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CHAPTER 1 — The Servant Beneath the Thorn Banners




Callista Blackwood had learned to move through Ironvale Keep like smoke no one wanted to breathe. 

She passed beneath the low kitchen arch with a tray of polished goblets balanced against her hip, her steps soundless on stone made slick by spilled ale, melted snow, and grease carried from the roasting pits. Around her, Ironvale prepared for power the way wolves prepared for blood. Servants hurried with baskets of black bread and smoked meat. Boys no older than fourteen dragged barrels from the lower stores. Two kitchen women turned iron spits over the hearths until sweat darkened the backs of their rough wool gowns.

No one looked at Callista for longer than a breath.

That was how she preferred it.

Invisible hands survived. Invisible feet learned which stair groaned and which door stuck in damp weather. Invisible mouths did not answer when warriors laughed too loudly, when stewards snapped orders, when drunk guards tested how hard a servant could be shoved before she stumbled.

Five years inside Ironvale Keep had taught her that silence could be a wall if she built it high enough.

“Move faster,” Bessa hissed near the wash basin, her broad face red from steam. “Alpha Draven wants the Thorn Hall set before the Shadow wolves cross the outer bridge.”

Callista lowered her chin. “Yes.”

She did not add mistress. Bessa hated the word and cuffed anyone who used it as mockery. She had been born in the lower villages, not the Thornfang bloodline, and had earned her command of the kitchen with burned hands, a cracked knee, and the ability to stretch one sack of winter grain through three hungry days. In another life, Callista might have trusted her.

In this one, trust was a door with no latch on the inside.

A crash cut through the kitchen.

One of the younger servants, Tam, had slipped near the ale casks. A bronze pitcher rolled away from him, spilling dark drink across the floor in a widening stain. Tam froze on his knees. He was bleeding from the elbow where the pitcher’s rim had cut him, and his face had gone the waxy color of tallow.

The Thornfang guard by the door turned.

He wore his wolf cloak even indoors, black fur wet at the edges from the snow outside. A strip of old scar tissue pulled one corner of his mouth higher than the other. Callista knew him by sight, not by name. Names made people real, and servants at Ironvale survived better when the cruel remained shapes instead of persons.

The guard crossed the kitchen in three heavy strides.

Tam tried to speak. “I am sorry. I will clean—”

The blow landed before he finished.

The sound of the cuff cracked against the stone walls. Tam fell sideways into the spilled ale, one hand pressed to his cheek, the other slipping in his own blood. No one moved toward him. No one looked away too fast either. Looking away too fast suggested guilt.

“Wasted drink before a treaty feast,” the guard said. “You think your hands are worth what you spilled?”

Tam shook his head, trembling.

Callista kept her eyes on the goblets. Silver rims, polished clean. No spots. No fingerprints. Her pulse beat once, hard, behind her teeth.

The guard stepped over Tam as if the boy were another puddle on the floor. His boot heel clipped Tam’s injured elbow. Tam swallowed a cry and folded tighter.

Callista’s fingers tightened around the tray.

Not enough to rattle the goblets.

Never enough for anyone to hear.

“Leave him,” Bessa muttered when one of the scullery girls shifted forward. “Clean the floor first. Then the boy.”

The scullery girl’s eyes shone, but she obeyed.

Callista moved past them with the tray. The air stank of wet fur, old ale, iron, hearth ash, damp wool, and blood scrubbed badly from stone. Beneath it all lay the deeper smell of Ironvale itself, a cold mineral rot soaked into the walls from generations of violence polished into law.

She climbed the narrow servants’ stair toward the Thorn Hall.

At the bend beneath the old arrow slit, she paused only long enough to adjust the cloth over the goblets. The slit showed a strip of outer courtyard, white with trampled snow. Warriors moved below in dark leather and wolf pelts, their laughter carrying upward. Thornfang banners snapped from the battlements, black thorns stitched over a field of iron gray.

The same banners had hung over Blackwood Hall the night it burned.

Callista closed her eyes for less than a heartbeat.

Smoke. Screaming. Her mother’s fingers digging into her shoulders. A command not to make a sound.

She opened her eyes and continued upward.

Memory was dangerous. It loosened the face. It made the eyes speak. It put names in the mouth.

She had buried hers so deep that some mornings she woke unsure whether Callista Blackwood had ever been real or whether she had invented the girl to give her pain somewhere to belong.

At the top of the servants’ stair, the passage widened toward the Thorn Hall. Men were already inside, dragging long tables into place beneath antler chandeliers and iron hooks hung with winter greenery. The greenery did little to soften the hall. Thornfang did not decorate for welcome. It decorated to remind guests that even its feasts had teeth.

Callista set the goblets along the high table, beginning at Alpha Draven’s seat.

His chair stood taller than the rest, carved from black oak and crowned with a snarling wolf’s head. Thorn patterns crawled over its arms. Old stains darkened the grooves where fingers had gripped too hard over the years.

She placed one goblet before it, then another before the seat prepared for Varek Ashbourne.

The Shadow King’s chair had been chosen with care. Lower than Draven’s, but not low enough to insult him openly. Far enough from the hearth to deny comfort, but close enough for everyone to pretend honor had been offered.

Ironvale lived on such calculations. A guest might be welcomed with meat and wine while every beam in the hall measured the distance to his throat.

“Do not set his cup there.”

Callista stilled.

Old Steward Elian Crowe stood near the sideboard, thin as a winter branch in his dark servant’s coat. His hair had gone almost fully white, though his eyes remained sharp enough to cut thread. He had served Thornfang longer than Callista had been alive, and unlike Bessa, he belonged to the keep itself. He knew which stones concealed old passages. He knew which noble drank too much and which guard liked screams. He knew when to bow and when to vanish.

And he knew Callista’s name.

He had known it since the night she was dragged into Ironvale with ash in her hair and blood dried beneath her fingernails.

For five years, he had said nothing.

Callista moved the goblet two inches left.

Elian’s gaze flicked once toward the black oak chair, then to her face. “Alpha Draven wants the Shadow King angled toward the court banners. He means to remind him whose roof he entered.”

Callista adjusted the second cup.

“Better,” Elian said.

His voice carried no warmth. It never did. But when one of the Thornfang warriors near the hearth turned his head at the sound of Elian correcting her, the old steward lifted a bundle of folded cloths and thrust them into Callista’s hands.

“Take these to the lower end,” he said sharply. “If the visiting envoys find grease on the benches, you will scrub until dawn.”

The warrior lost interest.

Callista took the cloths and lowered her head. “Yes, Steward.”

His fingers brushed hers for one brief second as he released the bundle.

A warning, perhaps. Or regret.

She had stopped trying to tell the difference.

The Thorn Hall filled through the afternoon. Wolves in human skin carried cold air in with them every time the main doors opened. Their boots tracked snow across the rushes. Their voices rose and struck the rafters.

Callista stayed where servants belonged, at the edges.

She poured. She carried. She stepped back before anyone needed to tell her. She listened without appearing to listen.

“They say the Shadow King travels with beasts that do not leave tracks,” one Thornfang warrior said near the hearth. His beard was braided with small iron rings. “Pretty tricks for a border lord playing at old magic.”

A second man snorted. “Shadow wolves bleed like anything else.”

“Not if they get inside your throat first.”

Laughter moved around the hearth.

“Let them come,” the bearded one said. “Draven will take their tribute, their border oath, and their pride before the night is done.”

