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DEDICATION

For everyone who has spent years taking care of everyone else.

You are allowed to rest.

You are allowed to be carried.

You always were.

EPIGRAPH

––––––––
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“The healer must have a place to rest.

Without rest, the work destroys the worker,

and the pack loses both.”

From the records of the First Healers of Bramblewood,

author unknown, date unknown

“Every wolf in Bramblewood believes Knox Wilder fears nothing.

They are wrong.

There is one thing he has spent years avoiding.

Ivy Sinclair.

Because loving her would mean risking the only person

who has ever truly seen beyond the monster

others imagine him to be.”
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A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

––––––––

Knox and Ivy have been living in my head since the very first chapter of Book One, when Knox appeared in a doorway and Rowan said trust him with your life and I knew, immediately, that the most dangerous wolf in Bramblewood was afraid of something that had nothing to do with rogues.

It took me a while to understand exactly what he was afraid of. But Ivy knew. She knew almost immediately, the way healers know things not because she said anything about it, but because she put a carved wolf on a shelf above her worktable and kept it there for eight years without being able to fully explain why.

This book is about the loneliness that lives inside people who spend their lives taking care of others. It’s about what happens when you have been so necessary to everyone around you that being needed starts to feel like the same thing as being loved, and the slow, difficult, essential process of discovering that it isn’t. That you are allowed to want more. That wanting more is not a failure of your professional commitment or your care for the people who depend on you. That the strongest hearts need somewhere to rest, and the people who heal others are allowed to be healed.

I gave Knox and Ivy a story that allowed them to arrive at love through friendship and trust and choice, not through instant recognition or dramatic circumstance, but through eight years of showing up for each other and the slow accumulation of truth that eventually becomes impossible to pretend isn’t what it is. I wanted the mate bond to be revealed after the love was already there. I wanted the Moonstone to have something real to work with.

I hope it gave you what you came for. I hope Knox staying all night in the treatment room chair meant something to you. I hope Ivy taking the wooden wolf out of her pocket at the end meant something too.

Bramblewood is not finished. Ryder Wolfe is watching the northern boundary and Lucas Blackthorne is in the archive and neither of them is going to leave it alone. I’ll be there when they’re ready.

With love from Bramblewood,

Clara Ashvale.

Cast of Characters

––––––––

Knox Wilder — Gamma and Pack Enforcer. Age 36. Dark blond hair, golden-brown eyes, extensive scarring from years of combat. Lives alone at the edge of Moonshadow Forest. Quietly grows moonflowers on his south wall.

Ivy Sinclair — Pack Healer. Age 33. Chestnut hair, warm hazel eyes. Keeper of the healing house on Blackthorn Lane. Has had a carved wooden wolf on her worktable shelf for eight years.

Rowan Blackthorne — Alpha of Bramblewood. Mate to Eleanor. Father figure to the pack. Manages complex information with uncommon intellectual honesty.

Eleanor Blackthorne — Luna. Mate to Rowan. Has been waiting for Knox and Ivy to stop being careful about each other since approximately Book One.

Margaret Ashwood — Elder. The oldest wolf in Bramblewood, keeper of the deepest archives. Has known more than she has told for longer than most wolves have been alive. Makes excellent tea.

Caleb Rivers — Knox’s closest friend. Has been waiting for Knox and Ivy to get together for four years and shows it poorly.

Aurora Whitlock — Ivy’s closest friend. Mated to Mason Hart (Book Two). Has been watching Knox and Ivy for four years with an investment she describes as merely observational.

Mason Hart — Mated to Aurora (Book Two). Newly settled. Provides relationship advice with the confidence of someone three months into their first successful relationship.

Lena Ashford — Mated to Caleb Rivers (Book Three). Friend to Ivy. Perceptive about Knox in ways that turn out to be accurate.

Lucas Blackthorne — Rowan’s younger brother. Provides humor and brotherly interference. Is quietly aware of something in the archive that will matter in Book Six.

