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The first lesson Briarfall Pack taught me was simple.

A wolf could bleed for her people every day and still be called a curse by sunset.

I learned that before I was old enough to braid my own hair. Before I knew how to set a broken wrist. Before my wolf woke under my skin and showed me how lonely a body could be when it belonged to a pack that did not want it.

My name was Arielle Maeven Thorn.

Most called me Ari, if they had the kindness for it.

Some called me Thorn-girl. Some called me traitor-blood. Some did not call me anything at all. They only moved aside when I passed, as if shame could spread by touch.

I was twenty-four years old and low-ranked in Briarfall Pack. A healer-scout by duty. Useful when someone was fevered. Useful when a child split his lip on training stones. Useful when a warrior came back from border patrol with bramble hooks buried in his skin. Less useful when the pack gathered under moonlight and remembered who my mother had been.

Maeven Thorn.

That name had power once. That was what Tamsin Reed told me when I was small and too angry to sleep.

“Your mother walked like the moon had lent her spine,” Tamsin would say, while she ground feverfew at the old worktable. “Do not let fools make her small in your mind.”

But fools had loud voices in Briarfall. Elders had louder ones. Records had the loudest of all.

The Moon Ledger said my mother betrayed our patrol at Ash Creek thirteen years ago. It said she led my father and six loyal wolves into an ambush. It said she vanished before judgment could be done.

The pack believed it because the Ledger was sacred.

I believed nothing because I had known my mother’s hands.

They were warm. Careful. Always stained with herbs. A traitor could have many faces, I supposed, but I could not make that word fit the woman who kissed the crown of my head each night and told me, “Ari, whatever they say, truth has teeth.”

She left two days after my eleventh birthday.

No farewell. No body. No proof that she lived.

Only her name left behind like ash in my mouth.

My father did not come back from Ash Creek either. Brann Thorn died with his throat full of loyalty, or so the warriors said. They spoke of him more kindly than they spoke of her, but never kindly enough to spare me.

So I grew up in the space between two graves. One real. One made by rumor.

Briarfall land was beautiful enough to make cruelty seem holy.

Our territory spread from the black pine ridges in the north to the low silver marshes in the south. The western edge broke into cliffs, where the wind came sharp from the ravine. Eastward, Ash Creek cut through old stone and moss, though most wolves avoided that place. They said the ground remembered betrayal. They said moonlight looked wrong there.

At the center of all things stood Briarfall settlement. Moon Hall rose on the highest slope, built from white stone and dark timber, with wolf heads carved above its doors. Below it sat the training yards, the communal kitchens, the elders’ court, the market path, and the homes of families whose names held honor.

The Healing House stood near the lower cedar grove.

That suited me.

Low ground for a low-ranked wolf.

Still, I loved the Healing House. I hated that I loved it, but I did. It smelled of lavender, clean linen, bloodroot, rainwater, and smoke from the little iron stove. It had wide windows that caught the morning light. It had shelves full of jars and dried bundles. It had a back door that did not creak if one knew how to lift the latch just so.

Tamsin Reed ruled that place like a queen with a mortar and pestle.

She was not Alpha-born. She was not high-ranked. She was gray at the temples and sharp at the tongue. Even Elder Oric Fen spoke carefully around her, though he liked to pretend he did not.

Tamsin took me in after my mother vanished.

Not fully. No one in Briarfall was allowed to claim a Thorn too loudly. But she gave me a cot when I had fever. She gave me work when others gave me pity. She taught me where to press a wound to slow bleeding. She taught me which mushroom healed and which one killed. She taught me that silence could be armor, but only if I chose when to take it off.

“You are not weak because you bow your head,” she told me once. “But never kneel in your soul. Not to elder. Not to Alpha. Not to mate. Remember that.”

I remembered.

Most days.

Other days, I was only tired.

Tired of being watched. Tired of being useful but unwelcome. Tired of seeing mothers pull their children closer when I passed, then bring those same children to me at night when fever burned them.

