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CHAPTER 1
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Emilie’s POV

The door hits the wall so hard the frame shakes.

Cold night air rushes in. Pine and rain. And a scent that turns my bones warm and weak.

Mate.

I grip the sink until the glass stops rattling. My face in the mirror is all wrong—too pale, eyes too bright, like the moon climbed inside them. “Not now,” I whisper to the girl who still hopes. “Please, not him.”

Bootsteps. Slow. Certain. The hall light flickers like it’s afraid of him, too.

He stops in the bathroom doorway. Broad shoulders. Dark eyes that pin me where I stand. Fred Mendoza, the future Alpha, fills the room without touching a thing.

“Emilie,” he says, and my name leaves his mouth like a promise I don’t trust.

My wolf presses against my skin, wild with joy. I press back. I remember every time he chose my sister in a crowded room. I remember being invisible beside a brighter star.

“Don’t cry,” he says, stepping closer. He isn’t cruel. That’s the worst part—he’s gentle. A rough palm brushes away a tear I didn’t feel fall. Heat spreads where he touches. “Trust me.”

“Why?” My voice is thin. Still, I keep his gaze. I don’t bow.

His jaw tightens. Something like regret flickers and dies. “Because I’ll keep you safe.”

A howl rips the night outside. Not from our patrols.

From the border.

Fred looks past me, to the window, to the dark trees beyond the house. His body goes still, then all Alpha.

“Emilie,” he says softly. “You need to come with me.”

I shake my head. “If this is pity—”

“It isn’t pity.” His eyes flash gold. “It’s war.”

And then the second scent grazes the air—smoke and iron—and the mirror fogs with my breath.

“Is someone hurt?” I ask.

“Not yet,” he says. “Come.”

He offers his hand. I look at it. Strong. Steady. My pulse goes wild.

“Please,” he says.

I take it.

We move. Down the hall. Past the coat hooks and the old family photo I hate. The house hums like a hive. Boots. Voices. The night pulls us outside.

Lanterns swing in the yard. The pack gathers in a tide of black coats and silver eyes. Drums start at the far field. Slow. Low. A heartbeat for the ground.

Sienna steps from the porch in a dress like moonlight. Soft silk. Throat bare. Eyes bright when they land on Fred. Dim when they slide to me.

“Ready?” she asks.

“No,” I say.

She tries a smile. It shakes. “Me neither.”

Maris comes behind her, hands wringing a shawl. She reaches for me, stops, starts again. “My girl,” she whispers. “Breathe.”

“I am,” I say. I am not.

Fred’s hand leaves mine. The loss is sharp. He walks ahead to the path cut between lanterns. Elders wait there. Elder Rowan stands in the center, face like old rock. Luca, the Beta, watches from the side with a storm in his eyes.

Rowan lifts both hands. The drums hush. The night listens.

“Moon sees. Pack sees,” he calls. “Fate speaks tonight.”

A cheer rolls through, rough and eager. It washes over me. It doesn’t touch me.

Sienna leans close. “If it is you,” she whispers, “I will still be your sister.”

“And if it is you,” I say, “I will clap the loudest.”

She laughs once. It sounds like it is breaking.

We walk. People make space. Faces turn. Eyes cut. Pity burns like frost.

“Emilie,” someone mutters. “Poor thing.”

I keep my head up.

Fred waits at the circle’s edge. His eyes find me. Dark. Unreadable. He nods once.

“Come,” Rowan says. “Stand.”

We enter the circle. Lantern smoke. Wet grass under my feet. Stars caught in black branches. My heart is a wild bird.

Rowan’s voice is a blade. “Who seeks the bond?”

“I do,” I say.

“I do,” Fred says.

He stands a step away. Close enough to hear his breath. Close enough to feel heat off his skin.

Rowan turns his palm up. “Let the Moon name the two. Let the blood know.”

Silence. A wind lifts my hair. Pine. Rain. And that scent. Mate. It doesn’t just hit. It pours.

My knees almost give. My wolf jumps and howls inside me. I bite the sound down.

Fred’s chest rises. Falls. His eyes go gold at the edges. He smells it too.

He takes one step. Then another. He is in front of me now.

The crowd holds a breath.

He lifts his hand. His knuckles graze my cheek. It is soft. It is nothing. It is everything.

“Emilie,” he says. No title. No distance. Just my name, bare.

“Fred.”

“May I?” His gaze drops to the place where my pulse beats at my neck.

I nod. “Yes.”

He leans in. Warm breath. My skin lights up like a struck match. The world narrows to the space between his mouth and me. Drums pick up again. Low. Slow. Time turns thick.

His fangs press my skin.

A bite. Sharp pain. White flare. Then heat, heat, heat.

I grab his shoulders because there is nothing else to hold. My wolf surges, happy and fierce. I hear my own breath. I hear his, not steady now. Mine. His. Ours.

He pulls back. I am shaking. He touches the mark with his thumb like he is sorry for hurting me and proud at once.

Gasps go around us. Murmurs too fast to catch.

“Fate has spoken,” Rowan says, rough and loud. He almost sounds pleased. “The pack welcomes—”

Fred lifts a hand. “Wait.”

My head snaps toward him. “What?”

He doesn’t look at me. He looks past me. Over my shoulder. To Sienna.

Something inside me gets very quiet.

“Fred?” Luca says in a low voice.

Fred draws in a breath. Lets it go.

