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BRODY POV

The first scream arrived on the wind before the alarm howl ever rose, sharp enough to cut through the quiet of Ironclaw’s night. I remember standing outside my family’s cabin with bare feet pressed into cold dirt, staring at the treeline as if something inside the dark was staring back at me. The air felt different, tense, heavier than usual. Even before the warning howl echoed across the mountains, my wolf stirred under my skin, uneasy, pacing, picking up something I didn’t have words for.




Then the alarm hit.

A single, shattering call that split the night open. My chest tightened. Warriors sprinted past me, half-shifted, teeth bared, dragging weapons from racks along the walls. Their bodies flashed through torchlight in quick streaks of fur and muscle. Some barked orders. Some shouted for their pups to run inside. Some didn’t look back at all.




I had never heard the pack move like that. Not with fear. Not with urgency. Not with that metallic scent rolling off their skin. Later I’d learn it was panic. That night, I only knew that something terrible was about to crash into my world.




My father burst from the cabin. He didn’t see me at first. He was already shifting bones stretching, skin tearing, muscles reshaping until the wolf took over. I watched his dark fur erupt along his back, and felt the ground shake as his paws hit the earth. He looked powerful, unstoppable, the way all fathers look to their sons before the world teaches them otherwise.




Only then did he notice me. His wolf’s eyes locked onto mine, blazing gold under the moon. He growled once not at me, but to warn me. To keep me away. Then he ran. I didn’t listen. I followed the sound of shouting down the mountain path, slipping between bodies, dodging claws and weapons as warriors rushed to the border.




The deeper I went, the stronger the scent of blood became. Not fresh blood. Not clean. This was the sour kind that came from wounds torn wide. It clung to the air, heavy enough to taste. My heartbeat pounded in my ears. My fingers shook. My wolf clawed at me, confused and scared, wanting to run one way while instinct yanked me another.




When I reached the clearing, the world tilted. My father lay on the ground.

His wolf form was half-shifted back, the fur along his side soaked through with red. His chest rose once, then fell like the air was trying to escape him. His claws dug into the dirt as if he was trying to hold onto something slipping out of his reach. Warriors surrounded him, shouting. I stumbled forward, pushing past legs and boots until I fell to my knees beside him.




Dad? My voice cracked. He didn’t answer. His eyes found mine. They weren’t gold anymore. They were dim, fading. His breath rattled in his throat. I pressed my hands against the gash on his side even though I knew I couldn’t stop the bleeding. Warmth spread through my fingers, too much of it, soaking into my skin. I leaned closer, desperate for him to say something, anything, but all I heard was silence. It tore through me harder than any roar.




My wolf howled inside me, frantic, clawing, trying to reach him the way wolves reach their own in their last moments. But there was nothing left to reach. His body shuddered once, then went still.




Everything inside me froze. The noise around me blurred into a low hum. Warriors shouted orders. Someone tugged at my shoulder, trying to pull me away. Another warrior cursed under his breath, calling for more reinforcements. But none of it cut through the numbness in my chest. My father’s head rested against my arm. His eyes were open, but the light in them was gone.




I didn’t move. I didn’t speak. I couldn’t. The world had shifted in a way I didn’t understand yet. I only felt the cold rushing in, settling under my skin.




Then HE arrived. My stepfather. He strode into the clearing with a full shift of dominance rolling off him. Even before he spoke, the air changed. Packmates straightened. Some stepped back. Some bowed their heads. He surveyed the scene with the calm of a man seeing an inevitable result, not a tragedy.




His gaze landed on my father’s body, then on me. He didn’t speak right away. He simply knelt, placed a hand on my father’s shoulder, and declared in a hard, steady voice: Ironclaw cannot afford weakness.




The words struck deeper than claws.




He rose, towering over the pack as if he had already rehearsed this moment. He lifted his chin, eyes burning with an authority that demanded obedience. Effective immediately, he shouted, Ironclaw answered me. We will rebuild stronger. Harder. No more softness. No more hesitation. Anyone who challenges this will answer for it.




Fear swept through the crowd like a sudden wind. Heads lowered. Bodies stiffened. I stood there with blood drying on my hands, too numb to understand what his rise to power truly meant yet but I felt it.