“Like he took Blackwood pride?”

The words came from a younger warrior whose face was flushed with drink though the feast had not begun. He grinned as if he had made a clever jest.

Callista’s hand tightened on the wine ewer.

“Blackwood had no pride worth taking,” said the bearded warrior. “Only treachery. They burned clean enough in the end.”

Someone laughed.

Another added, “Not clean enough. I heard one bratling went missing from the ashes.”

Callista felt the room narrow.

The ewer’s handle pressed into her palm. Her skin remembered heat, though the hall was cold. She saw, for one unbearable breath, the nursery window blown inward by smoke and snow. She heard her mother whispering against her hair, not prayers, never prayers. Instructions.

Do not cry.

Do not answer to your name.

Do not look back.

The younger warrior reached for a strip of roasted meat from a platter not yet meant for the tables. “If any Blackwood whelp lived, the dogs would have found it.”

Callista lowered her lashes.

A servant brought near the fire was only a servant near the fire. A hand pouring wine was only a hand. A girl with no name had no dead to defend.

“Girl.”

Elian’s voice cut through the laughter.

Callista turned at once, grateful for the command and hating that gratitude.

Elian stood by the side passage with a ledger tucked under one arm. “The south cups are short. Count again before you shame this hall before outsiders.”

One of the warriors groaned. “Crowe, let the girl pour. You count cups as if a missing one will bring the walls down.”

“A missing cup means a guest waits,” Elian replied. “A waiting guest looks around. A looking guest notices flaws. Alpha Draven dislikes flaws.”

That ended the laughter.

Callista walked to the sideboard and pretended to count cups until her hand steadied.

Elian moved beside her without looking at her. “Your face,” he said under his breath.

She arranged the cups by size. “I know.”

“You do not.”

“I know.”

A pause.

Outside, horns sounded from the outer wall.

Every voice in the Thorn Hall shifted. The laughter thinned into attention. Boots struck stone in the courtyard below, too many for a hunting party, too measured for merchants. The sound moved through the keep like weather.

Elian straightened. “They have crossed the bridge.”

Callista placed the final cup down.

Varek Ashbourne had arrived.

By the time the main doors opened, Alpha Draven Thorn had taken his place before the high table.

He was not seated. Draven rarely sat when another powerful man entered his hall. He stood beneath the largest Thornfang banner, one hand resting on the carved back of his chair, his body loose with the confidence of a man accustomed to being feared before he spoke.

He was broad through the shoulders and dressed in dark leather worked with iron thorn clasps. A black wolf pelt hung from one shoulder. His hair, the color of old oak soaked in rain, was tied back from a face too handsome to feel safe. His eyes were pale gray, almost colorless in torchlight.

Callista had learned, years ago, that Draven’s voice was worse when it softened.

Around him, Thornfang nobles arranged themselves in ranks of power. His sister, Lady Mireya Thorn, stood two steps below him, robed in deep green with black embroidery at her sleeves. She looked composed, but one hand worried the ring on her smallest finger whenever Draven spoke to someone else. Callista noticed because noticing was how she had survived.

Warriors lined the walls. Servants waited near the side passages, shoulders lowered, trays held ready.

Callista stood with the wine servants at the lower right of the hall. She kept her face empty and her breathing even.

The doors opened.

Cold rushed in first.

It swept through the hall carrying the scent of snow, pine smoke, wet leather, and something deeper that did not belong to Ironvale at all. Night air, perhaps. Or earth beneath winter roots. The torches guttered, every flame leaning away from the doorway as if something unseen had entered before the men.

Then Varek Ashbourne crossed the threshold.

The hall quieted with a discipline Thornfang rarely gave anyone.

He was taller than Draven, though not by much, and moved with a stillness that made every other man in the room seem noisy. He wore black, but not the dull black of servants or the polished black of mourning. His coat caught the torchlight like raven feathers, dark until he turned and silver lines shifted along the seams. No crown rested on his head. He did not need one. Authority moved with him in the set of his shoulders, the measured fall of his steps, the way even Thornfang warriors seemed to hold their breath before deciding they had not.

Behind him came his envoys.

Three men in dark court leathers. One woman with silver beads braided through her hair and a blade at each hip. Two shadow-wolves padded at Varek’s flanks, larger than any natural wolf Callista had seen, their coats black as sealed rooms. Their eyes held a low ember glow, not red, not gold, but something between fire and dusk.

Their paws made no sound on the stone.

A murmur moved through the Thornfang ranks.

Callista’s fingers tightened around the neck of the wine ewer before she loosened them.

Do not stare.

Her eyes dropped to the floor.

Still, she saw enough.

The shadows in the Thorn Hall changed.

They had always been thick in Ironvale, pooled beneath benches, crouched behind pillars, caught high among the rafters where the antler chandeliers could not reach. But when Varek entered, they shifted as if they recognized him. Darkness along the walls stretched subtly toward his boots. The shadow beneath Draven’s chair curled inward, thin and restless.

Varek did not raise a hand. He did not speak.

The shadows moved anyway.

Then one narrow ribbon of darkness slipped away from the others.

It did not move toward Varek.

It slid across the floor beneath the lower tables, passed between boots and bench legs, and reached toward Callista.

Cold brushed the hem of her skirt.

She stopped breathing.

For one impossible heartbeat, the shadow touched the side of her shoe like a living thing that had found what it had been seeking.

Callista did not move.

Across the hall, Draven saw it.

His expression did not change enough for anyone else to notice. His smile remained fixed. His hand stayed loose on the chair. But his eyes sharpened, and satisfaction passed through them like a knife glimpsed beneath cloth.

Then it vanished.

“Varek Ashbourne,” Draven said, spreading his arms. “Ironvale welcomes the Shadow Territories beneath its roof.”

Varek’s gaze moved from Draven’s banner to Draven’s face. “Your roof is difficult to miss.”

A few Thornfang warriors bristled.

Draven laughed as though amused. “Stone lasts longer when it is built by those who know how to hold it.”

“Or by those who take it from others,” Varek said.

The hall chilled.

Draven’s smile widened. “You came a long way to test my hospitality.”

“I came to discuss the eastern border and the tribute riders your pack has been delaying for three seasons.”

“Then we will discuss tribute.” Draven turned slightly, gesturing toward the high table. “Tonight we eat first. Even old disputes soften around meat and wine.”

“Some do,” Varek said.

His voice was quiet. It carried anyway.

Callista felt the shadow at her hem withdraw.

She kept her eyes down, but awareness of Varek remained like pressure before a storm. He had not looked at her. Not directly.

She hoped he would not.

Powerful men noticing a servant never ended well for the servant.

Draven clapped once.

The sharp sound broke the hall into movement.

“Wine,” he called. “Let us not insult our guests with dry cups.”

The servants advanced.

Callista moved with them.

The feast began with roasted boar, black bread, winter apples stewed in wine, and enough noise to hide a dozen small cruelties.

Callista poured for Thornfang nobles first. That was the order drilled into every servant before dawn. Thornfang blood before visiting blood. Alpha before envoy. Warrior before scribe. Man before woman unless the woman carried a blade and rank enough to make the rule inconvenient.

She served Draven without looking at his face.

The scent of him reached her anyway: cold iron, smoke, expensive leather, and the faint bitter edge of the thorn-oil his warriors used before battle. When he lifted his goblet, the rings on his fingers caught the firelight.

