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The Girl They Forgot

The first thing I learned in Silverpine was this: a wolf could be born into a pack and still be treated like a stray.

I was seven when I understood it.

Not because anyone said it plain. They never did. Polite cruelty was the custom of old packs. A lifted chin. A turned back. A bowl placed at the end of the table. A name spoken as if it had dirt on it.

Thorne.

That was my name.

Maelis Rowan Thorne.

Daughter of Carys Thorne, healer of the eastern ward. Daughter of Osric Thorne, patrol wolf of the lower ridge. Low blood. Useful hands. No council claim. No noble line worth singing over firelight.

In Silverpine, that mattered.

Our pack lived beneath old pines and older laws. The forest rose around us like a wall, dark green in summer, black and silver in winter. The mountains guarded our backs. Frostmere Ridge cut sharp along the northern border. Moon Oath Clearing sat in the heart of the land, where Alphas swore, mates were claimed, and punishments were named before the whole pack.

I hated that clearing.

Even before it ruined me, I hated it.

My mother used to say sacred places were only as kind as the wolves who stood inside them.

She was right.

Carys Thorne had soft hands and a spine made of iron. She smelled of lavender, smoke, and crushed mint. When warriors came bleeding through our door, she did not ask rank before she healed them. When omegas came hungry, she fed them before the elders noticed. When I cried because noble-born girls laughed at my patched cloak, she wiped my face and said, “Let them laugh, little thorn. A pretty mouth can still carry an empty soul.”

Then she died.

I was sixteen.

A border clash, they said. Too many wounded. Too much blood. Too little time.

That was the story Silverpine gave me.

My father accepted it because grief made him tired. The pack accepted it because dead healers were useful memories. The elders accepted it because old men liked clean endings.

I did not accept it.

Not fully.

Something about my mother’s death sat wrong in me, like a bone healed crooked. But I was low-ranked, young, and female. My questions were treated like childish noise.

So I stopped asking.

I became useful instead.

By twenty-two, I knew every fever root in Healer’s Hollow. I could stitch a torn shoulder by candlelight. I could tell poison from rot by smell. I knew which warriors cried when pain took their pride and which mothers hid hunger from their children. I knew how to bow my head without lowering my eyes.

That was the trick.

Obey enough to survive. Watch enough to learn.

And never, ever expect the pack to love you back.

The night everything began, the sky was heavy with snow.

Not falling yet. Just waiting.

Silverpine always felt strange before a Moon Oath Gathering. The air changed. Wolves became sharper. Voices dropped. Even the old pines seemed to lean closer, as if they wanted to hear who would rise and who would be broken.

I was in the healer’s cottage with Nera Vale when the first patrol horn sounded.

One long note.

Then another.

Wounded.

Nera looked up from the table. Her silver-gray braid hung over one shoulder, and her brown eyes narrowed.

“Frostmere,” she said.

I was already reaching for clean cloth.

The cottage was small, but it held more life than Alpha Hall ever had. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the rafters. Clay jars lined the shelves. The hearth smoked when the wind turned mean. My mother’s old worktable stood near the window, scarred by knives, stains, and years of desperate hands.

I loved that table.

Some days I hated it too.

It remembered her better than my father did.

Nera pointed to the blue jar. “Comfrey. Yarrow. Bloodmoss if the wounds are deep.”

“I know.”

“Aye, you know. But knowing does not make you faster.”

I grabbed the jars.

The door flew open hard enough to strike the wall.

Two warriors stumbled in with a third between them. Blood darkened his sleeve. Snow clung to his hair and shoulders. His face was gray with pain.

“Ridge patrol,” one of them said. “Rogues near the marker stones.”

Nera cursed softly. “Lay him down.”

They obeyed.

Everyone obeyed Nera in the healer’s cottage. Even wolves who sneered at her age outside these walls learned manners when their blood was on her floor.

I cut the wounded wolf’s sleeve. The gash was ugly but clean. A blade wound, not a claw.

“Who did this?” I asked.

The warrior’s eyes flicked to me. “Since when do junior healers question patrol?”

“Since patrol bleeds on my table.”

Nera made a sound that might have been a cough. It was not.

The warrior glared, then looked away. “Could not see them clear.”