A shift. A wrongness. Something sharp that would dig into all of us for years. As warriors carried my father’s body away, I stayed on my knees until the clearing emptied. The night felt colder. The stars seemed farther away. My wolf curled inside me, grieving, trembling, trying to make sense of a world that suddenly made no sense at all.




In the days that followed, everything changed.

Training doubled.

Punishments became public.

Compassion became a weakness.

Silence became survival.




My stepfather ruled with commands that snapped like claws. Wolves who once smiled at me now kept their distance. His voice filled the halls, shaping the pack into a machine built for control and discipline. I learned quickly that crying was unacceptable. Speaking out was dangerous. Hoping for comfort was pointless.




The pack adapted. Some with fear. Some with obedience. I adapted too, even though every part of me wanted to howl for someone to tell me it wouldn’t be like this forever.




Years passed like that. When I turned fifteen, everything finally broke.

It happened during a training session. My stepfather pushed us until the wolves collapsed. He didn’t care who bled, who shook, who couldn’t stand anymore. He only cared about endurance, obedience, and the ability to take pain without flinching.




I took hit after hit, refusing to fall. But eventually my knee buckled, and I hit the dirt hard. Laughter rippled through the line of trainees. Not amused laughter. Harsh, cutting, the kind that chipped at bone. I struggled back up, but my stepfather stepped toward me with slow deliberation.




You rely too much on instinct, he said. That’s why you’ll never be ready. The words hit harder than any blow. He turned away before I could respond. The dismissal in that gesture burned deeper than his criticism. I stayed on the ground until the training ended. Everyone filed out. I didn’t move. My chest felt tight, like something inside me was cracking open. When I finally pushed myself to my feet, I didn’t go home.




I walked into the woods. Far enough that no one would follow. Deep enough that the silence felt like a wall closing around me. My hands trembled as I pressed them against a fallen tree. My breath came in short bursts. My wolf paced frantically, confused and angry, wanting to fight but unable to find an enemy. I whispered the truth out loud for the first time: No one’s coming for me. The words hung in the air like frost.




My wolf went still. There, in that quiet, I realized something I should have known long before: I was alone. Completely. And if I wanted to survive Ironclaw, I had to become my own weapon.




So I took control. I returned to the cabin, grabbed the small tattoo kit I’d stolen months ago, and locked myself in my room. My hands shook, but my resolve didn’t. I sat on the floor with the ink, the needle, and a stubborn determination burning through my chest.




The first touch of the needle stung like fire. My breath caught. I pressed harder. The smell of ink filled the room. Each puncture echoed with something inside me: anger, grief, truth. The burn traveled up my arm, sharp enough to make my eyes blur, but I didn’t stop.




When I finished, the mark glaring back at me was crude, raw, slightly uneven. But it was mine.

My first scar by choice. My first act of rebellion. My first promise to myself.

I wiped the blood away, sat back, and stared at it until the pain settled into something steadier a reminder. I wouldn’t rely on anyone ever again. I wouldn’t show weakness. I wouldn’t let the world decide my worth.




When I rose and stepped outside, the moonlight cut across my skin, glinting off the fresh ink. The night felt colder than the one that stole my father, but I felt different.




Harder.

Sharper.

Certain. I walked out of the shadows with a new vow carved beneath my skin: I will never break again. No matter who tries to take me apart.

And I didn’t know it then, but somewhere in another pack, someone existed who would one day challenge every part of that promise.




Someone whose presence would shake the walls I built.

Someone I never expected.

Someone my wolf would recognize with a single breath. But that night, I stood alone and convinced myself of one truth:




Strength meant needing no one. A promise I would learn to fear the moment fate brought him into my life.
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NATE POV

The ridge always looked different at dawn.

I stood at the edge of Crescent Ridge territory with the wind in my face and frost clinging to the grass, and for the first time in my life, the view felt less like home and more like a test. The air was sharp enough to sting my lungs when I breathed in. The pack grounds behind me were quiet, the kind of quiet that made every small sound stand out the groan of wood as a door opened, the faint pad of paws, the rustle of branches as the wind pushed through them.




It felt like the whole world was holding still, waiting to see if I would live up to my name.




Nate. My father’s voice came from behind me, steady and clipped. I straightened before I turned. I didn’t have to look to know his expression. Alpha Rowan King never allowed doubt to touch his face in public. Or in private, really.