Briarfall had old laws. Old manners. Old sins dressed up as order.

At the top stood the Alpha.

Kaelen Draven Voss.

Even his name sounded carved from dark stone.

He was twenty-eight, but no one mistook him for young. Not with that grave face. Not with those broad shoulders that carried command as if he had been born beneath a crown. Not with eyes like winter steel, pale and hard when he judged a room. Wolves lowered their gazes when he walked past. Warriors straightened. Elders smiled with their mouths and measured him with their eyes.

He had been Alpha since his father died.

That was another story the pack spoke of in careful tones.

Alpha Draven Voss had fallen to a sickness no healer could name. Some said it was old blood debt. Some said it was a curse from a broken bond. Some said nothing at all because Oric Fen did not like questions about dead Alphas.

Kaelen was not cruel in the way Niall Crowhurst was cruel.

Niall liked public pain. He liked little laughs that cut. He liked reminding me that rank was a door and I stood outside it.

Kaelen was colder than that. Worse, perhaps. He was fair when others watched. Distant when they did not. He never mocked my name. Never struck me with words. Never defended me either.

That was the way of high wolves.

They kept their hands clean and let the pack do the dirty work.

I told myself I did not care what Kaelen Voss thought of me.

That was a lie.

Not a soft lie. Not a pretty one. A hard, ugly thing I carried because it helped me stand upright.

Every wolf wanted to be seen by the Alpha. That was pack blood. A low-ranked wolf wanted it more because notice could mean safety. A healer wanted it because the Healing House ran on permission as much as herbs. A girl with a stained name wanted it because one word from him could stop years of whispers.

He never gave that word.

So I learned to want smaller things.

A full shelf of winter salves.

A patrol returning with no dead.

Juni Vale laughing in my doorway with stolen honey cakes hidden under her cloak.

Juni was the nearest thing I had to a sister. She had copper-brown skin, bright eyes, and no proper fear of anyone. She was a weaver’s daughter with a mouth quick enough to get her punished and a heart stubborn enough to make punishment worth it.

“You should glare more,” she told me often. “You have the face for it.”

“I have the rank for silence.”

“You have the rank they gave you. That is not the same as the one you deserve.”

Juni said dangerous things like they were weather reports.

I loved her for it.

I feared for her too.

Kindness toward me cost people. Not always at once. Briarfall preferred slow punishment. Lost duties. Cold looks. Invitations that never came. A place at the edge of every table.

Juni stayed anyway.

Tamsin stayed too.

That should have been enough.

But a wound made in childhood does not close just because two good people stand near it.

Mine was simple.

I wanted to be chosen without someone first looking around to see who might judge them for it.

I wanted someone to say my name in daylight.

Not whisper it in pity. Not spit it in warning. Say it as if I belonged.

That was the shame of me. I could skin a rabbit, set a bone, track a limping wolf through rain, and stitch a wound while a warrior cursed in my face. But I still wanted that.

Belonging.

It was a foolish hunger.

The Moon Claiming Rite always made it worse.

Once each year, on the first full moon after frostmelt, unmated wolves of age gathered at Briarfall Cascade. The water fell from the upper ridge into a stone basin that glowed silver under moonlight. The old ones said the first Alpha of Briarfall found his mate there, when the moon split the water and showed him the truth of his own soul.

I did not know if that was true.

Packs loved grand stories. They made obedience sound like destiny.

But the mate bond was real.

Not every wolf had one. Some chose love without it and lived well. Some waited for a bond and grew bitter. Some found a mate and ruined it by thinking fate was the same as trust.

The bond, when it woke, marked the wrist first. A heat under the skin. A silver thread between one pulse and another. It did not force love. Tamsin made that clear. It only revealed a door.

A wolf still had to choose whether to open it.

Briarfall forgot that part when it suited them.