“Emilie,” he says. My name breaks new this time. “You are... you are good. You are brave. You did not deserve—”

“Don’t,” I say.

He looks at me then. It hurts to stand under that look.

“I can’t,” he whispers.

The crowd leans in. A hush and a hunger.

“You can’t what?” I ask.

He swallows. His jaw works. “I can’t be what you need.”

There is a word. It sits between us. Big. Cold. He is not saying it. I make him.

“Say it.”

He closes his eyes once. Opens them. “I reject the bond.”

The world tilts. The drums cut. The night goes thin. Someone drops a cup; it hits stone and rings like a bell.

Rowan sucks in a sharp breath. Luca curses, low and ugly. Maris covers her mouth. Sienna stumbles back a step like the floor moved under her.

My throat goes tight. The mark throbs once, hard. My wolf flinches like she got slapped.

I nod. My voice comes out quiet, even. “I hear you.”

“Emilie,” he says. A reach I will not take.

“I hear you,” I say again. “And I will not beg.”

The words cost. I pay. I keep paying.

Rowan’s voice slices the air. “Enough. The Moon named. The Alpha line—”

Fred turns on him. “I said enough.”

His power rolls. People bow without meaning to. Even me. My knees bend and lock. He is Alpha even before the title sits on him. It is in his bones.

He looks back to me. There is sweat at his temple. His hands close and open. “I will protect you,” he says.

“I do not want your pity,” I say.

“It is not pity.”

“What is it then?”

His mouth opens. No sound. He looks to Sienna again. And that is my answer.

Sienna takes one step. Two. She keeps her hands at her sides like she wants to reach and does not dare. “Em,” she whispers. Her eyes shine. “I didn’t ask—”

“I know,” I say. I do not know, but I say it because I need to be kind or I will fall apart right here. “It isn’t you.”

Her chin shakes. “I never wanted—”

“I know.”

Rowan lifts his hands. “Pack, be silent.”

No one is silent.

Voices collide.

“Shame.”

“Cruel.”

“Fate is fate.”

“Poor Emilie.”

“She will break.”

“She won’t.”

“She will.”

The border horn blows.

Not drums now. Not ceremony. Alarm.

One long note, then two short, then a warble that crawls under my nails. Rogues. East line.

Luca’s head snaps toward the sound. “We move,” he says to the warriors near him.

Fred’s eyes flare gold. All Alpha again. All command. “Positions,” he shouts. “North watch to east. Warriors with Luca. Protect the pups and elders. Now.”

The circle breaks like ice under a heavy boot. People run. The air rips with orders and fear.

I stand for one beat. Another. The hurt tries to shove me down. The mark throbs. The world is bright and thin. I swallow it all whole.

I start moving.

Maris grabs my sleeve. “No, stay,” she says. “Stay in the hall. I will lock the door. I will—”

“I follow the call,” I say. My voice is even. It scares me.

“Child, please.”

“I am not a child,” I say. I kiss her cheek. Her skin is cold. “I will be careful.”

Sienna catches my wrist next. “Em. Don’t go. Not in this state.”

“I do not break,” I say.

Her eyes fill. “At least let me come.”

“You can’t shift yet,” I say. “Your ankle—”

“I can run without it.”

“Then go to the pups. They know you. They will be quiet for you.”

She nods, wounded and brave. “Come back.”

“I will.”

I run.

Grass. Mud. Lantern light stuttering over bodies in motion. The hall doors slam open and spill warriors into the yard. The night smells like wet leaves and a storm not here yet.

Luca reaches me at the gate. “You should be inside,” he says, but his eyes say something else. Respect. Worry. A question.

“I can help,” I say. My breath is steady now somehow. My hands are not shaking. “I can call.”

He nods once. “Stay near me.”

We clear the fence and hit the path to the east line. The forest swallows the yard noise and serves us a different sound—branches whipping, paws hammering earth, panting, the scrape of iron on bark far off.

Fred appears at my other side like he was always there. “You’re with me,” he says.

“No,” I say. “I’m with the pack.”

He swears under his breath. “Stubborn.”

“Alive,” I say.

He almost smiles. It isn’t fair, the way my chest answers that. I face the trees. I go faster.

We break from trail to a ridge. We see the line below. Torches bob. Shapes move like shadows in water. Too many.

Luca throws his arm out. “Down,” he says. We drop behind a log slick with moss.

“Count,” Fred says.

“Eight... no, ten,” Luca says. “Two bigger, center. Not ours.”

Rogues. Their scent is wrong. Bitter. Rotted fruit and wet fur left in sun.

I suck in a breath to steady my stomach. That is when it happens.

Power slides under my skin. Not from me. Through me. Like the moon put a hand on my back.

I whisper, “Listen.”

“What?” Fred says.

But the wolves below tense. Heads tilt. Ears flick.

I let the breath out soft. “Stand down,” I say. Barely sound. But it goes. It goes like smoke goes. It fills the hollow places.

Our warriors still. They ease their weight. They hold.

The rogues do not.

They surge as one mass. As if a string pulled them. As if someone else moves their feet.

“On my mark,” Fred says. He looks at me. “Stay behind me.”

“No.”

He grits his teeth. “Emilie—”

“I said no.”

Luca hides a smile cough. “She did say no.”

This is not the time, but my mouth tips for a second. Then I hear a thin cry from the left line. A young voice. Fear sharp like tin.