One ring was set with a black stone veined in silver.

Callista had seen that ring once before.

On the hand that pointed toward the servants’ cart after Blackwood Hall burned.

She poured steadily.

Draven’s voice lowered as she stepped back. “Careful, little ghost. We have kings at the table tonight.”

Little ghost.

A few nearby warriors chuckled.

Callista bowed her head and moved on.

She reached Varek’s place last among the high seats. Up close, the Shadow King seemed even more controlled, every line of him held in reserve. He did not lounge like the Thornfang nobles. He sat upright, one hand resting near the untouched knife beside his plate. His eyes were not black, as she had thought from across the hall, but a dark gray that held light strangely, like storm clouds over water.

She poured wine into his cup.

His gaze dropped to her hands.

Callista’s knuckles were rough from lye. One thin scar crossed the back of her left thumb where a broken plate had cut her two winters ago. Another scar, older and pale, disappeared beneath her sleeve.

Varek looked at the scars too long.

Her stomach tightened.

“Your servant shakes,” Draven said pleasantly.

The hall around them seemed to listen.

Callista had not realized her hand trembled until Draven named it. The wine still poured cleanly, but the mouth of the ewer quivered against the goblet’s rim.

Varek’s eyes lifted from her hand to her face.

Callista lowered her gaze before their eyes could meet fully.

“Does she?” Varek asked.

“She is easily frightened,” Draven said. “Some creatures are born with soft bones.”

Callista stopped pouring before the cup overflowed and stepped back.

Varek did not touch the wine. “You keep such creatures in your hall?”

“I keep what is useful.” Draven leaned back in his chair. “Until it stops being useful.”

The words carried far enough for nearby tables to hear. Laughter stirred. Callista moved to withdraw, but Draven’s voice caught her again.

“Stay.”

Her feet stopped.

No servant disobeyed that tone.

Draven turned his goblet in one hand. “Our guest has sharp eyes. Perhaps he wonders why a girl with hands fit for ash is serving at my high table.”

Varek looked from Draven to Callista. “I wonder many things in this hall.”

Draven smiled. “This one came from traitor stock. Not enough blood in her to matter, of course. A remnant swept from a ruined floor. We are merciful in Ironvale. We let even the leavings work for bread.”

The room tilted.

Callista felt the ewer handle press into her palm again. Her fingers were damp. She did not know if it was wine, sweat, or memory.

Traitor stock.

A remnant.

Leavings.

Her mother’s face rose behind her eyes, not as it had been in death, but as it had been before. Hair pinned carelessly. Sleeves rolled. A smile half-hidden because the household steward was lecturing about muddy boots in the south corridor.

Callista forced the image down.

Draven watched her.

He wanted something.

Not grief. Not merely fear.

Something else.

“Some servants are worth more than they look,” Draven said, and there it was again, the remark shaped like mockery but weighted like a hook. “Though this one tries very hard to prove otherwise.”

He laughed.

The Thornfang table laughed with him.

Varek did not.

Callista made herself breathe. In through the nose. Out slowly. Keep the shoulders low. Keep the mouth still. Be empty. Be smoke. Be nothing anyone could grab.

Draven’s gaze slid to the ewer in her hand. “Pour for my sister.”

Callista turned toward Lady Mireya.

Mireya watched her with an expression that revealed nothing, but her fingers had stilled around the small ring. When Callista filled her cup, Mireya’s eyes dropped briefly to Callista’s sleeve, where the old scar vanished beneath gray wool.

A memory flashed. A girl on a landing. Pale face. Green dress. Watching men drag a chest through smoke.

Callista stepped back too quickly.

The bottom of the ewer struck the edge of the table with a dull sound.

It was not loud.

It was enough.

Draven’s eyes sharpened.

Silence spread outward from the high table.

Callista held the ewer still.

Varek noticed the silence before he moved. His gaze settled on Draven, not her.

Draven lifted one brow. “Careless.”

Callista bowed her head lower. “Forgive me, Alpha.”

“Speak louder.”

Her throat tightened. “Forgive me, Alpha.”

“Do you hear that?” Draven asked Varek. “They can be taught manners, if one has patience.”

Varek’s voice remained quiet. “Is that what you call it?”

Draven ignored the edge beneath the words. “Discipline is kinder than chaos. Without it, lesser creatures forget their place.”

His hand moved faster than Callista expected.

He struck the ewer.

Not hard enough to knock it from her grip entirely, but hard enough that wine splashed over her sleeve and across the floor between them. Dark red spread over the stone like blood.

Callista’s body knew what came next.

She dropped to her knees before she could think. The ewer clanged beside her. Her hands went to the floor, gathering the nearest cloth from her apron, blotting wine from stone with quick, practiced motions.

Do not look angry.

Do not look afraid.

Do not look like anyone who has ever had pride.

Above her, Draven laughed softly. “There. You see? Even traitor blood can learn.”

A few men laughed with him.

One did not.

Callista felt Varek stand.

She did not see it first. She felt the hall respond. Benches creaked as warriors shifted. The shadow-wolves near the high table lifted their heads. The torches dipped, flames narrowing.

Varek’s voice cut through the hall. “Enough.”

The word was not shouted.

It landed harder than shouting.

Draven’s laughter faded. “You object to how I discipline my servants?”

“I object to a host boring me with cruelty dressed as law.”

A growl moved through the Thornfang warriors.

Draven rose slowly. He was smiling again, but the smile no longer reached even the surface of his eyes. “You stand in my hall, Ashbourne.”

“I am aware.”

“Then be aware of what belongs to me.”

Callista’s hands stilled over the spilled wine.

The old lessons screamed at her to keep moving, but she could not. Something had changed in the air. The shadows under the table had thickened. They pooled near her knees, cold and soft as breath.

Varek looked down at her.

This time, she could not lower her eyes quickly enough.

Their gazes met.

For a moment, the hall fell away.

He did not look at her like a servant. That was the first danger. Men who saw servants usually saw hands, backs, mistakes, convenience. Varek looked as if he saw a locked door and the blood beneath it.

Callista’s pulse stumbled.

Draven saw that too.

Of course he did.

“Careful,” Draven said, his voice pleasant again. “That one startles. She was scraped from a dead house. Blackwood ash leaves a stain if handled too fondly.”

The name struck her like a hand around the throat.

Blackwood.

The ewer rolled an inch beside her knee.

Callista reached for it and nearly missed.

Varek’s gaze did not leave her face.

Draven stepped around his chair. “Ah. There it is.”

Callista went cold.

He had been waiting for the reaction. Not guessing. Waiting.

“Look at her,” Draven said to the hall. “Five years fed from Thornfang stores, clothed in Thornfang wool, sheltered under Thornfang stone, and still some buried scrap in her flinches when traitor bones are named.”

Elian moved from the sideboard. “Alpha, the southern benches—”

“Silence, Crowe.”

Elian stopped.

Draven descended one step from the dais. “Do you know what Blackwood did, Shadow King?”

Varek’s expression did not change. “I have heard Thornfang’s version.”

“Then you have heard enough. They broke faith, hid forbidden blood, and plotted against rightful alpha law. I burned treason before it spread.”

Callista’s fingers closed around the ewer.

Her mother had not smelled of treason. She had smelled of rosemary soap and lamp smoke. Her father had not died plotting. He had died in the courtyard with a kitchen knife in his hand because his sword had been taken at the first parley. Her little brother had been six years old.