The rite was not a wedding. Not exactly. It was a public asking. Moonlight, water, old words, open hands. If a bond showed itself, both wolves could accept it, delay it, or refuse it.

Refusal was rare.

Public refusal was worse than death in some eyes.

I had seen one when I was sixteen. A young hunter refused his fated mate because he loved another. The pack spoke of it for months, but both wolves survived. They made other choices. They did not break.

Still, I remembered the sound the rejected woman made.

Not a scream.

A small sound. Like something inside her had stepped away and shut a door.

After that, I told myself I did not care if I had a mate.

Another lie.

By the morning of the rite, the whole settlement had changed its skin.

Pine boughs hung over doorways. Moon candles lined the paths. Warriors washed their hair in cedar water. Unmated wolves moved through the settlement with too-bright eyes and careful clothes. Mothers fussed. Fathers gave stern advice. Elders watched like crows on a fence.

I woke before dawn in my small room behind the Healing House.

The ceiling sloped low over my bed. Rain tapped softly against the shutters. My gray dress hung from the peg on the wall, plain but clean. Tamsin had left it there two nights before with a grunt.

“You will not go to the rite looking like a grave weed,” she said.

“It is only gray.”

“It is surrender gray. Wear the blue sash Juni made you.”

“The blue sash will make people look.”

“Let them strain their eyes, then.”

I stared at that sash in the dim morning light.

Blue, dark as evening after rain. Juni had stitched tiny silver leaves along the edge, though silver thread cost more than she should have spent. I touched it once, then pulled my hand back.

Hope was a dangerous thing to wear.

A knock sounded at my door.

Not Tamsin. She never knocked softly.

I reached for the small blade beneath my pillow before I answered. Old habit. Thorn habit. Scout habit.

When I opened the door, no one stood there.

Only a strip of white bark lay on the threshold.

My name had been scratched into it.

ARI THORN.

No “elle.” No “Maeven.” No kindness.

Under my name was one line.

Do not stand beneath the moon tonight.

I looked down the empty hall.

The Healing House was quiet. Too quiet for rite morning. The stove had not yet been lit. The herb room door stood half open. Rainwater smelled sharp through the old wood.

I picked up the bark.

The cuts were fresh. The letters had been made with a hunting blade, not a writing thorn. Whoever left it had come before dawn and gone without waking Tamsin.

That was not easy.

My wolf rose under my skin.

Not fully. She never did that outside the shift. But I felt her there, pressing close, alert and angry.

I should have taken the bark to Tamsin at once.

Instead, I stood barefoot in the cold hall and read the warning again.

Do not stand beneath the moon tonight.

It might have been a cruel joke. Niall had done worse with less reason. It might have been some elder’s servant trying to frighten me away from the rite. Low wolves were allowed to attend, yes, but allowed was not the same as welcome.

Or it might have been something else.

Something with teeth.

I folded the bark and tucked it into the pocket of my nightdress.

Then I dressed.

Not because I was brave.

Because I was tired of being moved by fear.

The blue sash looked too bright against the gray dress. I tied it anyway.

Outside, Briarfall woke under a silver rain.

Smoke rose from chimneys. Wolves crossed the paths carrying baskets, candles, folded cloths, polished cups. The training yard had been swept clean. Moon Hall’s banners hung heavy and dark from the upper balcony. At the far ridge, the cascade thundered with spring melt, though I could not see it from the lower grove.

I stepped outside to gather rainmint from the side beds before Tamsin could scold me for doing it barehanded.

The mud was cold. The air bit clean. For a moment, the world felt almost gentle.

Then I saw Elder Oric Fen standing beneath the cedar arch at the edge of the Healing House path.

He was tall and narrow, with white hair tied at the nape of his neck and robes dark enough to drink the morning light. His face looked kind until one studied the eyes. Many wolves mistook softness for mercy. I never had.

“My girl,” he said.

I hated when he called me that.

I bowed my head because law required respect for an elder. “Elder Fen.”