I move before anyone can stop me.

“Emilie!” Fred hisses.

I slide through ferns and slip down the slope. Mud takes my heel, then gives it back. The cry sounds again. I find the source—a young scout under a fallen branch, leg trapped, eyes huge.

“I’ve got you,” I say.

He shakes. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I lost my—”

“Shh,” I say. “Count with me. One. Two. Three.” I lift the branch. He drags his leg free. It is not broken. It will bruise.

“Go,” I say. “Back to the ridge. Luca is there.”

He nods hard. He runs.

I spin as a rogue hits the space I just left. Teeth snap air. Hot breath. Spit flecks my cheek.

I duck. Roll. Come up with a stick in my hand like it is a spear. He lunges. I jam the stick in his mouth. He bites down. It splinters. I slam the blunt end into his nose. He yelps. I jump back.

“Here!” Fred’s voice. Close. Then he is there. He takes the rogue by the scruff and throws him into a tree like he weighs nothing. The wolf hits, gasps, falls.

Another rogue. Another. They keep coming. Fred wades into them like a storm. Luca is a blur at his side. Our warriors pour down the hill with a roar that shakes birds from the dark.

I should be afraid. I am not. My blood hums. I feel the pack like a web. I feel where the web is taut and where it sags. I breathe and the web breathes back.

“Left,” I say. Luca pivots without looking and meets a wolf mid-leap. “Now,” I say. Fred ducks as claws rake the air where his throat was. He looks at me like he heard me inside his bones.

“Keep calling,” Luca grunts. “Whatever you’re doing—it works.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I say.

“Good,” Fred says, laughing once in a way that has no joy. “Then do more.”

A howl rises from the deeper trees. Not rogue. Not ours. Something low. Old. It slides under my skin and makes my teeth ache.

The rogues shudder. Then they fight harder. Not smarter. Harder. Like the sound goads them and strips fear away.

“Something is pushing them,” Luca says. He spits blood. Not his.

“From where?” I say.

Fred’s head tilts. “East of east,” he says. “Far. Like a whisper in the underbrush.”

We push them back. Step by step. The border stones show between bodies.

“Hold!” Fred calls. “Do not cross. This is our land.”

I hear a whine. I hear the slap of iron. Iron. That first scent from the house rolls in, faint, like a memory carried on a wet wind.

I scan the dark beyond the torches. Trees. Fog. A glint like a knife wink under the moon and vanish.

“Do you see that?” I ask.

“See what?” Luca says.

“There,” I say, pointing.

Nothing now. Only branches. Only mist.

“Eyes on me,” Fred says. “We end this.”

I nod. My throat is tight. I don’t know why. A prickle climbs the back of my neck. It is not fear. It is the sense of being watched by something that will not step into light.

A rogue hits me from the side. We go down. I crash against a root. Mud fills my mouth. The wolf’s breath is rotten. He goes for my throat.

“Mine,” someone snarls. Not me.

Fred rips the wolf off and throws him so hard the body hits two trunks and drops boneless. He is panting. He looks at me like I scared him.

“Are you hurt?” he says.

“Only my pride,” I say.

He huffs. “That’s big.”

“Shut up,” I say, and find a smile even now.

He stares at my mouth like he could drink that. He steps back like he shouldn’t.

A scream floats from the far line. Not pack. Not rogue. Human. High and sharp.

We freeze.

“Hunters?” Luca says.

“On our land?” Fred says.

The scream cuts off.

Silence swallows us. Even the wind listens.

“Back,” Fred says. “We regroup at the stones.”

We form a ragged line. Our wolves limp into place, lick blood from fur, bare teeth at the dark beyond the border. The torches gutter. Smoke pushes toward us.

“Whoever is out there,” Fred calls into the trees, voice full Alpha. “Face me.”

The trees answer with quiet. Leaves drip. An owl asks a tired question and gets no reply.

I step up beside Fred. He doesn’t stop me.

“Show me,” I whisper to the dark. Not a command. A plea.

Something shifts.

Not a body. Not eyes. The smell.

It comes with the wind. It stains the wet air. Iron. Cold and mean. And behind it, a dry taste like old stone and dead fires. Old magic. Not ours. Not Moon. Something else.

My skin crawls. My mark throbs once, warning.

“Do you smell that?” I whisper.

Luca makes a face. “Like a nail in your teeth.”

Fred’s hand finds my wrist. He doesn’t hold. He is just there. Warm. Solid. “Inside,” he says to me. “Now.”

I pull my arm free. “No.”

He tries again. Softer. “Please.”

My chest aches. He can ask soft all night. My answer stays the same. “No.”

He swallows it. “Then stay behind me.”

“I’ll stay beside.”

He doesn’t argue. He takes one small step so our shoulders touch. That is a promise. Offense together. Defense together. It slides under my hurt like a bandage that has heat in it.

Luca shifts his weight and points with his chin. “Movement, two o’clock.”

We look. We see nothing. We feel something. A press against the air like a palm.

The forest seems to lean in.

A single feather falls from a high branch. Black. It spins down. Lands on the stone at Fred’s boot.

No bird above. No sound.

Luca bends and picks the feather up between two fingers. He hisses. “Hot.”

“Let it go,” I say.

He does. It makes no sound when it hits the ground. It should.

“Back,” Fred says low. “Slow.”

We do not turn our backs. We do not run. We step. One. Two. Three.

