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Prologue
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A crown can kill a woman before it ever touches her head.

I learned that young.

Not from books. Not from old songs sung by the elders when the moon was full and the little ones sat at their feet. I learned it in the way people stepped back when they heard my name.

Naya Elowen Vale.

I was twenty-two years old, old enough to know how to clean blood from stone and young enough that some nights I still wished my mother could come back and tell me I had been born for better things.

In Ironvale, wishes were for children and fools.

I was neither.

I was a royal healer of Blackthorne Citadel, though royal did not mean respected. It meant I served the crown. It meant I bowed when nobles passed. It meant I stitched wounds for warriors who would not meet my eyes after I saved them.

I was Vale blood.

That was enough to make my hands useful and my face unwelcome.

My father, Orin Vale, had once served the old king. He had ridden with banners at his back and honor on his name. People used to say he could smell betrayal before it crossed a border. Then one winter night, the court named him traitor. By dawn, he was dead.

I was seven.

No one asked what a child saw. No one cared what a daughter lost. The Moon Council wrote the truth in black ink, sealed it with silver wax, and called it law.

Orin Vale betrayed Ironvale.

His wife died of grief.

His daughter was spared by mercy.

Mercy.

That word tasted like old ash to me.

Mercy was being allowed to live in the citadel kitchens until Maera found me washing blood from healer cloths with hands too small for the basin. Mercy was being trained because I had a gift they could use. Mercy was being told to lower my face whenever Lord Garron Thorn walked by, because he had been the one who spoke loudest at my father’s trial.

Mercy was a collar without iron.

I wore it well.

Blackthorne Citadel sat against the northern mountains like a beast made of dark stone. Its towers cut into the sky. Its gates were older than any living Alpha. In winter, ice grew along the walls like teeth. In summer, the pines below the ridge stayed so dark they seemed to drink the sun.

This was the seat of Ironvale.

This was where blood made law, rank made worth, and the moon saw everything but stopped very little.

The Alpha King ruled from the Hall of Crowns.

Cassian Draven.

Even his name changed the air.

Warriors straightened when they heard it. Nobles softened their voices. Servants moved quicker. He was thirty, strong as the mountain spine, and born with the kind of power that made other wolves bare their throats before he spoke.

I had seen him many times from a distance.

At council feasts. At winter judgments. At training-yard inspections. Once, in the lower ward, when he carried a wounded boy through the snow himself because no guard reached the child fast enough.

That was the part people forgot when they called him cold.

He was not heartless.

He was worse.

He could feel, and still choose the throne.

I knew that before he ever looked at me.

To him, I was likely nothing more than a healer in gray wool. Another quiet body in the lower halls. A girl with traitor blood who knew how to stop bleeding.

Good.

I preferred being unseen.

The seen were used. The wanted were traded. The loved were buried.

My mother had loved my father. She followed him into ruin without taking one step from her bed. After his execution, Elowen Vale stopped eating first. Then she stopped speaking. Then she stopped looking at me as if she knew who I was.

By the next Blood Moon, she was gone.

So I learned early that love did not save women.

Work did.

Maera taught me that.

She was older than the council liked and sharper than any blade in the royal armory. Her hair had gone silver before I was born, but her hands were steady. No one in the citadel could set a broken bone cleaner. No one could talk down a dying wolf with more grace.

She found me in the washroom when I was ten and put a herb knife in my hand.

“Cut the rot from the root,” she told me.

I stared at the blackened feverroot on the table. “I do not know how.”

“Then learn, girl.”

So I learned.

I learned to crush moonleaf until the oil ran clear. I learned that wolfsbane poison smelled sweet before it killed. I learned that a bite near the shoulder healed faster than a bite near the ribs. I learned that proud men cried for their mothers when silver entered their blood.

Maera never called me traitor’s daughter.

Not once.

She called me child when she was tired, fool when I worked too long, and Naya when the night was gentle.

That was enough.

Rowan came later.

He was not noble, though he had the shoulders of a guard captain and the temper of a storm door. His father had served at the western kennels. His mother mended uniforms. Rowan worked his way into the citadel guard with bruised knuckles and stubborn pride.

He was the first person my age who sat beside me at meal without losing friends for it.

That made him foolish.

I told him so.

He only grinned and stole half my bread.

“Let them glare,” he said. “Their faces will freeze that way.”

I should have kept away from him. A Vale did not need friends. Friends became targets. Friends asked questions. Friends noticed when you bled through your sleeve and pretended the cut was nothing.

Rowan noticed too much.