I faced him with my hands relaxed at my sides, shoulders back, spine straight. Years of training made the posture natural by now. He stood a few steps away, dark coat buttoned, gray at his temples barely visible in the dawn light. His eyes swept over me oncechecking, measuringbefore he came to a stop.




Your escort will be ready soon, he said. No greeting. No warmth. Just information. I wanted to speak to you first.




My stomach tightened. I kept my expression even.

Yes, Father. He studied me like he might study a new patrol route, searching for flaws in the structure.




You know what is expected of you at Alpha Camp, he said. It wasn’t a question. Crescent Ridge has held its standing for generations. We are respected. We obey. That is not by accident.




I could hear the unspoken words: do not be the one who drops that weight. I understand, I said. Leadership demands more than strength in a fight. His gaze didn’t soften, but it sharpened. It requires control. Restraint. You cannot afford errors. You cannot afford to be average. You will rank among the top heirs. You will represent this pack with precision.




The cold seeped through my boots and into my bones. I kept my breath steady. This was not new. This was the same speech he had been giving me in different forms since I could walk.




Yes, Father, I answered again.

His eyes narrowed a fraction. Not ‘yes, Father.’ Tell me what that means. I forced myself not to look away. It means I will do what I’ve been trained to do, I said. Fight well. Plan better. Control my temper. Keep Crescent Ridge above question in every test.




A tiny nod. Approval. It landed in my chest like a stone. I waited for something else, something that might sound like trust or belief, but it never came. Remember who you are, he said instead. You are not simply Nate. You are King. Every choice you make carries our crest.




My wolf stirred at the back of my mind, restless but quiet. It didn’t like the way my father always spoke as if I belonged more to the pack than to myself. I pushed the reaction down before it could reach my face.




I won’t fail you, I said. He studied me one more second, then turned his head toward the cabins as if he had already moved on in his mind.

Your mother wished to see you before you left, he said. Make it brief. The convoy will not wait.




He turned and walked away without touching my shoulder or offering any kind of goodbye. I watched him go, the straight line of his back cutting across the path. He passed a pair of pack members and they dipped their heads instantly, bodies folding with reflexive respect.




They always did. I stood alone at the border for another breath, then turned back toward the heart of Crescent Ridge.




The pack grounds were waking up in soft pieces now doors opening, smoke lifting from chimneys, low voices murmuring in the chill morning. Crescent Ridge did not shout the way some packs did. We lived in control. Our wolves patrolled with quiet steps. Our children trained with lined-up form and timed drills. The whole place ran like a system that had been refined through decades of rules written and unwritten.




I grew up learning where to stand in every room. Which words to choose in every conversation. When to speak. When to stay silent. We were known for steady hands and calm minds, and my father made sure I would never forget that I was the future of that image.

Nathaniel? My mother’s voice was soft but clear. I turned toward the sound before I even realized I was doing it.




She stood on the porch of our cabin, wrapped in a thick shawl, hair pulled back but loose enough for strands to escape around her face. Her expression carried worry she tried and failed to hide. When our eyes met, something in my chest eased just a little.




I walked up the steps, and she reached for my face with both hands at once, warming my cheeks with her palms. You’re cold, she said, frowning. Have you been standing out there long? Not that long, I lied.

Her thumbs brushed the corners of my mouth, as if checking whether I’d forgotten how to smile.




You didn’t sleep, she said quietly. I’m fine. Your ‘I’m fine’ has dark circles, she replied, glancing under my eyes. The corners of her lips lifted, but the worry stayed. I tried to shrug it off. Big day.




Her expression softened. Yes. A big day for you. For us. She stepped back a little so she could really look at me. I remember the first time your father left for camp. He was eighteen. Stiffer than you. Less hair.




A laugh tugged at the edge of my throat. I let a small one slip out. You told him that? Oh, I told him many things he did not listen to. Her gaze flicked briefly toward where my father had gone. But I’m hoping I have better luck with you.




She reached into the folds of her shawl and brought out a small leather cord with a flat, polished stone threaded through the center. The stone was smoky gray with faint streaks of white. I recognized it immediately. I had seen it once before, years ago, tucked into the pocket of her old cloak.