The wind changes. Comes fast from the east. It rams into me with a wall of smell. Iron, raw and bright. Smoke that is not from our torches. Something old. Something that walked here when our words were still new. It sinks into my clothes, my hair, my mouth.

It rides the wind and reaches for us.

I hear the forest answer. Not with leaves. With roots. A deep sound like the ground has a throat.

“Emilie?” Fred says. He says my name like a question. Like a prayer.

I can’t speak. My tongue is heavy, not with fear, with knowledge that doesn’t have a place yet.

Behind us, far off, the hall bells start to toll. One. Two. Three. The signal for every door to close. For pups to hide under beds. For elders to sit on the floor with their backs to the stove and their hands on prayer beads.

Luca grips his knife hilt. “It isn’t just rogues,” he says.

“No,” I whisper.

The wind lifts my hair. It finds my mark and makes it sting.

It brings a voice with it. Not a word. A sense. We Are Here.

The trees bow like something big moved between them.

I taste blood. I did not bite my tongue. The metal is in the air. It makes my teeth ache and my palms itch.

“Inside,” Fred says again, without looking at me. He is looking at the dark. He doesn’t blink.

“We hold,” I say.

“We hold,” he says.

The wind pushes harder. Smoke curls. The torches go thin and blue.

Someone behind us whispers, “What is that?”

It is close now. It is on the other side of the stone line. It does not cross. Yet.

A shape drifts between trunks. Then another. Hooded. Not heavy. Not solid. Like ash learning to walk. They stop at the stones. They tilt their heads the way wolves do when they listen.

“Hunters,” Luca breathes. “But not like the ones we know.”

Fred lifts his chin. “State your claim.”

No answer. The front shape lifts a hand. Something hangs from it. A small bag. It clinks like coins. When the wind shifts, I see teeth inside.

“Enough,” Fred growls. “Leave our border.”

The shape tilts its head the other way. Then the hand flicks. The bag arcs. It lands between stones. Teeth spill and scatter. They are not wolf teeth.

The smell hits as the bag breaks. Not just iron. Not just smoke.

Old magic. Dry and cruel.

It pours over us like a dark tide, and every wolf on our side of the line lowers their head without meaning to.

Even me.

My knees go soft. My breath snags. I stand anyway. I choose to stand.

Fred steps in front of me. Luca steps at my other side. The pack forms behind. I feel them. I feel their fear. I feel their hearts.

I lift my chin. “We will not bow,” I say, and my voice climbs and carries and comes back to me from the trees. “Not to you.”

The shapes do not move. The wind dies. The world holds a breath.

Then the smell swells, bright and bitter, full of nail and ash and old, old stone.

It rides the wind and reaches into our lungs.

It finds me first.

And I know it then.

Not rogue.

Not human.

Iron. And something older than vows.

I hear my name again, but not from Fred.

From the dark.

“Emilie,” it says without a mouth.

I do not answer.

The night tilts.

The second scent rides the wind—iron and old magic—and it hits like a gate swinging open.
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CHAPTER 2
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Fred’s POV

“Shields up. Three across,” I say. “Luca, anchor left. Don’t break the stones. No one crosses.”

Boots thud. Wolves pant. Steel clicks. The border line glows wet under the lanterns. Wind pushes smoke in our faces. It tastes like nails.

Luca nods once. “Left holds.”

“Right, watch the creek path,” I call. “They’ll try to slip there. Pair up. No solos.”

A low growl runs through my people. Not fear. Readiness. The kind that tightens the belly and makes the feet light.

The trees in front of us breathe. Not leaves. Not wind. Something else. It moves without shape. It waits.

“Whoever you are,” I shout, “this land is marked. Leave now.”

No answer. The torches crackle. Ash floats.

“Fred,” Emilie says. She is beside me, not behind. Chin up. Eyes bright. The mark on her neck is new and raw. I did that. Then I—

“Go inside,” I tell her.

“No.”

“You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not trained for this.”

She looks at me. Cold, clean. “I was born for this.”

Luca mutters, “She’s not wrong.”

I cut him a look. He lifts both hands. “Just saying.”

A branch snaps deep in the dark. Soft. Then another. A hum crawls along my skin. It finds the back of my teeth. Iron.

“Masks,” I tell the front line. “Cloth. Mouth and nose. Don’t breathe deep.”

Cloth goes up. Hands shake. Threads tie fast.

“Hunters?” Luca asks.

“Not like the ones we know,” I say.

The fog between the trees thickens. It has a weight. The shape in front is a thin shadow with a hood. No step. It glides.

It stops at the stone marker. It cocks its head. It knows the rules. It won’t cross. It doesn’t need to.

“Leave,” I say again.

It lifts a hand. A small bag hangs from a cord. It tosses the bag. It lands just over our side. It bursts. Teeth spill. Not wolf. Human. Flat and yellow and wrong. The smell spikes. Metal, smoke, old ash. The kind that never goes cold.

Someone behind me gags.

“Stay steady,” I say.

The shadow’s head turns. Deeper in the woods, something whistles. Low. One long, two short. The same rhythm as our horn. Mocking us.

Rogues come then.

They flood the space between the trunks like they pour from a bucket. Ten. Twelve. More. Their eyes shine. Their mouths foam. They don’t spread like normal wolves. They don’t test. They charge.

“Hold the line,” I shout. “On my voice.”