He also stood between me and insult more than once, which was why three noble sons had broken noses and Rowan had spent a month on latrine watch.

I told him I had not asked him to defend me.

He said, “I know.”

That was Rowan.

Liora was different.

Lady Liora Ashborne belonged to the moon-silk side of the citadel. Her gowns were soft. Her manners were perfect. Her family had seats near the council dais, though not near enough to rule. She came to the infirmary at sixteen with a basket of clean cloths and a face full of guilt.

I thought she was there to perform kindness.

Noble girls often did that. They liked to hand broth to the poor while someone watched.

Liora stayed after no one was watching.

She folded sheets. She washed cups. She gagged the first time she saw an open wound, then returned the next morning anyway. Over the years, she became the only noble I trusted enough to turn my back on.

She told me once that court women learned to smile before they learned to read.

I told her healer girls learned to scrub before we learned to dream.

She laughed, then cried.

I did not know what to do with that, so I handed her a cloth.

That was friendship in Ironvale. Small things. Quiet things. Nothing the council could tax or forbid.

Above us all stood the Moon Council.

Twelve seats. Twelve old families. Twelve mouths that spoke of law while their hands held knives beneath the table.

Lord Garron Thorn sat at the king’s right hand more often than not. He was not Alpha King, but some men did not need a crown to rule. He had patience. He had records. He had enough secrets to bend half the citadel toward him.

His hair was iron gray. His voice was calm. His eyes were pale and dry, like old bone left in snow.

When he looked at me, I felt seven again.

I hated that.

Lady Vespera moved in his circle. She was beautiful in the way winter glass was beautiful. Clean. Sharp. Made to cut light. Her family had money, bloodline, and the kind of pride that never had to explain itself.

The court whispered that she would make a fine queen.

A true queen.

A noble queen.

A queen without a dead traitor for a father.

I heard those whispers while changing bandages. While carrying water. While kneeling beside men whose lives I had saved. No one lowered their voice for healers. We were furniture until pain made us holy.

That was the order of the citadel.

The Alpha King at the top.

The council around him.

The nobles beneath them, all perfumed lies and old grudges.

The warriors beneath the nobles, strong enough to die, not always strong enough to question why.

The servants, the healers, the kitchen girls, the stable boys.

And below even them, in the place where names became dirt, stood the bloodlines the kingdom had marked.

Vale.

My name was a stain they could not scrub from the walls, so they made me hold the cloth.

The week before the Blood Moon Ascension, the citadel changed.

It began with banners.

Black and silver dropped from every tower. Wolves carved from white pine were placed above the gates. The Hall of Crowns was washed with moonwater and smoke. Servants polished the old crown until the rubies looked wet.

Cassian Draven had ruled since his father died, but the Blood Moon Ascension would bind his reign before the old laws. It was not just ceremony. In Ironvale, ceremony had teeth.

The moon would judge his strength.

The council would swear again.

The packs under Ironvale would send tribute.

And if fate had given him a true mate, the Crown-Bond rite would reveal her.

That was what set the women whispering.

Every unmated noble daughter moved through the halls like she had already heard the moon call her name. Hair braided with silver thread. Throats scented with crushed winter roses. Wrists bare so the king could see the pulse there.

I kept my sleeves down.

Not that it mattered.

The moon did not call women like me.

That was what I told myself.

The trouble started at Frostpine Pass.

Three nights before the Ascension, a rider came in with his wolf half-dead under him. I was in the lower infirmary grinding fever ash when the gate bell struck twice.

Not once for travelers.

Not three times for attack.

Twice meant blood at the border.

Maera looked up from her table. “Naya.”

I was already reaching for the field satchel.

By the time the wounded arrived, the courtyard smelled of snow, sweat, and torn flesh. Frostpine guards were hard men. Border men. They did not complain unless bone showed. That night, they came in with faces the color of milk.

One had silver burns across his ribs.

Another kept saying the pines had moved.

A third clutched my wrist while I stitched his side.

“Not rogues,” he whispered.

I leaned closer. “What did you see?”

His eyes rolled toward the doors, where royal guards stood listening. Fear sealed his mouth.

Not pain.

Fear.

I carried that with me.

By morning, Lord Garron had declared the skirmish a rogue matter. The council accepted it before the blood on the courtyard stones had dried.

Maera heard the decree and spat into the herb fire.

“Rogues do not carry worked silver,” she said.

“No,” I said.

Her gaze cut to me. “You will keep that thought behind your teeth.”

I did.

I was good at silence.