Six.

“Some embers were spared,” Draven continued. “Mercy, as I said.”

Varek’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Mercy is an interesting name for chains.”

“She wears no chain.”

“She kneels like she does.”

The words entered Callista slowly.

No one in Ironvale had ever named the shape of her survival aloud.

Draven looked amused. “She kneels because she knows the floor better than the table. Do not mistake habit for tragedy.”

Then his eyes returned to Callista.

“Stand.”

Her legs obeyed before her pride could object.

She rose with the ewer clutched in both hands, wine soaking her sleeve from wrist to elbow. Her knees were damp. Her heart hammered so violently that she feared the hall could hear it.

Draven looked her over with open contempt. “You have embarrassed your alpha before a guest.”

Not my alpha.

The thought rose too fast, too hot.

Callista crushed it before it reached her face.

Draven smiled.

Too late.

“Did you have something to say?”

“No, Alpha.”

The shadow at her feet twitched.

Varek looked down.

Draven noticed that too.

“You see?” Draven said, turning back to Varek. “Worthless. Less than the cup she carries.”

He reached for the ewer in Callista’s hands.

Not to take it.

To make her flinch.

She did.

It was small. A tightening of the shoulders. A breath caught too sharply. A traitorous flicker of old terror in her eyes.

Draven’s hand stopped inches from her wrist.

His satisfaction returned, hidden beneath mockery.

Varek’s face changed.

Not much. A slight stillness around the mouth. A darkness gathering behind the eyes. But the shadows beneath the high table answered it. They lengthened, slow and deliberate, spilling over the dais like ink poured from an unseen cup.

The shadow-wolves stood.

Thornfang warriors reached for weapons.

Draven’s smile hardened. “You bring restless pets into my hall.”

Varek stepped away from his chair. “What price do you place on her?”

The question struck the hall into silence.

Callista stared at the floor.

No.

No, no, no.

A price meant sale. A price meant transfer. A price meant her body, her breath, her name still belonged in ledgers men passed between themselves.

Draven blinked once, then laughed.

The sound was loud enough to give everyone permission to breathe again.

“You want to buy a servant?”

“I asked what price you place on her.”

“She offended you that much?”

“She interests me.”

Callista’s stomach twisted.

Draven’s gaze flicked to her, then to the shadows still gathered near her shoes.

There. Again. That hidden calculation.

“Careful, Ashbourne. Some curiosities bite.”

“Then name your price.”

Draven looked around the hall as if inviting everyone to witness the absurdity. “She is worth less than the cup she carries.”

A ripple of laughter moved through Thornfang.

Varek held out one hand.

A shadow rose from the floor.

Not like smoke. Smoke drifted. This moved with purpose.

It climbed between Callista and Draven, a thin column of darkness edged in silver. The air turned cold enough that her wet sleeve chilled against her skin. The ewer slipped in her fingers, and this time no one laughed when the metal rang against the stone.

Varek spoke, each word clear enough to reach the furthest bench.

“Then before this hall, before Thornfang witness and Shadow Territory law, I claim the servant called nameless under ancient protection right.”

Callista’s breath stopped.

Draven’s expression sharpened. “You cannot claim what is mine.”

“You said she was worth less than a cup.”

“She is Thornfang property.”

“You named no blood value, no oath value, no bond value, and no kin-right.” Varek’s gaze did not move from Draven. “You humiliated her as disposable before your own court. I accept your valuation.”

Draven’s jaw tightened.

Varek turned to Callista.

The hall vanished again, but not gently. This time it vanished because every eye in it seemed to fasten to her skin.

“Girl,” Varek said.

She hated the word from him less than from others, and that frightened her.

“What name do they use for you here?”

Her mouth was dry. She could feel Draven watching. Elian watching. Mireya watching. Every warrior who had laughed at dead Blackwoods watching.

“Calla,” she said.

It was not her full name. It was not the false registry name either. It was the piece she had allowed Ironvale to use because it sounded harmless.

Varek’s eyes changed, as if he heard the missing edges.

“Calla,” he repeated. “Do you understand what I am about to do?”

No.

Yes.

She understood enough to be afraid.

“If you mark me,” she said, and the words scraped her throat because speaking so plainly before so many powerful men felt like stepping onto a frozen lake, “am I leaving one owner for another?”

The hall reacted before Varek did.

A hiss from the benches. A muttered insult. Someone called her ungrateful. Someone else laughed in disbelief that a servant had dared ask a king anything at all.

Draven’s face darkened with satisfaction.

He expected Varek to command. To punish. To prove himself no different.

Varek did not move.

His answer came slowly. “No.”

The shadow between them stirred.

Callista stared at him.

“No,” he said again, and this time the word seemed aimed at more than her. “You leave a man who called you property. What you become under my protection will be settled beyond this hall.”

That was not comfort.

It was not freedom.

But it was not the answer Draven had wanted.

Callista’s fingers curled against her skirts.

Draven stepped forward. “Enough. This farce is finished.”

Varek did not look at him. “It has just begun.”

The shadow rose.

It moved faster than Callista could retreat.

Cold wrapped her first, then heat. Darkness touched the hollow beneath her collarbone through the rough wool of her dress. She gasped as pain spread under her skin, not sharp like a cut, but deep and searing, as if a sealed brand inside her had found flame.

The hall erupted.

Voices crashed against the walls. Thornfang warriors surged forward and stopped when the shadow-wolves snarled. Mireya grabbed the edge of the table. Elian’s face drained of color.

Callista staggered.

Varek reached toward her, then stopped short of touching.

That should not have mattered.

It did.

The shadow-mark burned.

She felt it form beneath her skin: a curl of darkness, a crescent-shaped script that did not belong to any language Ironvale had ever beaten into her. It sank through flesh and blood and struck something buried so far inside her that she had forgotten it could answer.

Then the shadows rose.

Not from Varek.

From her.

They burst outward across the floor in a silent wave, snuffing half the torches along the lower walls. Men shouted. Benches scraped. Goblets toppled. The two shadow-wolves lowered themselves, not in attack, but in something closer to recognition.

Callista clutched at her chest.

The mark blazed under her palm.

Her blood was moving wrong. No, not wrong. Awake. It rushed through her with a sound she felt more than heard, like a door opening beneath deep water. The shadows closest to her did not coil around Varek’s boots now. They turned toward her knees, her hands, her throat, eager and cold and terrifyingly familiar.

Across the high table, Varek stared at her.

For the first time since entering Ironvale, he looked shaken.

Not afraid.

Never that.

But startled in a way that stripped the strategy from his face.

He had not expected this.

Draven had.

Callista saw it before he hid it.

His fury was real. His pride had been struck before his own court. Varek had taken something he considered his. But beneath the fury, behind the pale eyes and clenched jaw, calculation gleamed cold and bright.

The shadow had awakened something.

And Draven knew enough to want it.

“Seize her,” Draven snapped.

No one moved quickly enough.

Varek’s shadows collided with Thornfang movement, not cutting, not killing, but blocking every path to Callista with walls of living dark.

“She is under my protection,” Varek said.

“She is Thornfang blood-debt,” Draven snarled.

“You named her worthless.”

“I rescind the insult.”

“You cannot rescind witness because you dislike the price.”

Draven’s face twisted. “You think Shadow law overrules pack right beneath my roof?”