The front meets them with a snarl. Claws hit mud. Teeth clash.

“Left, now,” Emilie says, soft. The left wing shifts a half step. A rogue lunges where they were. He eats dirt. He doesn’t care. He gets up. He charges again.

“Duck,” she whispers. Three warriors drop in the same beat. A rogue sails over their backs and slams into a tree.

Luca flicks me a look. “How did she—”

“Eyes front,” I snap, but I heard it too. The way her words slide under skin and pull.

My wolf hears her and answers like she belongs to him. He shoves at my ribs, hot and wild. Mine, he says. Mine, you fool.

“Shut up,” I say under my breath, then louder, “Center, push. Keep shields tight. No gaps.”

Iron rings. A chain whips out of the fog and snags a wrist. The warrior it grabbed screams. I lunge, catch the chain with both hands, and yank. A handler stumbles from the trees, hood back. Human. Eyes dull. Mouth full of black. He spits and it sizzles on the ground.

“Drop it,” I say.

He grins with no joy. He lifts a little tooth from his pocket like a charm and bites down. His throat locks. He chokes. His eyes roll white.

“Poison,” Luca says, already at my side. He cuts the chain. We let the body fall. The rogue attached to the other end jerks and collapses as if the string cut the puppet.

“Guided,” Luca says.

“Driven,” I say.

Another chain flies. I bat it aside with my forearm. It burns. Skin blisters. I smell cooked leather and swallow a curse.

“Back,” Emilie says, that light voice again. “Back two steps.”

The front shifts in one clean breath. The rogues trip over the teeth line. Their momentum carries them too far. Our right side surges and pins them there.

“Who taught you that?” Luca asks her, half a grin, fighting and joking at once.

“No one,” she says. “It feels right.”

Her voice shakes on the last word. Only a little. I hear it anyway. I move closer without thinking.

“Don’t leave the stones,” I warn the right.

“We know,” someone snaps. Good. Anger means they still have fight.

More rogues spill out. They don’t look. They don’t feel. They slam and slam.

“Rotate!” I shout. “Front to back. Back to front. On Luca.”

We flow. It is messy for one breath. Then it settles. My people know how to move. We drilled for this. We didn’t drill for iron in the air or ghosts at the line.

A body hits me. Heavy. Wet. I twist. My elbow meets a skull. Bone gives. The rogue goes down. Another takes his place.

“Left flank, tighten,” Emilie says softly.

I shouldn’t listen. I do. “Tighten,” I echo, louder.

They tighten. A rogue’s paw skids off a shield and snaps his wrist. He howls. He keeps coming. He can’t stop. Something pushes him from behind his eyes.

“Don’t kill if you can help it,” Emilie says.

My head snaps toward her. “What?”

“They’re bound,” she says. “They’ll die when the chain breaks.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

“How?”

Her eyes flash. “I just do.”

She takes one step forward. I catch her arm.

“Don’t,” I say.

“I have to see,” she says.

“I said don’t.”

“Fred.” Just my name. A soft cut.

I let go. I hate that I let go. I hate that I’m glad she’s still within reach.

“Cover her,” I tell Luca.

“I’ve got her,” he says, already moving with her, matching, guard-high.

She walks to the first fallen rogue. She kneels fast, sure, no fear in the line of her back. She touches the iron chain with two fingers and hisses, but she doesn’t pull back. She closes her eyes. Her mouth moves. No sound.

The chain cracks. A hairline. Like ice in spring. The rogue on the ground shudders. His breath changes. He looks at her like he is seeing a face for the first time in a year. His eyes are brown. Not wild. Human eyes in a wolf head.

He licks her wrist. He dies.

She flinches. Just once. Then she stands.

“Next,” she says.

“We don’t have time,” I say.

“We do,” she says. “Make time.”

“Fred,” Luca says, eyes on the trees. “More coming.”

“Of course,” I say. “Because nothing is simple.”

“Never,” he says.

Two rogues hit my shield. My shoulder rattles. I shove them off, slide, spin, let the second’s bite skim leather instead of skin. My feet know this dance. My body knows. My head is a mess. Duty pulls one way. The bond pulls the other. Pride stands between, arms crossed, angry at both.

“Listen to me,” I tell myself. “After. You fix it after.”

My wolf laughs at that. He wants now.

A horn blows to the south. Our note. One long. Two short. It echoes. It isn’t ours.

“Mocking bird,” Luca says.

“Keep your eyes,” I say.

Something moves in the fog beyond the stones. Tall. Not a wolf. Not a man. A shape like a man made of old smoke. Not heavy. Older than us. It watches. It feeds.

“Witch,” I mutter.

“Not mine,” Ariadne says, appearing at my right like she walked out of a pocket in the air. Hair braided. Hands full of salt and herbs. Eyes mean. “And not old forest. This is null work.”

“Help me breathe,” I say.

She lifts a small jar. “Rub this under the nose.”

I do. It burns. It clears.

“Give me more,” I say.

“Later,” she says. “I don’t have plenty.”

She throws a line of bright powder over the teeth on the ground. It sizzles. The smell dims.

“Better,” Luca says, sniffing.

A rogue catches Ariadne’s skirt. She jerks free and kicks him in the jaw. He goes limp. She doesn’t look at him again.

“Your girl,” she says to me, tipping her chin at Emilie, “is awake.”

“Don’t call her—” I start.

She cuts me with a look. “Shut up and watch.”