Sarah Bennett — Owner of The Bramblewood Café. Has opinions about the romantic situations of every wolf in the pack and considers this a professional service. Was ready for the mating ceremony since August.

Ryder Wolfe — Western tracker. Quiet, precise, the first to notice the wolves at the northern boundary. His story is coming in Book Five.

Map of Bramblewood
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The Wooden Wolf
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Ivy

Eight Years Ago

The knock came long after midnight, and in the three years since I had taken over the healing house from my mother, I had learned to tell a great deal about a person from the way they knocked on this particular door.

There was the frantic pounding of someone in genuine crisis, knuckles meeting wood without grace or consideration for the hour. There was the careful, apologetic knock of someone who had debated coming for a long time and had finally surrendered to necessity but still felt guilty about it. There was the knock of exhausted parents carrying injured children, quick and irregular, telling you before you reached the door that the bearer had been frightened. There was even, on certain evenings, the particular two-tap of Eleanor Blackthorne checking in, not because anything was wrong but because the Luna of Bramblewood believed that healers needed someone looking after them and was prepared to enact this belief whether the healer wanted her to or not.

This knock was none of those. It came once, a single measured impact against the door, and then a silence long enough that I thought perhaps I had imagined it. Then it came again — same weight, same deliberate precision, as though the person on the other side had considered the knock from every angle and had determined that once was insufficient while three would be excessive, and had arrived at two as the rational conclusion.

It was the knock of someone who had almost not come at all.

I set down the mortar I had been working with — a sleeping draught for old Bertram Oakes, who had been struggling through the cold months with restless nights and too much pride to ask for help until his granddaughter had essentially carried him to my door — and wiped my hands on my apron and crossed the room.

The healing house was warm and lamp-lit at this hour. I had inherited my mother's habit of keeping the workroom active through the evenings, the bundles of drying herbs casting long shadows from the rafters, the shelves of bottled tinctures glowing amber and green and deep violet in the low light. It was not an intimidating space. My mother had made certain of that, from the reading chairs by the fire to the jar of hard candies she kept on the reception table for nervous children. She had understood that people came to healers at their most vulnerable and that a healer's space should never add to that vulnerability.

I understood it too. I had grown up inside that understanding.

But when I opened the door and found Knox Wilder bleeding on my porch, I realized that all my preparation for vulnerability had not entirely prepared me for this.

I had seen him at pack gatherings — everyone had seen Knox Wilder at pack gatherings, because he occupied space in a way that was difficult to overlook. He was tall and broad-shouldered and built with the particular solidity of a man whose body had been shaped by years of sustained physical work rather than simple genetics. He had dark blond hair cut close at the sides and golden-brown eyes that I had previously encountered only in groups, where they swept the assembled wolves with the same systematic attention a sentry gives a perimeter. His face was not unkind, exactly, but it was severe in the manner of a landscape that had been weathered into its final form — all strong lines and composed surfaces, not much left to chance.

Everyone knew what Knox Wilder was. The Gamma. The enforcer. The weapon Rowan Blackthorne kept sheathed until a situation had escalated past every other option. There were stories about him — I had heard them in the market, at the café, between patients while I was replenishing supplies — and while I had learned long ago to treat pack reputation as an impressionistic sketch rather than a portrait, the general shape of them seemed consistent enough. Controlled. Capable. Solitary. Someone the pack relied on completely and understood barely at all.

What stood on my porch at half past midnight was all of that and also, undeniably, a man who was bleeding through his jacket and who had the look of someone who had been in serious pain for several hours and had spent those hours pretending otherwise.

The left side of his jacket was dark and stiff with dried blood. There was a cut along his jaw that had clotted but would need attention, and another above his right brow, and when he shifted his weight slightly I caught the way his ribs pulled — the careful, barely-there adjustment of someone protecting an injury he wasn't going to mention unless forced.

What told me the most, though, was his eyes.

Close up and in the lamplight, they were exhausted. Not the surface exhaustion of a long night — I treated that constantly and knew its texture. This was deeper, structural, the kind of weariness that had been accumulating for months or years and had no single cause and no simple remedy. It was the exhaustion of someone who had been strong for a very long time and had never once been offered somewhere to put it down.

