiar, no longer my sister's: "You can't hide in the Shadow Roads forever, Grendel. He sees everything. He sees you."

Then we were falling through darkness that had teeth.

The Shadow Roads were nothing like I'd expected. There was no ground, no sky, just an endless corridor of writhing darkness punctuated by those veins of silver light. And the lights were moving, pulsing like arteries, like something alive.

"Don't look at them," Solstice warned, her voice echoing strangely. "The lights are other paths, other possibilities. Look too long and you'll get pulled in."

But it was hard not to look. In each pulse of light, I saw things. Myself, but different. In one, I was crowned in moonlight, standing over the bodies of enemies. In another, I was running through a forest that burned with silver fire. In yet another, I was kissing someone with golden eyes—

I jerked my gaze away, heat flooding my face.

"The Roads show you what could be," Reverie said softly. "All the paths not taken, all the choices not made."

"It's torture," I muttered.

"It's temptation," she corrected. "The Roads feed on desire. On regret. On the wish that things could be different."

Something brushed against my leg, and I looked down instinctively. Bad mistake. There were things moving in the darkness below us. Things with too many eyes, too many mouths, all of them whispering in languages that hurt to hear.

"Up ahead," Solstice called. "The exit."

But between us and the tear of light that marked our escape, something was forming. A figure made of shadows and starlight, beautiful and terrible in equal measure.

"Toll," it said in a voice like wind through graves. "All who pass must pay the toll."

"I offer a week of dreams," Solstice said immediately, as if she'd done this before.

The figure considered, then reached out with one impossibly long finger and touched her forehead. She gasped but didn't let go of our chain.

"Pass," it said, then turned those cosmic eyes on me. "But the new one. The Ironpelt. She owes more."

"She owes nothing," Branok growled. "She's never used the Roads before."

"Her blood has. Her line has. Debts carry through generations."

"What debt?" I asked, though my voice shook.

"Your grandmother walked these Roads to save your mother. She promised payment in blood. Ironpelt blood." The figure leaned closer, and I smelled eternity on its breath. "The debt comes due."

"Then take mine," I said before I could think better of it. "Whatever she owed, take it from me."

"No," Branok started, but the figure was already moving.

Its finger touched my forehead, and I saw—

My grandmother, young and desperate, making a deal with shadows to save her daughter from a curse. The price: one day, an Ironpelt would return to pay in blood and service.

My mother, learning of the debt, trying to break it, failing.

The enemy, somehow knowing about the debt, using it, twisting it to their purposes.

And myself, standing at a crossroads I didn't understand, with choices that would echo through generations.

The figure pulled back, and I gasped, tasting copper in my mouth. Blood was running from my nose, but I was still standing.

"The debt is acknowledged," it said. "But not yet paid. You will return, Grendel Ironpelt. When the storm breaks, you will return, and the choice you make will determine the fate of all who walk on four legs."

Then it was gone, and we were tumbling through the exit into blinding daylight.

We landed hard on grass that smelled of summer and safety. I rolled onto my back, gasping, trying to process what had just happened. The others were scattered around me, all looking similarly shaken.

"That was... intense," Briony managed.

"That was foolish," Branok snapped, suddenly looming over me. "You don't make deals with Road Keepers. Ever."

"I didn't make a deal. I acknowledged a debt."

"Same difference." But his hand was gentle as he helped me sit up, his thumb wiping away the blood under my nose. "You're too quick to sacrifice yourself."

"It's an Ironpelt trait," Solstice said, studying me with those mismatched eyes. "They were always too noble for their own good."

"Where are we?" I asked, looking around. We were in a meadow surrounded by ancient oaks, their branches forming a natural cathedral overhead. The air thrummed with power, old and peaceful.

"The Outer Meridian," Reverie answered. "We're about a day's walk from the gathering point."

"You did it," I said to Solstice. "You got us here."

"We got us here," she corrected. "The Roads only accept groups that trust each other, at least a little. If any of us had truly meant harm to the others, we'd never have made it through."

I looked at each of them—these strangers who'd risked the Shadow Roads for me, who'd faced my Twisted sister and her army of corrupted wolves. Maybe they weren't strangers anymore.

"Thank you," I said simply.

"Don't thank us yet," Branok said, but there was warmth in his golden eyes. "We still have to make it to the gathering. And now they know you're coming."

"Let them know," I said, standing with more confidence than I felt. "I'm tired of running. Tired of hiding." I thought of Harlow, of what she'd become. Of my mother, alive and searching for me. Of the enemy and their plans. "It's time to face this."

"Spoken like a true Alpha heir," Solstice murmured.

"I'm not an Alpha."

"Not yet," Reverie said, and there was prophecy in her tone. "But soon. Very soon, you'll have to choose what kind of leader you'll be."

Before I could respond, a howl echoed across the meadow. Then another. But these weren't the twisted sounds of corrupted wolves. These were pure, normal, beautiful.

"Patrol wolves," Briony identified. "The Meridian guards. They know we're here."
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