The day before the Ascension, Cassian came down to the training yard to inspect the Frostpine survivors.

I watched from the infirmary window like a fool.

He wore black, of course. Kings liked colors that hid blood. His cloak was fastened with the Draven wolf, silver against his throat. Men bowed as he passed. Women watched with bright eyes and careful mouths.

He did not smile.

Still, he listened.

That was what caught me. Not his face. Not his rank. Not the power that moved around him like heat from a forge.

He listened to a wounded guard no one else had allowed to finish speaking.

Then Lord Garron touched his arm.

Cassian turned away.

The guard’s mouth closed.

I stepped back from the window before I could hate the king more than was safe.

Power did not need to shout. Sometimes it only placed two fingers on a sleeve.

That night, I dreamed of my father.

I had not dreamed of him clearly in years.

In the dream, Orin Vale stood at the edge of Moonmere, the sacred water below the citadel ridge. His hands were bound. Blood ran from his mouth, but his eyes were alive.

“Not treason,” he said.

I tried to reach him.

The water between us turned black.

When I woke, my hand was pressed over my chest, and the old scar beneath my collarbone burned.

It was not a real scar. No blade had made it. Maera called it grief settling under the skin. I called it memory.

Dawn came pale and cold.

Blood Moon Ascension day.

The whole citadel woke before the sun. Bells rang from the high towers. Servants hurried through the corridors with trays, flowers, polished cups, folded cloth. The kitchens smoked. The royal seamstresses carried garments wrapped in linen. Priests of the Moon Shrine walked barefoot across the frost and called blessings into the air.

I tied my gray healer dress at the waist and pinned my hair back.

No silver thread.

No scent oil.

No foolishness.

In the cracked mirror, my face looked thinner than it had the night before. Brown hair. Tired eyes. Skin too pale from too many hours indoors. A mouth trained not to tremble.

I looked like what I was.

A healer.

A Vale.

A woman who knew better than to want.

Rowan waited outside the infirmary door with two cups of bitter root tea.

“You look terrible,” he said.

“Good morning to you as well.”

He handed me a cup. “Big royal day. Thought I should be honest in case we all die of ceremony.”

I drank and made a face. “This tastes like mud.”

“Expensive mud. Maera said it would keep you upright.”

“Maera says many cruel things.”

From inside the infirmary, her voice snapped, “And every one of them saves your life.”

Rowan grinned at me.

I tried not to smile back.

The infirmary was already awake. Lamps burned low along the walls. Beds had been stripped and remade. Jars lined the tables in neat rows. Moonleaf, fever ash, knitbone, silverdraw, woundwort. Everything ready for disaster, because royal ceremonies always pretended blood would not come and always made room for it anyway.

Maera stood at the center table, sleeves rolled, eyes sharp.

“You will take the lower ward first,” she told me. “No drifting near the Hall unless summoned. Keep your head covered when the nobles pass. Do not answer insults. Do not bleed on clean floors.”

“I had no plan to bleed at all.”

“Plans are sweet. The moon laughs at them.”

Rowan leaned against the doorframe. “I can walk her to the lower ward.”

Maera did not look at him. “You can stop blocking my doorway.”

He moved at once.

I set my cup down and reached for clean bandages.

A bell sounded from the eastern watch.

Once.

Then again.

The room stilled.

Rowan’s hand went to the knife at his belt.

Maera closed her eyes for the length of one breath. When she opened them, she was no longer my mentor. She was the head healer of Blackthorne Citadel, and every soul in the room belonged to her until she chose to give them back to death.

“Stretchers,” she ordered. “Hot water. Silverdraw ready. Naya, front table.”

I moved.

Outside, boots struck stone. Men shouted. Wheels rattled over the courtyard. The smell reached us before the first body did.

Blood.

Cold air.

Burnt silver.

The doors burst open.

Frostpine guards came in broken from the pass, carried by their own men, wrapped in cloaks stiff with ice. One groaned for his mother. One did not move at all. A young guard with half his face covered in blood stared straight at me as if I were the last thing left in the world.

Behind them, the citadel bells kept ringing for the Blood Moon Ascension.

Royal banners snapped above the courtyard.

The king would be crowned under moonlight.

The council would dress itself in law.

The nobles would wait to see which highborn woman fate chose.

And I, Naya Elowen Vale, traitor’s daughter and royal healer, stood beneath the infirmary lamps with Maera at my side, Rowan at the door, and blood reaching for my hands.

I rolled up my sleeves.

“Bring him here,” I said.