“Rite day makes restless hearts,” he said. “I trust you will conduct yourself with grace.”

A polite threat.

Briarfall had many kinds.

“I will do my duty.”

“Duty is a fine word. A safe one.” He stepped closer. “Some bloodlines forget safety. They mistake old grief for importance.”

My fingers tightened around the rainmint stems.

Oric’s gaze dropped to my blue sash.

“Pretty,” he said. “Maeven favored blue.”

I went still.

He smiled as if he had given me a gift.

“Do not look so wounded, child. I knew your mother well.”

“No one speaks of her as if they did.”

“That is because some names are kinder when buried.”

My wolf pushed hard against my ribs.

I kept my voice low. “Is that elder wisdom?”

“That is elder mercy.”

A door opened behind me. Tamsin’s voice cut through the rain.

“Oric. I wondered why the air had soured.”

He looked past me. “Healer Reed.”

“Alpha’s council not keeping you busy? Or did you rise early to trouble girls at their doors?”

“I came to offer guidance.”

“You came to sniff for weakness.”

Silence held.

Only Tamsin could speak to an elder that way and keep her head. Even then, I saw Oric’s mouth tighten.

“You grow bold in age,” he said.

“I grew bold in youth. Age only made me less polite.”

His eyes returned to me. “Remember your place tonight, Arielle Thorn.”

“I know my place,” I said.

He gave me a thin smile. “Yes. That has always been the sorrow of your house.”

He left then, robes whispering over wet stone.

Tamsin waited until he was gone before she came to my side.

“What did he say?”

“Nothing new.”

“That means something old.”

I looked at her then. Really looked.

Tamsin’s face had gone pale under its weathered brown. Her eyes were fixed on the path where Oric had been.

I pulled the bark from my pocket and handed it to her.

Her jaw set as she read it.

“Where did you find this?”

“At my door.”

“When?”

“Before dawn.”

She swore under her breath. Not loudly. Tamsin’s quiet curses were the worst ones.

“Do you know who left it?”

“No.”

“Did you smell anyone?”

“Rain covered it.”

She turned the bark over, studied the cut marks, then closed her hand around it. “You will stay close today.”

“I have work.”

“You will stay close while doing it.”

“Tamsin.”

Her eyes snapped to mine. “Do not argue with me before breakfast. I have buried better plans than yours.”

That should have made me smile.

It did not.

“Is it about my mother?”

For one bare second, something broke through her face.

Grief. Fear. Guilt.

Then it was gone.

“Everything in this pack is about what they did to your mother,” she said. “Even when they pretend otherwise.”

My throat tightened.

“Then tell me.”

“I cannot.”

“You mean you will not.”

“I mean I made a promise before you were old enough to understand what promises cost.”

“To her?”

Tamsin looked away.

That was answer enough.

The rain softened around us. Somewhere up the hill, a horn sounded once, calling the morning council to Moon Hall. Rite day had begun in truth.

Tamsin tucked the bark into the inner pocket of her apron.

“Inside,” she said. “We have salves to prepare.”

I wanted to demand more.

I wanted to stand in the rain and shake every secret out of her. My mother. Oric. The warning. The way my wolf had been restless for days. The way the moon felt too near under my skin, as if it had fingers and knew my name.

But Tamsin had already turned toward the Healing House.

So I followed.

That was what I did in those days.

I followed the living because the dead had left no road.

Inside, the Healing House waited with its shelves and shadows. The worktable had been scrubbed clean. Linen rolls sat stacked by the window. Empty bowls waited for crushed moonwort. The stove still needed lighting. The day’s injured would come soon enough. Rite days always made fools of young wolves. Someone would sprain an ankle showing off. Someone would faint from nerves. Someone would drink too much fireberry wine before moonrise and shame his bloodline.

Normal things.

Safe things.

Tamsin set a basket of herbs before me. “Sort.”

I sat.