I turn.

Emilie stands with one foot on the stone line and one foot on our ground. Her hands hang loose. Her face is calm. It isn’t empty. It is full of quiet. Her skin hums like air before lightning. The small hairs on my arms lift.

She breathes in. She breathes out.

“Left unit,” she says. “Two steps back. Right unit, angle in.”

They move. They don’t ask who gave the order. They feel it the way I feel it. Like the Moon is talking in a human voice.

The rogues crash again. The new angle sends them into each other. They snarl and bite at the wrong throats. It buys us space.

“Good,” I say. I don’t mean to say it out loud.

She glances at me. Then away. Duty first. Always.

A handler with a hood tries to run for the creek. I sprint, catch him by the cloak, and slam him to the dirt. He claws at me. His nails are iron. They scrape my jacket and spark.

“Who sent you?” I say.

He grins with bloody teeth. “King,” he says. “Null.”

“Names,” I say. “Say a name I can break.”

He shakes his head and bites the inside of his cheek. Black slick runs from his mouth. His breath stops. His eyes dull.

I drive my fist into the mud beside his head. It hurts. Good. Pain makes things simple.

“Dead,” Luca says, arriving late by a heartbeat because he won’t leave Emilie bare. “Again.”

“They train them to die,” I say.

“They train them to stop talking,” he says.

We look up together. The fog is thicker now. Shapes move inside it. Not many. Enough to hold the line tense and bleeding.

“How long?” Luca asks.

“As long as it takes to scare us,” I say.

“We don’t scare easy.”

“They don’t know that,” I say.

He laughs once. He has blood on his teeth. “Maybe we should tell them.”

A rogue slams into me from the blind side. I take the hit, roll, come up in a crouch with my knife ready. He comes again. I catch his jaw, twist, pin. “Sleep,” I growl. He does. It shocks me. It shouldn’t. My voice never worked like that. That wasn’t me.

I look at Emilie.

She meets my eyes for the first time since the hall. Her mouth tips. Not a smile. A note. She saw. She knows.

“Together,” she says.

“Together,” I say back.

Her fingers twitch like she wants to reach for me. She doesn’t. Mine curl like I already did. I don’t.

Wind picks up. It pushes fog downstream. For a breath we see clear.

Three handlers stand on the other side of the stones with poles. Each pole has a chain. Each chain has a hook. Each hook sinks into the hide of a rogue like a thorn. The rogues jerk when the handlers twitch their wrists. They bleed where iron enters them. They don’t care. They can’t.

“Cut the strings,” Emilie says.

“Archers,” I shout. “Hooks, not hearts. Aim for the poles.”

Three arrows fly. One takes a hook clean and pins it to a tree. The rogue attached gasps and drops. The second arrow cuts a chain. The rogue goes still, then sobs like a man. He dies. The third arrow hits a handler in the eye. He falls like a sack.

The other handlers don’t run. They don’t even flinch.

“What are they?” Luca asks.

“Done,” Ariadne says. “Nothing left of their will.”

“Can you break it?” I ask.

She lifts one shoulder. “Maybe. Not at this scale. Not fast.”

“Then we hold,” I say.

“We hold,” she says, and spits into the leaves.

The fog closes again. The shape deeper in the trees tilts its head. It never moves. It waits for us to tire. It waits for us to make a mistake. It waits to see if we deserve to keep what we claim.

“Hard right,” Emilie says. “Now.”

The right unit swings. The center widens. Two rogues fall into the space and get smothered. A third claws for the gap. Luca meets him with a shield edge and a grunt. Teeth scatter. Blood sprays. Mine? His? I don’t check.

“Fred,” Emilie says, soft. I step to her before I can think I shouldn’t.

“Tell me,” I say.

“This isn’t all of them,” she says.

“I know.”

“There’s a voice out there,” she says.

“I know.”

“It’s talking to me,” she says.

I go still. “What does it say?”

“Welcome,” she says, like the word tastes bad. “Home.”

My jaw locks. My neck hurts. “Ignore it.”

She looks at me like I’m funny. “I can’t.”

“Then don’t answer.”

“I won’t.”

“Good.”

A rogue with a split ear lunges at us. I shoulder Emilie back and take the hit. He snaps for my throat. I slam my forearm in his mouth. He bites down. Pain rips up my arm. I twist, jam my knife into soft belly. He shudders. He goes limp. He slides off.

“Don’t do that again,” Emilie says, voice tight.

“You were too close.”

“So were you.”

“Always,” I say.

We look at each other. Heat hits like a hand at the back of my neck. My wolf shoves. Want. Claim. Mark. Make safe. My skin pulls tight over bone.

“Not now,” I say to him.

He snarls and paces and shows teeth at me from inside my chest. He doesn’t like orders. He likes hers.

I breathe out. “Luca, switch,” I call. “Your side lead. I’ll take left.”

He moves without question. That’s why he’s my Beta.

My Beta, I think. The word tastes wrong in my mouth for the first time. It tastes heavy. It tastes like chains. I look at Emilie and the chain in my chest snaps and hits the floor of my rib cage with a hard clang.

“Later,” I tell myself again. “Fight first.”

My shoulder burns from the bite. Blood runs down my wrist and makes my grip slick. I bare my teeth at the pain like a dog. It backs up a step.

A handler throws another bag of teeth. Ariadne shouts and scatters salt. The bag hits the line and sizzles and goes dark.