You kept that, I said. Of course I kept it. She pressed it into my hand and curled my fingers around it. Your grandfather wore this when he went into battle. Not because it held some grand magic, but because it reminded him of home. Of what he was fighting for. Take it with you. Not as a weight, but as a choice.




My chest tightened. I already have enough to carry, I said before I could stop myself. Her eyes softened even more. I know.

The wind tugged at the edges of her shawl. Behind her, through the open door, I could see the familiar lines of our home: the long table where pack reports were sometimes spread, the hooks on the wall where my father hung his coat, the worn place near the hearth where I used to sit as a kid and read while my parents argued in low voices about patrol routes and treaties.




She followed my gaze, then looked back at me.




Your father wants a perfect Alpha, she said. The council wants security. The pack wants stability. I… Her voice thickened, but she didn’t look away. I just want you to remember that you are more than a role. Whatever happens at that camp, don’t let them strip you down to a mask.




That’s what I was trained for, I said. It came out more tiring than I meant. I know, she repeated. But training is not the same as truth. I closed my hand tighter around the stone. It dug into my palm in a way that felt solid, grounding.




I don’t know how to be anything but what they expect, I admitted.

She stepped in and pulled me into a hug before I could decide whether to allow it or not. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders, and for a second, I let myself relax. The scent of her soap, tea, something warm cut through the sharp morning air and made my wolf settle, if only a little.




You start by listening to yourself, not just to them, she said near my ear. Even if it’s only here. She tapped my chest once with two fingers as she pulled back. The rest will come.

I didn’t fully believe her. But I wanted to. A horn sounded in the distance short, low, clipped. My escort was ready.




Her eyes closed briefly at the sound. When she opened them, there was pride in them, but it was tangled with a quiet fear. Go, she said, smoothing my collar. Or your father will come looking, and neither of us wants that.

Probably not, I said.




She smiled, but it faded almost as fast as it appeared. If you ever feel like you’re losing yourself there, she added, remember this: you don’t have to earn my pride. You already have it. My throat tightened. Thank you, I managed. She stepped back so I could turn away. As I walked off the porch, I felt her eyes on my back all the way down the path.




The training grounds stretched along the slope, stone paths lined with trimmed hedges, sparring circles marked into packed dirt. I’d spent more mornings than I could count here. My days had started before sunrise with my father’s voice pulling me from bed and my wolf trying to pretend it was still asleep.




Diplomacy lessons after breakfast. Battle drills before lunch. Council simulations in the afternoons. Pack history in the evenings. There were no empty hours, no careless days. Everything had shaped me into a weapon with a polite smile.




You’re early. One of the warriors standing by the vehicles glanced at the sky as I approached. He was half-shifted, claws visible, eyes bright. The Alpha will be pleased.




Good, I said. Wouldn’t want to ruin his morning. The warrior huffed out a little sound that might have been a laugh. He opened the vehicle door, and I paused with my hand on the frame for a moment, looking back up the hill.




Crescent Ridge stood framed by fir trees and stone walls, steady and controlled. Wolves moved with measured steps, nodding at one another with that mix of reserve and respect we were known for. Pups darted between cabins, already training their bodies to move in quiet lines rather than wild arcs.




I had been told my entire life that this place was worth any sacrifice.

My wolf pressed against my ribs, restless, as if it could sense I was crossing some unseen line. It didn’t speak in words, but there was a feeling of unease, curiosity, something that felt like a tug toward something I had not met yet.




It’ll be fine, I told him, though I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince.




I climbed into the vehicle and set my bag at my feet. The leather was worn at the corners from years of use. Inside, everything was organized with a neatness my father approved of: folded clothes, knives wrapped carefully in cloth, camp documents, a slim book of pack law, a pen, a blank notebook. Tucked in the inner pocket was my mother’s stone, cool against my fingers when I checked for it again.




Ready? the warrior asked. As I’ll ever be, I said.

The engine rumbled to life, and the vehicle rolled forward. We passed the training rings, the watchtower, and the old well near the meeting hall. Wolves turned to watch us go. Some lifted hands. Some lowered their heads. A few young trainees stared openly, eyes wide, soaking in the image of their future Alpha leaving for the place they all whispered about after lights-out.




My father stood near the main gate with two council members on either side. His coat was perfect. His stance was perfect. His face gave nothing away. The vehicle slowed so I could step out one last time. My escort stayed back. I walked up to him, the gravel crunching under my boots.