“I think you invited me under your roof to negotiate law,” Varek said. “Now your hall has heard both of us.”

The mark burned hotter.

Callista swayed.

The floor seemed too far away and too close at once. She could smell spilled wine, hot wax, wolf fur, iron, smoke, and beneath all of it, something clean and impossible like night rain falling on black stone.

Varek looked at her again. “Can you walk?”

The question almost broke her.

Not because it was kind. It was not kind enough to trust. It was practical, controlled, sharpened by the danger around them.

But it was a question.

No one had asked if she could walk out of Blackwood Hall. No one had asked if she could stand after Draven’s men dragged her into Ironvale. No one asked servants whether pain had made them weak unless the answer might slow service.

Callista forced her knees steady.

“Yes.”

Her voice did not sound like smoke.

It sounded like something scraped raw from beneath ash.

Varek inclined his head once.

“Then walk.”

Draven lunged forward, but one of the shadow-wolves moved between them with a growl that shook dust from the rafters.

“You will not leave this keep with her,” Draven said.

Varek’s mouth curved faintly, but there was no humor in it. “You should have named a higher price.”

Callista took one step.

The hall watched.

Every eye she had avoided for five years found her now. Warriors who had shoved past her in corridors stared as if she had grown teeth. Nobles who had never known she existed leaned away from the shadows crawling after her hem. Servants stood frozen in the side passages, their faces pale, their hands full of trays no one cared about anymore.

Elian stood near the spilled wine.

His eyes met hers.

For one moment, grief moved across his face so openly that she almost did not recognize him.

Then he lowered his head.

Not to Draven.

To her.

Callista’s throat tightened.

She looked away before the gesture could undo her.

Varek moved beside her but did not touch her. His envoys closed around them. The shadow-wolves padded ahead, silent and black, clearing a path through the hall.

Draven’s voice followed.

“This is not protection, Ashbourne. This is theft.”

Varek did not turn. “Then bring your claim before witness law.”

“You will regret making her visible.”

The words struck Callista between the shoulder blades.

Varek stopped.

Slowly, he looked back over his shoulder.

Draven stood beneath the thorn banners, his face carved with rage, but his eyes remained too steady. Too knowing. Too hungry.

“She was already visible to you,” Varek said.

For the first time, Draven said nothing.

Callista felt the mark pulse beneath her palm.

Varek had caught it. The contradiction. The lie beneath Draven’s mockery. The careful watching. The way he had called her worthless while guarding some secret value no servant should possess.

The doors opened before them.

Cold night air rushed into the Thorn Hall.

Callista crossed the threshold.

Snow struck her face in tiny hard flakes. The courtyard blurred under torchlight and darkness. Behind her, Ironvale seethed with shouts, orders, and the scrape of armed men being held back by law they had not expected to matter.

The mark burned beneath her skin.

She was shaking so badly that each breath hurt.

Varek walked at her side, close enough for his shadow to touch hers, not close enough for his hand to claim what his magic already had. His face was turned toward the outer bridge, but his attention remained partly on her. She could feel it like heat through cold air.

Callista did not know whether he had saved her or taken her.

She only knew that Ironvale was behind her, Draven was watching from beneath the thorn banners, and every careful piece of invisibility she had built over five years had gone up in shadow and flame.

At the bridge, she looked back once.

Draven stood in the open doors of the Thorn Hall.

Firelight framed him. The banners stirred above his shoulders. His mouth was set in fury, but his eyes held something worse.

Calculation.

The shadow-mark pulsed again, and the darkness at Callista’s feet answered.

She turned away from Ironvale and stepped into the night.








  
  
CHAPTER 2 — The Mark That Would Not Obey




By dawn, Callista understood that rescue could feel too much like capture when the hand around her fate belonged to another alpha. 

The carriage rolled through the last reach of Thornfang land with its curtains drawn and its wheels biting hard into frozen ruts. Ironvale had disappeared behind the dark rise of pine and stone, but Callista still smelled it on her skin. Wet fur. Old ale. Hearth ash. Blood scrubbed badly from floors that never came clean.

She sat on the bench farthest from Varek Ashbourne.

There was not enough distance inside the carriage to make that choice meaningful, but she made it anyway. Her back pressed against the corner where the wall met the seat. Her hands lay folded in her lap because trembling fingers invited notice. Her wet sleeve had dried stiff against her wrist. Beneath the coarse gray wool of her dress, the shadow-mark burned in a slow, steady pulse below her collarbone.

Not pain.

Not comfort.

Something worse because it felt alive.

Across from her, Varek sat with one arm braced against the carriage wall while the road shook beneath them. He had removed his gloves. His hands were broad, scarred across the knuckles, and still in a way that made her aware of every motion she tried not to make. The darkness in the carriage seemed deeper around him. It collected in the folds of his coat, under the line of his jaw, along the edges of his boots where the lantern light failed to reach.

He had not touched her since the mark.

That should have eased her.

It did not.

The absence of touch could be patience. It could also be strategy.

Outside, hooves struck the road in steady rhythm. His riders surrounded the carriage. She had counted at least eight by sound, perhaps more. Two shadow-wolves paced somewhere near the rear wheels, their presence marked by the nervous snorts of ordinary horses whenever the road narrowed.

Callista kept her gaze on the small brass latch beside the carriage door.

It was locked.

She had watched one of Varek’s envoys turn the key before they left Ironvale’s outer bridge. No one had asked whether she wanted the door secured. No one had said it was to keep Thornfang out rather than keep her in.

The mark pulsed again.

Warmth spread from it, slow as wine poured beneath the skin. It moved across her ribs, up her throat, down her left arm until her fingertips tingled. Her body leaned toward the warmth before her mind caught the motion and stopped it.

Varek noticed.

Of course he did.

His eyes shifted from the window curtain to her hands. “Does it hurt?”

Callista’s fingers tightened together. “No.”

The mark gave a faint sting.

Not a punishment. Not exactly. More like a coal stirred under ash.

Varek’s gaze sharpened.

Callista looked away.

“You are certain?” he asked.

“I have had worse.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the answer I have.”

The carriage rolled over a stone and jolted hard enough to knock her shoulder against the wall. She swallowed the sound that rose in her throat. Varek’s hand moved as if he meant to steady her, then stopped halfway across the space between them.

He withdrew it.

The motion was small.

She saw it anyway.

A different man would have made a performance of restraint. He would have sighed or softened his voice or waited for gratitude to bloom because he had not taken what he could have. Varek only returned his hand to his knee, his expression unreadable.

“Your name,” he said.

Callista’s stomach tightened.

“You heard it.”

“I heard what you allowed Ironvale to call you.”

She looked at the locked door again. “Then use that.”

“Calla.”

The shortened name sounded different in his mouth. Not gentler. He did not have a gentle voice. But he did not spit it like a command, and he did not use it like a collar.

That made it more dangerous.

“Yes,” she said.

The mark burned faintly.

Varek leaned forward a little. “That answer did not please the mark.”

Callista’s mouth went dry. “Does it please you?”

“No.”

The bluntness made her glance at him.

His eyes held hers in the dim carriage. “But not for the reason you think.”

“You do not know what I think.”

“I know you are measuring the door, the window latch, my hands, the distance between us, and whether you can throw yourself out before my riders stop you.”

Her pulse struck hard.

Varek looked toward the door. “You would break an ankle. Possibly your neck if the wheel caught your skirt.”

“Then unlock it.”

“No.”