My hands knew the work even when my mind did not. Moonwort to the left. Feverfew to the drying tray. Bloodroot away from everything else. Rainmint washed twice. Silverleaf handled with gloves.

The work steadied me.

For a little while.

Then my wrist began to ache.

Not from labor. Not from cold.

A deep, strange heat bloomed under the skin, right where a mate mark would show if fate ever looked my way.

I pressed my thumb over it.

Tamsin saw.

Of course she did.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.”

“Ari.”

“It is only an ache.”

Her face changed again.

Outside, the second horn sounded from Moon Hall. Lower this time. Older.

The summons rolled down through Briarfall settlement, over the wet roofs, through the cedar grove, and into the Healing House.

By afternoon, every unmated wolf would be expected near the cascade.

By moonrise, fate would be asked to speak.

I looked at my wrist.

The skin was bare.

Still, beneath it, something silver stirred.

Tamsin reached for my hand, then stopped before touching me. Her voice, when it came, was careful.

“Today you do your work. You keep your eyes open. You trust yourself before any law written by men who fear the moon.”

I stared at her.

“What do you think will happen tonight?”

She did not answer.

That frightened me more than any warning could have.

The Healing House door opened before I could ask again, and Juni Vale swept in with a basket on one arm and rain in her hair.

“I brought honey cakes,” she said. “And do not glare, Tamsin. They are medicinal for sorrow.”

Tamsin grunted. “Everything is medicinal when stolen by a Vale.”

Juni winked at me, but her smile faded when she saw my face.

“What happened?”

I slipped my hand beneath the table.

“Nothing.”

She looked at Tamsin.

Tamsin looked at the herbs.

So Juni looked back at me, and because she loved me, she did not press in front of another.

Instead, she set the basket down and nudged my shoulder with hers.

“Well, Thorn-girl,” she said softly, “if the moon has sense, it will be kinder to you than this pack has been.”

I wanted to laugh.

I wanted to believe her.

The ache in my wrist pulsed once, sharp and bright.

Far above us, thunder rolled over Briarfall Ridge though the sky had already begun to clear.

Tamsin pushed a bundle of moonwort into my hands.

“Work,” she said.

So I did.

I sat at the Healing House table with Tamsin on my left, Juni warming her hands by the stove, and the whole pack moving toward a rite I had no reason to hope from and every reason to fear.

I was Arielle Maeven Thorn.

Twenty-four years old.

Healer-scout.

Low-ranked wolf.

Daughter of a woman they called traitor.

And by afternoon, I was preparing moonwort for the Moon Claiming Rite, pretending I did not feel the moon calling my name.
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Moonwort stains stayed silver no matter how hard a person scrubbed.

That was the first thing I noticed after the warning. Not the fear. Not Elder Oric’s cold smile. Not the strange ache under my wrist.

The stain.

It sat on my thumb like a small piece of moonlight, bright against my skin, stubborn as a truth no one wanted spoken.

“Too much pressure,” Tamsin said.

Her voice cut across the Healing House table.

I looked down. The moonwort leaves beneath my pestle had turned to bruised paste. Good for poultices, ruined for rite bundles.

“Sorry,” I said.

Tamsin held out her hand. “Give it here before you murder the rest.”

Juni, sitting by the stove with her boots stretched toward the warmth, made a soft sound. “It is a plant, Tamsin. I doubt it had hopes.”

“Everything has hopes before Ari gets anxious with a grinding bowl.”

“I am not anxious.”

Both women looked at me.

That was the trouble with being loved by people who watched too closely. Lies had shorter legs around them.

Outside, Briarfall moved through rite day with too much noise. Wheels over stone. Voices on the path. The dull ring of warriors polishing blades they would not need. Someone laughed too sharply. Someone else sang an old Moon Claiming song and forgot half the words.

Inside the Healing House, the air was warm and bitter with herbs.

Tamsin took the bowl from me and began sorting what could be saved. Her hands were
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