This is your chance, he said without greeting. Use it well. The heirs you meet there will stand at your side or across from you for the next forty years. Remember that.




Yes, Father. He studied me one more time, as if checking for cracks.

You will rank in the top tier, he said. Crescent Ridge does not settle for less. If you fall short, it reflects on all of us.




I understand. He gave a single sharp nod. I expect reports. Regularly. Do not let the camp loosen you.

I almost told him that nothing had ever been able to loosen me. Not in the way he meant. But I swallowed the words. I won’t, I said.




My mother stood a few paces behind him now. She hadn’t come closer, probably to avoid another argument with him about how much pressure was too much. Our eyes met for a heartbeat, and she gave the smallest nod, as if handing me strength over the distance.

Safe travels, Alpha heir, she said, loud enough for others to hear.




Her voice made my wolf hold still. Thank you, I said.




My father stepped back. The unspoken dismissal was clear. I turned and walked toward the vehicle again without looking over my shoulder. If I looked back, I wasn’t sure the control on my face would hold.

Once I was inside and the gates began to open, I let my shoulders drop a fraction. The walls of Crescent Ridge slid past the window, stone and wood and memory. In a few seconds, they were behind us. The forest closed in around the road as we climbed higher toward the mountains.




Trees stretched on both sides, tall and dark, their branches clawing at the sky. Snow dusted the higher peaks. The air cooled fast as we climbed, seeping through the cracks in the window and raising goosebumps along my arms.




My wolf pressed forward again, more awake now that we were leaving familiar ground. You’re restless, I thought. It nudged against my mind, not in words, but in a feeling that made my chest tighten. A strange mix of nerves and something that almost felt like anticipation.




What do you think we’ll find there? I murmured under my breath.

It gave me a faint push that felt like a question thrown back at me.

The warrior in the passenger seat glanced over his shoulder. Something on your mind?




Just thinking, I said. He nodded once and turned back around.

The road bent along a ridge, giving me a view of the valley below. The world seemed to stretch on forever, trees and rock and shadow. Somewhere out there, other packs were waking, training, preparing their heirs for the same camp. Heirs I’d be expected to lead. Or beat. Prove your worth, my father’s voice echoed in my head. Make Crescent Ridge proud.




I had never known what it meant to make myself proud. I closed my eyes and tightened my hand around the stone in my pocket.

I will do what I have to do, I told myself. Whatever it costs.




The vehicle made a sharp turn, and the mountains ahead rose higher, jagged against the brightening sky. At the top, somewhere beyond the next ridge and the next, Ravencall Plateau waited. Training. Tests. Enemies. Allies. And something my wolf could sense in the distance even if I couldn’t name it yet.




I sat up straighter and opened my eyes, watching the road narrow as we climbed. I had no idea that the moment my boots hit that camp ground, everything I thought I knew about strength, control, and myself would start to come apart in someone else’s eyes.
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BRODY POV

The wind hit me the second I stepped out of the transport.

Cold, thin, sharp. It rushed across Ravencall Plateau like it was trying to peel the skin from my face. Voices crashed against it from every directionlaughter, shouting, low growlsmixing into a noisy mess that made my wolf flatten his ears in my head.




So this was it. The great Alpha Camp. It looked like chaos.

Wolves from a dozen territories crowded the clearing, some in human form, some half-shifted, all of them trying to look bigger than they were. Packs clustered together under their banners. Colors flashed deep greens, blacks, silvers, blues. Heirs bumped shoulders, tested each other with sharp smiles, loud jokes, flare after flare of dominance that stank in the air.




I stood beside the transport door for a moment, taking it all in.

The ground was hardpacked earth and rock, edged with pine and jagged stone. A line of cabins sat along one side of the plateau, their roofs dusted with frost. The main training ground spread out in front of us was a wide field marked with rings and obstacle lines, surrounded by raised wooden platforms where instructors watched like hawks.




It should have impressed me. It didn’t. All I saw were wolves desperate to be seen. My scent hit the air and heads turned. They always did. Tattoos crawled up both my forearms, black lines twisting under the cuffs of my jacket. My eyebrow ring glinted in the weak sunlight when I lifted my chin. I didn’t bare my teeth or puff myself up. I didn’t need to.