The answer came too quickly.

Callista’s jaw tightened.

Varek watched her face, then added, “Not until we leave Thornfang land. There are riders behind us.”

“Your riders?”

“Thornfang’s.”

Cold moved through her despite the mark’s heat.

He lifted one hand and parted the curtain beside him with two fingers. Dawn had begun turning the snowfields gray. The road behind them twisted through black pines and low mist. For a moment Callista saw only frost and trees. Then a distant shape moved between the trunks.

A horse.

Then another.

Varek let the curtain fall. “They left Ironvale an hour after us.”

“You expected them.”

“I expected Draven to test the law before the border.”

Callista rubbed her thumb against the seam of her sleeve. The fabric scratched her skin. “If he wants me back, why did he call me worthless?”

“Because men like Draven enjoy owning what they pretend to despise.”

The mark pulsed once, warmer.

Callista did not like that her body responded to truth before she chose to.

Varek’s gaze returned to the spot below her collarbone. The mark was hidden beneath wool, but she felt the attention as if the fabric had thinned. “What did he mean by Blackwood?”

Her breath stopped for half a second.

It was too small a pause for most people.

Not for him.

The carriage seemed quieter. The wheels still ground over frozen earth. The horses still breathed hard in their harness. A rider coughed somewhere outside. Yet inside, silence gathered in the space between his question and her answer.

“Old insult,” she said.

The burn beneath her skin sharpened.

Callista gripped her hands tighter.

Varek’s eyes narrowed. “Incomplete again.”

She forced herself not to touch the mark. “You said it was not a chain.”

“It is not meant to be.”

“Then stop listening to it like one.”

His expression changed. Only slightly. Something moved behind the discipline in his face, not anger, not apology, but recognition of a boundary he had nearly crossed.

He sat back. “Fair.”

The word startled her.

At Ironvale, correction brought punishment. Delay brought punishment. Silence brought punishment if the wrong person wanted entertainment. Fairness was a word nobles used in halls after the people with bruises had been removed.

Varek did not ask about Blackwood again.

That did not mean the question was gone. It sat beside them for miles.

Callista watched the curtain and listened to the road.

Every so often, the mark warmed as if reminding her it remained. When the carriage lurched too hard, that warmth steadied her before she could stop it. When Varek shifted, the mark answered faintly, a pulse beneath the skin that made her body aware of his distance, his breathing, the controlled tension in him.

She hated it.

She hated more that some exhausted animal part of her wanted to lean toward the only warmth in the carriage.

So she pressed herself harder into the corner and kept her eyes on the lock.

The attack came when the road narrowed between two ridges of black pine.

Callista heard the change before the first arrow struck.

The riders outside went quiet.

Not ordinary quiet. Not disciplined travel. This was the silence of men listening past their own breath.

Varek’s head turned toward the left curtain.

A heartbeat later, something slammed into the carriage wall.

Callista flinched as wood splintered beside the window. The horses screamed. The carriage lurched sideways, wheels skidding over ice. One of Varek’s envoys shouted an order outside. Steel rang. A wolf snarled so close that the sound seemed to pass through the floorboards.

Varek moved.

He crossed the carriage in one fluid motion, caught Callista by the shoulder before she hit the opposite wall, and released her almost immediately when she went rigid beneath his hand.

“Down,” he said.

The word cracked like command.

The mark flared.

Callista’s skin burned so sharply that she gasped.

Varek stiffened, his hand flying to his own chest as if the pain had struck him too.

Outside, another arrow punched through the carriage curtain and buried itself in the opposite seat. Black feathers quivered from its shaft.

Callista slid off the bench and crouched on the floor before fear could decide otherwise. Varek did not comment on the obedience. He threw one hand toward the carriage door.

Darkness answered.

It poured from beneath the seats, from under his coat, from the narrow spaces where dawn had not reached. The shadows moved like hunting things, slipping through cracks in the carriage, spreading outward. The window curtains snapped against the wall, though no wind entered.

A scream cut through the road.

Then the carriage door ripped open.

A Thornfang warrior appeared in the gap, one hand gripping the frame, the other holding a hooked blade. His hair was braided away from a face marked by three old scars across the cheek. Snow clung to the fur at his shoulders. His eyes found Varek first, then Callista on the floor.

Recognition flashed there.

Not surprise.

Hunger.

“There she is,” he snarled. “Blackwood carrion.”

The words struck harder than the arrow.

Callista could not breathe.

For one instant, she was no longer in the carriage. She was small again, crouched beneath a broken nursery table while smoke filled the room. Boots pounded overhead. Someone laughed. Someone screamed her father’s name and then stopped screaming.

Blackwood carrion.

The Thornfang warrior lunged.

Varek’s shadow struck him first, wrapping around his wrist and yanking the blade aside. The man slammed against the carriage frame, but he did not fall. A mark burned briefly at the side of his throat, black and thorn-shaped beneath the skin.

Callista saw it.

She did not know how.

The world sharpened around the mark. It was not ink. It was not scar. It was a knot, a hook, a dark root driven through flesh into something deeper. It pulsed with command that did not belong to the man wearing it.

False.

The word did not sound in the carriage.

It opened inside her.

Callista’s hand flew to her own mark.

The shadows at her feet surged.

Varek turned toward her. “Calla—”

The Thornfang warrior spat blood and forced himself upright, dragging Varek’s shadow with him by sheer strength and something uglier than strength. His eyes rolled strangely, the pupils stretched thin. “Alpha wants her alive if the mark holds,” he growled. “Dead if it fails.”

Varek’s face went cold.

Callista heard only part of it.

Alive if the mark holds.

The Thornfang warrior reached for her.

Fear broke the last restraint in her.

The darkness in the carriage exploded outward.

It did not move like Varek’s shadows. His were disciplined, honed, shaped by will. Hers burst like a door blown off its hinges. It struck the warrior in the chest, climbed his throat, and wrapped around the thorn-shaped mark beneath his skin.

The man screamed.

Callista screamed with him.

Not from pain.

From feeling the thing inside him tear.

The false mark fought back. It had hooks. It had teeth. It clung to the warrior’s blood with a command older than the moment, repeated so often that his body had mistaken obedience for breath.

Kneel.

Serve.

Kill.

Return.

Callista could feel all of it.

Her stomach turned. Her hand curled in the air as if she had reached inside the man’s throat and closed her fingers around a chain.

Then the chain snapped.

The Thornfang warrior collapsed across the carriage steps.

Silence followed too quickly.

Outside, battle still raged, but inside the open carriage, everything held still.

The warrior lay half in snow, half on the carriage floor. His blade had fallen from his hand. The black thorn mark at his throat faded to a bruised smear. He stared upward, chest heaving, eyes no longer stretched thin by another will.

Confusion flooded his face.

Then horror.

“What did he make me do?” he whispered.

Callista scrambled backward until her spine struck the bench.

Her hands shook openly now. Shadows still crawled around her wrists, thin and trembling, as if they were as frightened as she was. The mark beneath her collarbone burned hot enough that she tasted metal.

Varek stared at the fallen warrior.

For the first time, he looked at Callista not as a puzzle, not as a protected claim, but as something his world had no proper law for.

“You broke it,” he said.

Callista shook her head. “I did not mean to.”

“You broke a Thornfang obedience bond.”

“I did not mean to.”