“Nice,” Luca says.

“I know,” Ariadne says, fierce and pleased.

“More,” I say.

“Make me some in the back room?” she says. “With what? Hope?”

“Use my blood,” I say.

She squints at me. “I would, but then you’d faint. Then I’d have to pick you up. Then who would stand there and look tall and angry?”

“Luca can,” I say.

“I can,” Luca says, proud and offended at once.

Ariadne snorts and throws another line of bright powder. “Hold a minute.”

We hold.

Emilie steps forward again, one step. She opens her hands.

“Don’t,” I start.

“Let her,” Ariadne says. “Look at her. The ground likes her.”

I look.

It does.

The grass leans toward her boots. The stones hum. The air near her skin moves like heat over summer road. The mark at her throat glows the faintest gold, then fades. Her breathing goes slow. Her eyes go wide and calm.

She speaks.

“Left unit,” she says, “drop.”

They drop. Every one. A hook whistles over their heads. It was meant to rip throats. It hits a tree and showers sparks.

“Rise,” she says. They rise.

“Center, peel,” she says. The center splits like a mouth opening. A rogue lunges into the gap and finds nothing. He slides into our trap. Shields come down. He is pinned. He pants like a machine that ran too long.

I’m not breathing. My chest won’t move. I force it. In. Out.

“Emilie,” I say. “How are you doing that?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “It feels like singing from the ground. I just... match it.”

“Keep matching,” I say.

“Until when?”

“Until they break.”

“Or we do.”

“We won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

She looks at me again. A tiny nod. Like I said the right thing for once.

“Behind!” Luca roars.

We spin. Three rogues hit us from the side we didn’t think they could reach. One goes for Emilie. I don’t think. I move. I take his weight. He slams us both into the stone. My spine sings. My knife is gone. My right hand closes on his throat. I squeeze. He claws my chest. Leather shrieks.

“Mine,” my wolf snarls. Mine to kill. Mine to protect.

Emilie’s palm lands on my bared forearm. Not hard. Gentle.

“Easy,” she says.

The word slides into me. The red haze in my skull goes pale. My grip loosens. Not much. Enough.

“Sleep,” she says to the rogue.

He does. He goes loose under my hand. I let him drop.

I stare at her. “How—”

“I said easy,” she whispers, like she’s surprised too.

A handler runs at us. He has a blade with a black edge. He swings for Emilie’s belly. Luca meets him in a blur and takes the cut on his bracer. Sparks fly. He kicks the handler’s knee. It breaks. The handler drops and bites his own tongue. Black foam. Dead.

“Stop doing that,” Luca snaps at the dead man.

“He can’t hear you,” Ariadne says.

“He can,” Luca says. “And he’s rude.”

“Fred,” Emilie says, voice small. “I’m cold.”

I look at her hands. They shake. Her lips are blue around the edges. Power eats heat. New power eats fast.

“Coat,” I bark. A warrior strips his cloak and throws it. I wrap it around her shoulders. I don’t let my fingers linger. I want to. I don’t.

“You stay warm or you go inside,” I say.

“Yes, Alpha,” she says.

The word cuts. Not in a bad way. In a way that makes my spine straighten and my chest hurt.

“I’m not—” I start, then stop. Not now. “Focus.”

“I am.”

“Good.”

The fog thins a little. The shape in the deep watches. It nods, maybe. Or the light tricks me.

“Who is that?” I ask Ariadne without looking away.

“A messenger,” she says. “Or a mouth.”

“Whose?”

“You’ll learn,” she says. “Or it will make you.”

“Your words are not nice,” Luca says.

“My words are true,” she says.

The ground under the stones trembles. Roots shift. The stone line lifts a breath like it has lungs. Emilie goes very still.

“Do you feel that?” she whispers.

“Yes,” I say. It feels like a drum under my feet. Slow. Old. Not enemy. Not friend. Just here.

She nods once. Her eyes close. She listens.

The rogues don’t stop. They slam. They fall. They get up. They bleed. They die when the chain breaks. No mercy ends that. Mercy only makes it faster.

“Front is shaking,” Luca calls. “We need relief.”

“Rotate again,” I say. “Ariadne, more powder.”

“Almost empty,” she says. “Make this count.”

“Always,” I say.

I lift my head. I put my voice up high where the pack can catch it. “On me,” I call. “Breathe. In. Out.”

They do. Even in blood. Even with iron on the tongue. Even with fear. They breathe with me.

“Left holds,” I say. “Right, one step.”

They move like one thing. It isn’t perfect. It’s enough.

And still they come.

I look at Emilie. She is snow and fire at once. Her hair sticks to her cheek. Mud streaks her knees. The coat I forced on her is already wet and heavy. Her mouth is flat in a line that says: I will not fall.

Power hums under her skin. I see it now with new eyes. Not light like a torch. Light like a deep pool under moon. It pulses soft. It pulls. My wolf goes to his knees inside me. He wants to crawl to her and put his head under her hand like a boy. He wants to be still and safe and seen.

“Not yet,” I tell him.

He shows teeth. He yields. Barely.

The shape in the woods lifts its hand. Every chain jerks at once. Every rogue screams. They rush as one body. It hits us like a wave.

“Brace!” I roar.

Shields slam down. Feet dig in. Teeth flash. Claws tear leather. Metal sings. Bodies go down. Mine almost does. Luca grabs my collar and drags me back into the line. I wink at him. He rolls his eyes. We live. For now.