Liar.

But I held my tongue. For now.

We worked until the bleeding slowed. My hands moved steady. Wash. Press. Stitch. Bind. My wolf stayed quiet under my skin, alert but calm. She had always been that way. Watchful. Wary. Too used to being unwelcome.

By the time the injured warrior slept, the cottage smelled of iron, smoke, and bitter herbs.

The other two patrol wolves stood near the door, speaking low.

“Moon Oath should be delayed,” one muttered.

“The Alpha will not delay.”

“Then he should name his Luna tonight. The pack needs strength.”

“He will. The elders favor Seraphine.”

My fingers went still over the bandage roll.

Seraphine Voss.

Of course.

High blood. Pale hair. Perfect posture. A voice smooth as winter ice. She moved through Silverpine as if the ground had been laid for her feet alone. The elders adored her because she made cruelty look noble.

Nera’s gaze cut to me.

I lowered my head and kept sorting cloth.

The warrior went on. “Alpha Ronan needs a Luna the council can stand behind. Not some soft little thing from the lower houses.”

The other laughed. “As if Alpha Ronan would choose low.”

Something inside me tightened.

Not because I wanted him.

I barely knew him. No one truly knew Alpha Ronan Cael Ashford. He was a man made of command and silence. He ruled from Alpha Hall with storm-gray eyes and a voice that could quiet a room faster than a blade.

But every unmated she-wolf in Silverpine knew the question hanging over the pack.

Who would the Alpha’s wolf choose?

And every low-ranked she-wolf knew the answer expected by the council.

Not one of us.

Never one of us.

The warriors left after Nera dismissed them. She barred the door behind them and turned to me.

“Do not carry words that were meant to wound.”

I gave a small smile. “Then I would carry nothing at all.”

Her face softened. “Maelis.”

“I am fine.”

“No. You are practiced.”

That struck deeper than I wanted.

I turned back to the table. “There is a difference?”

“Aye. One is peace. The other is a locked door.”

Before I could answer, another knock came.

This one was softer.

Talia Fernwick slipped inside without waiting. She wore a brown wool shawl over her kitchen dress, and her curls were dusted with snow. Her cheeks were flushed from running.

“You are both alive,” she said. “Good. I hate wasting worry.”

Nera frowned. “You should be in the kitchens.”

“I escaped.”

“You mean you left.”

“I escaped sounds braver.”

Despite myself, I smiled.

Talia came to my side and bumped my shoulder with hers. She was omega-born, which meant the pack thought she should be grateful for scraps and silence. Talia had never been good at either.

“They are already hanging moon lanterns,” she said. “Seraphine’s women have taken over the front tables. One of them told me to polish the silver cups twice because ‘a Luna’s first feast must shine.’”

Nera’s mouth thinned.

I tied off a bundle of mint. “She is not Luna yet.”

“No,” Talia said. “But they are acting like the moon already crowned her.”

The cottage went quiet.

Outside, the wind dragged pine branches against the roof. The sound reminded me of nails over wood.

Talia studied my face. “You are going tonight, aren’t you?”

“All pack members must attend.”

“That is not what I asked.”

I reached for another strip of cloth. “Yes. I am going.”

Nera watched me too closely. “Wear your mother’s cloak.”

“No.”

“Maelis.”

“No,” I said again, sharper this time.

My mother’s cloak hung near my bed. Dark green wool. Silver clasp. Patched at the inner hem where she once caught it on a thorn fence. I had not worn it to a pack gathering since her death.

Too many eyes.

Too many memories.

Too much wanting.

Talia touched the edge of the table. “You should wear it. Carys would have liked that.”

I looked down at my hands.

There were herb stains under my nails. A small burn marked my wrist from the kettle. My fingers were strong, but they were not elegant. Not like Seraphine’s. Not like the noble daughters who would stand near the Alpha tonight with silver in their hair and old names behind them.

“I am not going there to be seen,” I said.

Nera’s voice was low. “Maybe that is the trouble.”

The patrol horn sounded again.

Shorter this time.

A summons.

Talia stiffened. “That came from Alpha Hall.”

Nera moved to the window and pulled the curtain back. Snow had begun at last, thin and pale in the dusk.

“Something is wrong,” she said.