I recognized it with a precision that surprised me.

I saw it in my own mirror most mornings.

"Pack healer?" His voice was low, controlled, giving nothing away.

"Yes." I stepped back from the door. "Come in."

He hesitated. I watched the hesitation move across his face — brief, carefully managed, but real — and something about it caught in my chest. Men like Knox Wilder, I would have thought, did not hesitate. They assessed situations and acted. They did not stand on thresholds doing the internal calculus of whether to accept help.

"I don't want to—" He stopped. Began again. "I can wait. Until morning. If you're already—"

"You're bleeding through your jacket," I said. "You're not waiting until morning. Come in."

He came in.

I led him through the hallway to the treatment room at the back of the house, where the overhead light was better and everything I needed was within immediate reach. He moved through the space in the way of a man cataloguing it — not nervously, but attentively, the automatic professional awareness of someone who assessed every room he entered. He noted the shelves of medicines. The hanging herbs. The careful organization of the worktable. He did not comment on any of it.

"Sit," I said, indicating the treatment chair, and he sat, which told me more than he probably intended. Knox Wilder did not strike me as a man who sat when told to sit unless the pain had reached a point where standing was no longer worth the effort of pretending it was fine.

I put on my treatment apron and assembled my kit and began my assessment. He answered my intake questions in brief, factual sentences. Rogue attack. South ridge. No, no one else had been injured. Yes, it had happened several hours ago. No, he had not lost consciousness.

"Why did you wait?" I asked, cleaning the gash above his brow with careful hands. He didn't flinch. "Several hours is a long time to go untreated."

A silence that lasted precisely long enough to communicate that he had considered several answers and rejected all but one. "The pack infirmary has a duty log."

"And you didn't want it logged."

"I didn't want people worrying."

I did not say what I thought of that distinction, because he was my patient and it was late and the gash needed three sutures and this was not the moment for an argument. I threaded the needle with the practiced efficiency of someone who had sutured wounds at every hour imaginable and worked in silence for a few minutes while he sat with a stillness that I found extraordinary — most patients, however stoic, made some acknowledgment of sutures. Knox Wilder sat as though I were doing something entirely mundane, like adjusting his collar.

"You're the healer's daughter," he said, after the third suture.

"I was." I tied it off and moved to the cut along his jaw. "Now I'm just the healer."

Something shifted in his face. A very small change, but present. "When did she pass?"

"Three years ago."

"I'm sorry."

He said it the way I had come to distinguish genuine condolence from the reflexive social variety — without softening the tone toward sweetness, without the slight upward inflection that turned sympathy into performance. He was simply sorry, and said so, and that was the whole of it.

"Thank you," I said, and meant it.

We were quiet while I worked on the jaw. He watched me — not the wound, me — with that steady amber attention, and I had the distinct impression that Knox Wilder watched people the way he watched rooms: systematically, thoroughly, arriving at conclusions he kept to himself. I found it less uncomfortable than I might have expected. There was nothing predatory in it. It was simply attention, offered completely and without agenda, and attention like that was rarer than most people understood.

"Does anyone know you're here?" I asked.

"No."

"Will you tell them?"

"Probably not."

I moved to the ribs, which required him to remove his jacket and the shirt beneath it. He did this without comment and without the elaborate stoicism that some male patients displayed — the gritted-teeth performance of not minding, which was itself a kind of minding. He simply took them off and sat straight while I assessed the damage, and I was professionally focused and noted the bruising along his left side and the deep gash below it that had been inadequately field-dressed with a strip torn from his shirt, and I was also, in the private space behind professionalism, briefly struck by the scars.

They were extensive. Not decorative, not accidental — the organized scarring of a body that had been through a great deal and had healed imperfectly from some of it. Old marks layered over older ones. A life spent in the service of violence, not because he was violent by nature but because the pack needed someone to stand between the wolves it loved and the things that threatened them, and Knox Wilder had been that someone for long enough that the evidence was written permanently into his skin.