The words came too fast. Her breath followed faster. The carriage walls pressed inward. The open door showed snow churned by hooves, blood streaking the white ground, shadows whipping between trees. A Thornfang horse ran riderless past the carriage, reins flying.

The fallen warrior tried to push himself up and failed. He looked at Callista with raw terror. “He said you were dead. He said all of you were dead.”

Callista went still.

Varek stepped toward the warrior. “Who sent you?”

The man’s throat worked. Without the false mark, he seemed younger than he had a moment ago. Not young, but less certain. Less cruelly shaped. “Draven.”

“That was clear.”

The warrior flinched at Varek’s voice.

Varek crouched, keeping one hand near his knife. “What were your orders?”

The man pressed a shaking hand to his throat where the thorn mark had been. “Track the carriage before the border. Test the mark. If Ashbourne protection held, take the girl alive. If the mark failed, cut her throat and burn the body before shadow witness could read her.”

Callista’s ears rang.

The shadows around her wrists recoiled.

Varek’s face turned unreadable. “Why alive?”

The warrior’s eyes flicked to Callista. “I do not know.”

Varek leaned closer. “Lie carefully.”

The man swallowed. “I do not know. I only heard Captain Rusk say the alpha had waited too long to waste her now.”

The words settled into the carriage like frost.

Waited too long.

Callista felt sick.

Varek looked at her, and something in his expression tightened as if he had reached the same thought. Draven had not been merely offended. He had not sent riders in wounded pride alone. He had expected the mark to matter.

He had expected her to matter.

The carriage rocked as something slammed against its side. A Thornfang body hit the ground outside and rolled into view. One of Varek’s shadow-wolves leapt after it, jaws closing around the man’s arm before he could rise. The wolf dragged him away from the carriage with a growl that made the horses scream again.

Varek stood. “Stay here.”

The mark flared.

Callista doubled over, clutching her chest.

The pain struck Varek too. He staggered one step, palm pressed against his ribs, eyes flashing with surprise and anger.

Not anger at her.

At the mark.

Callista drew in a ragged breath. “Do not command me.”

“I was keeping you from the blades outside.”

“You commanded me.”

Another pulse of pain moved between them. Varek’s jaw clenched. He looked down at the shadow-script hidden beneath her dress as if he could force it to explain itself.

Outside, one of his envoys shouted, “My lord, left ridge!”

An arrow hissed past the open door.

Varek’s hand snapped outward.

A wall of shadow rose between the carriage and the trees. Arrows struck it and vanished without sound.

He looked back at Callista. “Then I am telling you there are blades outside, and if you step out now, you may die.”

That did not burn.

Callista stayed on the floor, breathing hard.

Varek noticed the difference.

So did she.

The mark had not objected to warning. It had objected to command.

The realization unsettled her more than the pain.

Varek turned back to the open door. “Can you close this without touching him?”

At first she did not understand.

Then she saw the fallen Thornfang warrior still slumped across the steps, half blocking the doorway. His eyes remained open, his breath shallow. He had curled around himself like a beaten dog, one hand covering the place where the false mark had been.

Callista looked at her own trembling hands.

The shadows around her wrists quivered.

“I do not know.”

“Try.”

That did not burn either.

She hated that she was beginning to understand the difference.

Callista lifted one hand.

The shadows stirred sluggishly, as if uncertain whether she meant to call them or flee from them. She pictured the carriage door. Not the warrior. Not his throat. Not the terrible snapping of the false bond. The door. The iron latch. The wood scarred by arrows. She imagined it swinging inward.

The shadows moved.

Clumsy. Too fast at first. They struck the door hard enough to make it crack against the frame, but they did not touch the warrior. He flinched anyway, curling tighter.

The door slammed shut.

The carriage interior fell dim again.

Callista’s breath shook out of her.

Varek watched her for one brief moment, then threw himself through the opposite door into the battle.

The fight ended before full sunrise.

Callista did not see most of it.

She heard enough.

Steel against steel. Horses screaming. The wet sound of bodies striking snow. Varek’s voice, low and precise beyond the carriage walls, issuing orders that did not need to be repeated. Shadows hit the road in heavy waves, not wild like hers, but controlled with brutal elegance. At one point, something large slammed against the carriage roof and rolled off. Blood streaked down the window.

Callista sat on the floor with her knees drawn close and her hands pressed together so tightly her fingers ached.

The freed Thornfang warrior remained outside under guard. She heard him weeping once. Not loudly. That made it worse.

What did he make me do?

The words would not leave her.

She had hated Thornfang warriors for five years because hatred was easier than remembering their faces. They had laughed at Blackwood. They had kicked servants aside. They had guarded doors, carried chains, dragged people into punishment rooms.

Now she had felt one of their bonds.

She had felt command dug into him like iron beneath flesh.

That did not make him innocent.

It made the world worse.

The carriage door opened after a while.

Callista flinched before she saw who it was.

Varek stood outside, one hand braced against the frame. His coat was torn along one sleeve. Blood marked his cheek, not his own from the look of it. Snow clung to his boots. Behind him, the road had become a churned ruin of hoofprints, broken arrows, and dark stains.

His shadow-wolves moved among fallen bodies while his riders gathered the living.

Varek looked at Callista’s hands first. Then her face. Then the space around her, where the shadows had thinned to a faint trembling line along the floorboards.

“Are you wounded?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Use words.”

The mark warmed, but did not burn.

“No.”

His gaze held on her for one second, perhaps two. “Good.”

The word was too simple to know what to do with.

He turned his head slightly. “Bring him.”

Two riders hauled the freed Thornfang warrior into view. They had bound his wrists, but not cruelly. He stumbled more from shock than injury. Without the false mark burning at his throat, he looked hollowed out.

Varek stepped aside so Callista could see him clearly.

She pressed back against the bench. “Why are you bringing him to me?”

“Because his first clear words should not be hidden from you.”

“I do not want them.”

Varek studied her face. “I know.”

That answer angered her because it sounded like understanding but still did not stop him.

The warrior looked at her and went pale. “I am sorry.”

Callista’s nails bit into her palms.

Those words were too small. They could not carry burned halls, broken servants, Tam’s bleeding elbow, laughter under Thornfang banners, her mother’s last command.

She said nothing.

The warrior lowered his head. “I remember riding after you. I remember wanting to obey. I remember knowing I should hate you because Alpha said Blackwood blood would rot the packs. But under it…” His voice cracked. “Under it, I was screaming.”

Callista looked away.

The mark pulsed once, not with heat this time, but pressure.

Varek asked, “What is your name?”

The man swallowed. “Garron.”

“Who marked you?”

“Draven.” Garron’s bound hands curled. “After my brother refused the southern levy. Alpha said my loyalty had cracks.”

One of Varek’s riders cursed under his breath.

Varek’s face remained still, but the shadows near his boots darkened. “How many in Thornfang wear such marks?”

Garron’s eyes moved toward Callista and away again. Shame bent his shoulders. “More than will admit it. Less than should fear it.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No.” Garron’s throat worked. “I do not know the number. Guards. Kennel men. Some tribute riders. Some servants, if they tried to run twice.”

Callista’s breath caught.

Servants.

Of course.

Ironvale had always had more chains than the visible kind.

Varek heard the change in her breathing. He looked at her, but he did not ask the question forming behind his eyes. Not yet.

Garron whispered, “Alpha said the girl had to cross the border marked or dead. He said if Ashbourne’s shadow woke the blood, we were to bring her back whole.”