Those words had weight.

Nera did not fear shadows. She had delivered pups during storms, cut poison from wounds, and once slapped a drunk Beta for bleeding on clean sheets. If she said something was wrong, it usually had teeth.

A few moments later, a young runner came to the cottage door. He could not have been more than fifteen, all elbows and fear.

“Nera Vale,” he said, bowing too fast. “The council requests fever draughts for the gathering. And wound kits. Alpha’s order.”

Nera’s eyes narrowed. “Wound kits for a Moon Oath?”

The boy swallowed. “I only carry the message.”

“Who gave it?”

“Elder Garrick.”

There it was.

A cold thread through the room.

Garrick Solmere had sat on the council longer than I had been alive. He wore tradition like armor. He believed low-ranked wolves should be quiet, omegas should be grateful, and females should be useful before they were anything else.

He had never liked my mother.

He liked me less.

Nera took the basket from a shelf and began filling it. “Maelis will bring them.”

My head snapped up. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“The gathering is not for hours.”

“Then you have hours to notice what others miss.”

Talia looked between us. “That sounds dangerous.”

“It is Silverpine,” Nera said. “Breathing is political.”

I almost laughed. Almost.

Instead, I took the basket.

Nera caught my wrist before I reached the door. Her grip was thin but strong.

“Listen to me, child. Keep your head clear tonight.”

“I always do.”

“No. Tonight, keep your heart clear too.”

I did not understand then.

Later, I would.

Later, I would remember the way she looked at me, as if she saw a blade falling and could not move me out of its path.

I stepped outside.

The cold hit my face first. Sharp. Clean. Honest in a way wolves rarely were.

Silverpine village spread before me in rings of firelight and shadow. Timber homes stood beneath snow-heavy branches. Smoke rose from stone chimneys. Lanterns glowed along the path to Moon Oath Clearing. Farther up the hill, Alpha Hall watched over us all, vast and dark against the white sky.

It was beautiful.

That was the cruel thing.

A place could be beautiful and still break you.

I walked the main path with the basket hooked over my arm. Wolves passed me in gathering clothes. Fur-lined cloaks. Polished boots. Silver pins shaped like crescent moons. Some nodded to me. Most did not.

Low-ranked healer.

Thorne girl.

Carys’s daughter.

Osric’s burden.

I knew the names they did not speak.

Near the well, I saw my father.

Osric Thorne stood with two older patrol wolves, his shoulders hunched beneath his worn cloak. He looked older than forty-eight. Grief had carved hollows into his face and left anger in the spaces.

His hazel eyes found mine.

For a moment, I thought he might come to me.

He did not.

One of the patrol wolves said something. My father looked away.

A small, foolish part of me still hurt.

I hated that part.

It should have been dead by now.

I kept walking.

At the lower steps of Alpha Hall, Seraphine Voss stood surrounded by women in pale cloaks. Her blonde hair was braided with silver thread. She looked like winter had chosen a body and taught it pride.

Her gaze slid over me.

“Maelis Thorne,” she said. “Deliveries go to the side entrance.”

“I know where the healing stores are kept.”

“I am sure you know many servant paths.”

The women around her smiled.

I held the basket tighter. “A healer is not a servant.”

“No,” Seraphine said. “A good healer is useful.”

There it was again.

Useful.

The word that followed me like a chain.

I bowed because rank demanded it. Not low. Not deeply.

“Lady Voss.”

Her eyes cooled at the lack of trembling.

“Careful tonight,” she said softly. “Old packs do not favor girls who forget their place.”

I met her gaze. “Then old packs must have poor memories. They keep needing reminders of who bleeds for them.”

Silence fell.

One of her women gasped.

Seraphine’s smile sharpened.

For a second, I thought she would strike me. Part of me wanted her to try. A bruise from her hand would be easier to bear than another polite cut.

But the doors of Alpha Hall opened.

Every wolf on the steps lowered their head.

So did I.

Alpha Ronan Cael Ashford came out with Beta Wardens at his back.

I had seen him before, of course. Everyone had. He was our Alpha. His presence lived in the laws, the patrol routes, the winter stores, the way conversations changed when his name entered them.

But I had never stood this close.