The morning began.
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Chapter 1: The Healer Beneath the Crown
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Blood dried faster than fear beneath the crown.

By sunrise, the infirmary floors of Blackthorne Citadel were already streaked red.

I knelt beside a wounded border guard and pressed both palms over the torn place beneath his ribs. He was young. Too young to have frost in his beard and terror in his eyes. His fingers shook against the cot, scraping at the linen as if he could claw his way out of pain.

“Stay with me,” I said.

His gaze found mine. “Frostpine Pass fell?”

“No.” I reached for the needle Maera had left on the tray. “You came through it. That means it still stands.”

His mouth moved like he wanted to answer, but a cough stole the words. Blood touched his lips.

Across the room, Maera snapped orders at two apprentice healers. “Boil more water. Not warm. Boiling. Rowan, hold him down before he tears the stitches.”

Rowan Thorne moved at once, broad shoulders cutting through the steam and noise. He pinned the guard’s arm with one hand and passed me fresh cloth with the other.

“You need to rest, Naya,” he muttered.

“So do half the men in here.”

“That was not an answer.”

“It was the only one you are getting.”

Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing else. He knew better than to argue when there was blood on my hands.

The wounded had started arriving before dawn. Border wolves from Frostpine Pass. Sentinels from the northern watch. Two scouts with claw wounds too deep to be from ordinary rogues. No one said what had happened beyond the gates, but fear moved from cot to cot faster than fever.

Today was the Blood Moon Ascension.

By nightfall, Cassian Draven would stand before the Moon Council and take the full crown of Ironvale. The kingdom would kneel. The nobles would cheer. The old laws would bind themselves around a new Alpha King.

And I, Naya Elowen Vale, daughter of the man they called traitor, would scrub blood from stone and keep my head lowered.

That was how I survived in Blackthorne Citadel.

Quiet hands. Quiet steps. Quiet breathing.

Never give them a reason to remember the Vale name.

The guard cried out when I tightened the last stitch. His wolf flashed behind his eyes, gold and wild, but the pain dragged him back.

“Almost done,” I whispered.

The healing warmth rose through my palms before I could stop it. Silver-gray light slipped under my skin, faint as moonshine through fog. I curled my fingers, hiding it beneath the cloth. Too late. The wound closed cleaner than it should have.

Rowan saw.

His eyes narrowed.

Maera saw too, from across the room.

She did not look surprised. She only looked worried.

I tied the bandage and stood too fast. The room swayed. For a heartbeat, the white walls bent inward and the floor seemed to tilt beneath my boots.

Rowan caught my elbow.

“Do not,” I warned softly.

“Do not what? Keep you from dropping in front of half the guard?”

“I am fine.”

“You have been saying that since midnight.”

“Then I have been consistent.”

A tired smile tried to pull at his mouth. It failed halfway. Rowan had been my friend since we were children hiding behind the laundry yard, before my father’s name became a curse. He was one of the few people in the citadel who still said Vale without making it sound dirty.

Maera came to my side, her gray braid swinging over one shoulder. Age had sharpened her instead of softening her. Her eyes missed nothing.

“You used too much,” she said under her breath.

“He was bleeding out.”

“And if the wrong person sees that glow?”

I wiped my hands on a cloth already ruined beyond saving. “Then I will say it was lantern light.”

“In a room with no lanterns?”

“Then I will say they imagined it.”

Maera did not laugh. “Naya.”

The way she said my name made my chest tighten. Not scolding. Not anger. Fear.

Before she could say more, the infirmary doors opened.

Not opened.

Struck inward.

Every healer in the room went still.

Royal guards entered first, black armor marked with the silver crown of Ironvale. Behind them came the scent of winter rain, smoke, and blood.

Then Cassian Draven stepped into the infirmary.

The room changed around him.

It always did.

Men straightened despite their wounds. Apprentices lowered their eyes. Even Maera went silent for half a breath.

Cassian was not wearing his crown yet. He did not need it. Power sat on him like a second skin. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair damp from the morning mist and a fresh cut slanting across his cheek, he looked less like a king waiting for ceremony and more like a blade pulled from war.

His black coat was torn at the side.

Blood soaked through the fabric.

My body moved before my fear could stop it.

“Here,” I said, pointing to the nearest empty cot.

One of his guards stepped forward. “The Alpha King does not take orders from a palace healer.”

“He does if he wants to keep his blood inside his body.”

The words left my mouth before I remembered who I was speaking in front of.

Silence fell hard.