The carriage seemed to tilt beneath Callista.

Whole.

Not safe. Not free. Whole, like an object not yet broken enough to lose value.

Varek’s jaw hardened. “Why?”

Garron shook his head. “I swear I do not know.”

This time, the mark did not react.

Callista knew, somehow, that he was telling the truth.

The realization made her skin prickle.

Varek dismissed the riders with a gesture. “Keep him bound, fed, and watched. No one questions him until I say.”

Garron looked startled by the word fed.

That, more than anything, told Callista too much.

The riders led him away.

Varek remained by the open carriage door.

Callista wanted him to close it. She wanted air. She wanted the lock open. She wanted to crawl out of her skin.

“You can break false bonds,” he said.

The words landed between them with more weight than accusation.

“I do not know what I did.”

“You broke what Draven put in him.”

“I hurt him.”

“You freed him.”

“I heard him screaming inside it.” Her voice shook despite her effort to steady it. “I felt it tear.”

Varek’s expression changed then. Not softness. Not pity. Something more controlled and more dangerous because it did not try to cover the horror.

“I have seen obedience bonds,” he said. “I have broken weak ones by force. I have cut men free by killing the witch who laid the work. I have never seen a bond answer to someone’s blood and come apart without killing the bearer.”

Callista stared at him.

The mark throbbed under her collarbone.

“Do not say it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like I am useful.”

Varek’s mouth closed.

Outside, the first clean light of morning reached through the trees. It touched the blood on the snow and made it brighter.

After a moment, he said, “Then I will say this. What happened frightened you.”

Her throat tightened.

“And it frightened me,” he added.

That made her look at him.

Varek Ashbourne did not look like a man accustomed to admitting fear. The words did not sit easily in his mouth, but they did not sound false.

The mark warmed faintly.

Callista hated that it noticed.

Varek stepped back from the carriage. “We ride within the hour. The border is close. Once we cross, Draven cannot touch you without making a formal challenge.”

“Formal words did not stop those riders.”

“No,” he said. “But they will make his next attack more expensive.”

That sounded like court law. Like powerful people weighing the cost of blood they did not spill themselves.

Callista moved carefully onto the bench. Her legs felt weak. “And me?”

Varek paused.

“What happens to me once we cross?”

His gaze held hers. “That depends on what you choose to tell me.”

The mark did not burn.

It should have comforted her.

Instead, she wondered what choices remained when everyone wanted the truth inside her more than they wanted her.

The border came at twilight.

They abandoned the damaged carriage after the attack and changed to a heavier black coach brought from a Shadow Territory outpost. It smelled of oiled leather, cold iron, and cedar chips, not Thornfang wool and spilled wine. The door remained locked while they traveled the last miles, but when Callista asked why, Varek answered each time instead of commanding silence.

Thornfang scouts still moved in the woods.

The road narrowed near the border stones.

Callista saw them through the curtain: tall slabs of black rock standing in two uneven rows, their surfaces carved with old marks half-filled by frost. No Thornfang banners flew there. No Ironvale guards leaned laughing against the stones. Snow lay untouched around them, though riders had passed not long before.

The horses slowed of their own accord.

The shadow-wolves moved ahead.

Varek sat across from Callista again. He had cleaned the blood from his face but not changed his torn coat. The mark between them had quieted to a low warmth, present but no longer swallowing every breath.

Callista kept her hands under her cloak.

Varek had given the cloak to her after the attack. He had not draped it over her shoulders. He had held it out and waited until she took it.

Another small thing.

She did not trust small things yet. They could be bait. They could be habits men performed before growing tired of restraint.

The coach stopped.

One of the envoys opened the door from outside.

Cold swept in. Cleaner cold than Ironvale’s. It smelled of pine, stone, snow, and a faint mineral sharpness like rain against flint.

Varek stepped down first.

Callista did not move.

He turned back. “This is the border.”

She looked at his outstretched hand.

It was offered palm up.

Not gripping. Not taking.

Still, she did not touch it.

After a moment, Varek lowered his hand without comment.

That unsettled her almost as much as if he had grabbed her.

Callista climbed down on her own. Her boots sank into snow. Pain flickered through her knees from the hours of bracing herself in the carriage, but she kept her face steady.

Varek’s riders formed a loose half-circle, facing the trees they had left behind. The envoys stood nearer the stones. Garron, the freed Thornfang warrior, had been placed on a horse with his hands still bound. He stared at the border as if crossing it might strip the last of Draven’s voice from his bones.

Callista understood that too well.

The border stones hummed.

She felt it before she heard it. A pressure in her teeth. A vibration through the soles of her feet. The shadow-mark beneath her collarbone warmed in answer, then cooled so sharply that she almost gasped.

Varek watched the stones, not her.

“Once you cross,” he said to his guards, “she is under Shadow Territory protection by my mark and by witness of this company. No one touches her without her consent. No one enters her rooms without permission. No healer examines her unless she agrees. No oath-witch binds, tests, reads, or questions her through magic unless she understands the terms and says yes.”

The riders listened without visible surprise.

Callista did not.

Her eyes moved from one face to another, searching for mockery, resentment, loopholes. She found curiosity in some. Disapproval in others. Sorin Valegarde, the broad-shouldered commander who had ridden near the coach since the attack, looked as though he had swallowed a stone but intended to obey anyway.

Varek turned toward him. “Make it clear.”

Sorin’s jaw flexed once. “By the Alpha-King’s order, no hand on the marked woman without consent.”

Callista hated the phrase marked woman.

Varek’s eyes shifted to Sorin.

Sorin corrected himself, voice rougher. “No hand on Calla without consent.”

The name sounded wrong from him, but the correction mattered.

Callista told herself it did not.

Varek faced her. “You heard it.”

“Yes.”

“You do not believe it.”

“No.”

Several riders went still.

Varek did not look offended. “Good.”

That was not the answer she expected.

He stepped aside, leaving the path between the stones open. “Belief would be quick. You have had enough quick things done to you.”

Callista’s throat tightened, and she despised him a little for saying something true where others could hear.

She looked at the border.

The stones stood black against the snow, older than Thornfang, older than Ironvale, older than the false servant name she had worn like a ragged second skin. Beyond them, the road dipped into a forest so dense that daylight seemed to stop at the first line of trees. Shadows pooled there, deep and blue-black, but they did not look like the shadows in Ironvale.

Those had crouched.

These waited.

Callista took one step.

The mark cooled further.

Another step.

The air changed.

The moment she passed between the stones, every shadow along the border moved.

Not toward Varek.

Toward her.

They bent across the snow like tall grass pressed by wind, though no wind blew. Darkness gathered at the edges of the stones, slid over the roots of the pines, and bowed low around Callista’s boots.

A horse screamed and reared.

One of the riders swore.

Sorin drew half his blade before stopping himself.

Varek did not move at all.

But Callista saw his face.

He had expected the border to recognize his mark. He had not expected this.

The shadows remained bowed.

Callista could not breathe.

They were not attacking. They were not binding. They were waiting for something she did not know how to give.

The mark beneath her collarbone pulsed once, deep and steady.

For the first time since Varek’s shadow touched her in the Thorn Hall, Callista felt the terrifying shape of a truth she could not yet name.

The mark did not belong only to him.

Maybe it never had.

She stood between the border stones with ancient shadows bent at her feet, and behind her, Varek Ashbourne watched in silence.