“Enough,” Emilie says.

Her voice is soft. It slips into me and sets a hook. I look at her. She walks to the center. She steps onto the biggest stone. It should be slick. It holds her.

“Emilie,” I say. “Wait.”

She looks at me once. Not to ask. To say: I’m doing this.

She lifts her chin.

“Stand down,” she says.

Not loud.

Clear.

It travels like wind through grass.

It goes through my chest and into my bones. It slides into my knees. It pushes, gentle and sure.

Luca’s eyes go wide. Ariadne’s mouth opens like she forgot how to talk. The front line shivers.

Warriors kneel.

Not one or two. All of them.

Every head bows. Every knee hits earth.

Even mine.

I try to fight it. I can’t. My wolf rolls to his back and bares his throat and sighs, content and wild.

“Emilie,” I breathe, and the name tastes like worship and war.

Around us, the pack kneels.

All of them.

To her.
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CHAPTER 3
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Emilie’s POV

The wind dies first.

Then the fog pulls back like it was never there. Torches spit and settle. Bodies shift. Boots scrape earth. The ground hum under my feet fades to a soft, deep note.

I step off the stone.

Silence holds for a breath.

Then voices break.

“Did you see—”

“Moon save us—”

“She said one word—”

“Unwanted girl did that?”

I keep my spine straight.

Luca rises slow, like his knees forgot how to stand. He drags a glove across his jaw and smiles at me without all his teeth. “Remind me to never argue with your ‘stand down,’” he says.

Ariadne blows out a breath and ties her hair again with a strip of leather. “Remind me to bottle it,” she mutters. “Sell it. Retire rich.”

I try to smile. My mouth won’t listen. My hands shake inside the cloak Fred threw over my shoulders. Heat left me fast. The cold bites.

Fred steps close. “Are you—”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re white,” he says.

“Lantern light does that,” I say.

He looks at my hands. He doesn’t take them. His jaw moves like a locked door. “We go back,” he says. “Now.”

Luca tips his head toward the trees. “Shapes are gone.”

A single black feather sits on the stone. No bird. Ariadne picks it up with a twig, hisses, drops it in a jar, and corks the lid. “Later,” she says. “I’ll talk to it.”

“Do feathers talk?” Luca asks.

“Everything talks,” she says. “Some of it I can stand.”

We move.

Warriors limp. Some carry others. A few carry nothing and stare like sleep fell out of their eyes. There are bodies on the ground. Rogue and handler. We lift our own. We do not touch theirs.

People wait at the fence. Faces pale. Mouths tight. When they see me, the noise shifts. It goes low. Wet. It slides under skin.

“Poor thing.”

“Unwanted.”

“Marked and thrown away.”

“Did you see how she stood?”

“She made us kneel.”

“She is dangerous.”

“She is ours.”

“Is she?”

My cheek heats. I keep looking ahead.

Sienna stands on the porch steps in a soft shawl, a lantern cupped in both hands. Light turns her hair to bright thread. Her eyes jump over the line until they find Fred. They stop there. Then they move to me.

She steps down one step. Then another. People turn, open space for her like water parts for a boat.

“Em,” she says. Voice low. Warm. Frayed at the edges.

“I’m here,” I say.

Her eyes skitter over the mud on my knees, the blood at my cuff, the dark bite mark on my throat. She flinches when she sees that. She hides it with a smile too fast. “You’re shaking.”

“I’ll warm up inside.”

“Come,” she says.

Her hand lifts. It hovers near my arm. It doesn’t touch.

Maris comes quick behind her. She has a blanket. She has a mouth full of words. “My girl—”

I step back.

The blanket falls over my shoulders anyway. Her fingers catch at the edge and smooth it. “You’re cold,” she whispers. “You always go cold when you’re scared.”

“I’m not scared,” I say.

“You are,” she says. “You always were good at hiding it.”

The words move under my skin and press on places I didn’t know were sore. I shift and let them slip off. “I need to see to the wounded,” I say.

“You need to sit,” she says.

“I said no,” I say, gentle as I can.

She pulls her hand back like the cloth burned her.

Sienna glances at her, then at me. “I’ll go with you,” she says.

“To the wounded?”

“Yes.”

“You hate blood,” I say.

“I hate you bleeding,” she says.

We look at each other. My throat tightens. I nod once. “All right.”

Fred says, “Emilie—”

“I know,” I say. “Stay where you can see me. But don’t hover.”

“I don’t hover,” he says.

He hovers.

We cross the yard.

Pups peer from door cracks. Elders sit on the steps with hands wrapped in prayer strings. Warriors lean against porch posts and pull air in long, slow rips like they might drink it.

Whispers move with us. Some double back and stab.

“Unwanted.”

“Poor thing.”

“She made us bow.”

“She is not like us.”

“She is us.”

Rowan’s voice stabs through the rest. “To the hall,” he calls. “Pack, to the hall.”

Of course.

Sienna makes a face I don’t catch in time. It’s small. It looks like a bruise looks after a day. She hides it with the smile she wears for crowds.

People move toward the long house, lanterns bobbing. The hall is old wood and old smoke and the smell of stew that never really leaves the boards. Banners hang from the rafters, blue and white with our crest. The floor is scarred with a thousand fights and a thousand dances. We stand inside the door and let the flow shake itself into rows.
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