Rowan shifted behind me, as if ready to drag me out himself if the guards reached for me.

Cassian looked at me.

Truly looked.

His eyes were a deep storm-gray, colder than the mountains beyond Frostpine Pass. I had seen him from a distance before, in council processions and training yards, but never close enough to see the faint silver ring around his pupils.

For a moment, something unreadable passed over his face.

Not anger.

Recognition.

Then it vanished.

He walked to the cot and sat.

“Leave us,” he told the guards.

“My lord,” one began.

“Outside.”

No one argued with Cassian Draven twice.

The guards moved to the door, though they did not shut it fully. Rowan remained where he was. Maera pretended to sort instruments, but I knew she was listening.

I stepped closer to Cassian with clean cloth, needle, and moonroot wash.

“This needs stitching,” I said.

“I know.”

His voice was low. Rough from cold air and command.

“Then hold still.”

A faint shadow touched his mouth. Not quite a smile. “You speak boldly for someone who refuses to look at me.”

My fingers paused over the tear in his coat.

I forced my gaze up. “I look at wounds, my lord. They tell the truth more often than faces.”

His expression changed again. Just a flicker. Enough to make my pulse stumble.

“Then what does this one tell you?”

“That someone wanted you slowed, not killed.” I cut away the torn fabric. “The angle is wrong for a killing strike.”

“And what else?”

“That your guards are either careless or frightened.”

Rowan made a strangled sound behind me.

Cassian’s gaze did not leave my face. “And you are neither?”

“I am busy.”

This time, the almost-smile reached one corner of his mouth.

Then I touched him.

The world broke open.

Heat rushed through my palm, not from his wound, not from fever, but from something ancient waking beneath my skin. It moved up my arm and locked around my ribs. My wolf rose so fast I nearly staggered.

Mine.

The word did not come from thought.

It came from bone.

Cassian’s hand shot out and caught my wrist.

His grip was not cruel, but it was iron.

His eyes widened.

The silver ring around his pupils flared bright.

My breath tangled in my throat. The infirmary vanished around us for one impossible heartbeat. No wounded guards. No blood. No Maera. No Rowan. No crown waiting above him like a storm.

Only scent.

Winter rain. Smoke. Iron. Pine.

And beneath it, something that reached for me as if it had known me before I was born.

No.

No, no, no.

Not him.

Not Cassian Draven.

Not the Alpha King of Ironvale.

Not the man whose council had let my father die as a traitor.

Cassian released me as if my skin had burned him.

The bond snapped between us, bright and terrible.

I took a step back.

He stood so quickly the cot scraped the floor.

Maera turned. Rowan moved toward me.

Cassian’s face had gone hard, but I had seen what came before the mask.

Shock.

Fear.

Recognition.

His wolf knew.

Mine did too.

“Finish it,” he said.

The command sounded steady. His eyes were not.

I looked at the wound instead of his face. My hands felt strange, no longer fully mine. I cleaned the cut. Threaded the needle. Pushed it through skin while the bond throbbed with every breath he took.

Neither of us spoke.

The room slowly remembered how to move. A guard groaned. Water hissed over hot stones. Somewhere, an apprentice dropped a bowl and whispered an apology.

Cassian did not flinch once.

When the last stitch was tied, I stepped away. “It will hold.”

His gaze lowered to my hands. The silver-gray glow had returned, faint but visible at my fingertips.

I curled them into my palms.

Too late again.

A slow clap sounded from the doorway.

Lord Garron Thorn stood there in a dark green council coat, his silver hair bound neatly at the nape of his neck. He looked too clean for an infirmary. Too calm for a morning soaked in blood.

“My king,” he said smoothly. “The council grows restless. The Ascension waits for no man.”

Cassian turned toward him. “I am aware.”

Garron’s eyes moved to me.

They were pale, almost colorless. Like ice over deep water.

“Naya Elowen Vale,” he said, as if tasting the disgrace in my name. “Still serving close to royal blood, I see.”

My spine went rigid.

Maera stepped forward. “She is one of my best healers.”

“How generous of you to say so.” Garron smiled without warmth. “Talent can grow in unfortunate soil. That does not make the soil clean.”

Rowan’s growl rolled low in his chest.

I touched his arm before he could step forward. Not because I was calm. Because I knew men like Garron wanted anger. Anger gave them rope. Rope became a noose.

Cassian’s voice cut through the room. “Enough.”

Garron turned that cold smile on him. “Of course. I only worry for appearances. On the day of your Ascension, the kingdom will study every shadow near you.”

His
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