He was taller than the men around him, broad-shouldered beneath a black cloak clasped with the Ashford crest. His hair was dark. His face was hard in the way of men trained not to show pain. A scar cut through his left eyebrow, pale against his skin.

His eyes were storm-gray.

They moved across the steps.

Past Seraphine.

Past the noble daughters.

Then they stopped on me.

The world went strangely quiet.

Not silent.

I could still hear boots in snow, the creak of lantern chains, the distant bark of a wolf near the ridge.

But beneath those sounds, something older woke.

My wolf lifted her head.

For the first time in my life, she pushed hard against my skin.

Mine.

The word was not spoken.

It was worse than spoken.

It was known.

Ronan’s eyes changed. Silver bled through the gray, bright and fierce. His hand tightened once at his side. Not much. Most would not have seen it.

I did.

Seraphine saw it too.

Her gaze snapped from him to me.

The basket handle cut into my palm.

No.

No, no, no.

This was not possible.

The moon did not choose girls like me for men like him. Fate did not reach into low houses and pull out forgotten daughters for Alpha thrones. That was the sort of tale sung by drunk elders after too much winter wine.

Yet Ronan stared at me as if the ground had shifted beneath his boots.

My blood knew him.

My wolf knew him.

And from the look in his eyes, his wolf knew me too.

A council elder stepped behind him.

Garrick Solmere.

The old man’s pale green eyes moved between us. Once. Twice.

His expression did not change.

That frightened me more than anger would have.

“Alpha,” Garrick said quietly. “The council waits.”

Ronan did not answer at once.

His gaze held mine for one more breath.

Then his jaw hardened.

The silver in his eyes dimmed.

He turned away.

Just like that, the world began moving again.

Voices returned. Seraphine’s women whispered. Snow fell harder. Somewhere inside me, my wolf pressed against my ribs, confused and restless.

Ronan disappeared back into Alpha Hall.

Garrick remained on the steps long enough to look at me.

Not as if I were a person.

As if I were a problem.

Then he followed his Alpha inside.

I stood there with healing supplies in my hands and ruin opening at my feet.

Talia found me before I reached the side entrance.

“What happened?” she whispered.

I could not answer.

Her face changed. “Maelis?”

I looked toward the closed doors of Alpha Hall.

My voice came out flat. “I need to give Nera the supplies list.”

“You are pale.”

“I am cold.”

“You lie badly.”

“I know.”

She took my elbow and guided me away from the steps, away from Seraphine’s watching eyes, away from the place where my life had shifted without my permission.

But there was no walking away from a mate bond.

Every child in Silverpine knew that.

The bond found you once. Only once. It was supposed to be sacred. A gift from the Moon. A joining of wolves, hearts, and futures. My mother had told me that when I was small.

I had believed her then.

I was not small anymore.

And gifts could become traps when placed in the wrong hands.

By the time we returned to the healer’s cottage, dusk had settled thick over the forest. Moon lanterns glowed along the distant path. Drums began near the clearing, slow and deep.

Nera stood at the table, grinding herbs with a stone pestle.

She looked up once.

One look was enough.

“You scented him,” she said.

Talia went still beside me.

I closed the door behind us.

The cottage felt too warm. Too small.

“I think he scented me too.”

Nera set the pestle down.

Talia whispered something under her breath that would have earned kitchen punishment.

I almost smiled. My mouth could not manage it.

Nera came around the table. “Tell me everything.”

So I did.

The steps. Seraphine. Ronan’s eyes. Garrick watching. The way Ronan turned away.

When I finished, Nera’s face was grave.

Talia gripped the back of a chair. “Maybe he was shocked.”

“Maybe,” I said.

But I had seen his face.

Shock was not all of it.

There had been want. Recognition. Fear.

And then choice.

He had turned away by choice.

Nera moved to the hearth and stirred the coals. “The Moon Oath Gathering is tonight. If the bond showed before witnesses, he cannot ignore it for long.”

“He is Alpha,” I said. “He can do what he wants.”

“No,” Nera said. “He can do what he can defend.”

That was not comfort.

Outside, the drums grew louder.

Talia touched my sleeve. “Do you want him?”

The question struck me harder than it should have.

Did I?

I did not know Ronan. Not as a man. I knew the shape of his power
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