I cleaned the gash with antiseptic and closed it with careful sutures and wrapped the ribs and asked him to breathe for me to check the depth of the bruising, and through all of it he was patient and present and utterly still.

When I had done everything that needed doing, I set the kit aside and washed my hands and turned back to find him sitting in the exact same posture he had maintained throughout — straight spine, hands loose on his knees, watching me with that quiet attentiveness — except that now the careful armor he carried had slipped, very slightly, and what showed through was simply a tired man who had been hurt and had let someone help him and was not entirely certain what to do with that.

I knew that feeling too.

I put the kettle on in the small kitchen off the treatment room and made a restorative tea — not the sleeping draught, but the blood-building blend I kept for significant blood loss — and brought it back and offered it to him without explanation. He looked at it for a moment as though calculating what accepting it would mean, and then he took it and drank it in slow, deliberate sips, and I sat at the worktable and pretended to work on Bertram's notes and gave him the dignity of not being watched.

By the time I looked up, he was gone.

The mug sat on the chair arm, empty and washed — he had rinsed it, I realized, in the small sink in the corner, because of course he had — and the door to the treatment room stood open the way I had left it. I had not heard him go.

I stood in the quiet room for a moment. Then I crossed to the worktable to put away the treatment kit, and that was when I saw it sitting on the corner of the table where nothing had been sitting before.

A small carved wolf, no larger than my palm. Cut from pale wood — ash, I thought, running my thumb across the grain — with an economy of detail that was nonetheless precise. The animal sat in the attentive posture of a wolf at rest but not yet relaxed, weight balanced, ears at an angle that suggested awareness rather than alarm. Someone had spent real time on it. The lines were confident. Whatever had made this, it hadn't been made quickly or carelessly.

There was no note.

I turned it in my hands in the lamplight of the empty treatment room and tried to understand it. Payment seemed wrong — he hadn't asked the price and I hadn't named one and healers in Bramblewood didn't work that way regardless. Thanks, perhaps. But Knox Wilder had said thank you as he left, quietly and without ceremony, so the carving wasn't filling a conversational gap.

It was something else. Something I was twenty-three years old and hadn't yet accumulated enough experience to name.

I set it on the shelf above the worktable, between the moonflower oil and the cedar bark tincture, which was where there happened to be space, and told myself that was the whole reason for placing it there.

I thought about it for the rest of the night.

*
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EIGHT YEARS LATER, the wooden wolf still stood on that shelf.

I had reorganized the worktable wall twice in that time. I had repainted it once. I had moved the moonflower oil to a different shelf entirely because I needed the space for a new line of tinctures, and the cedar bark had been rearranged half a dozen times as the stock expanded. The wolf had moved with each reorganization and returned each time to the same position on the corner of the shelf closest to where I sat when I worked.

Habit, I told myself. It had been there so long that removing it would leave a gap I would notice.

I was thirty-one years old by then and had accumulated considerably more experience, and I had long since identified what the carving was.

I had simply decided not to do anything about it.
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The Last Lantern Burning
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IVY

The lantern above the healing house door was the last light burning on Blackthorn Lane.

I had been told this many times by many different people, usually as a kind of compliment — the image of the single lit window, the sign that help was always available, that someone was always watching and awake. Eleanor Blackthorne had said it once with a warmth that had made me feel genuinely moved. Sarah Bennett had said it at least three times, always with a particular look that suggested she found it both admirable and slightly concerning, in the way that Sarah found most things about the healing house simultaneously admirable and slightly concerning.

I had smiled each time and said something gracious, because the people offering the observation meant it kindly and I was not going to explain to them the complicated texture of being the lantern rather than one of the wolves walking past it and finding it reassuring.

It was late September, and the air through the open treatment room window had the quality of early autumn in the Bramblewood territory: still warm enough during the daylight hours to be comfortable, but with a coolness creeping into the evenings that carried the particular scent of change. Pine and cedar and the mineral clarity that I had come to associate with the Moonstone caverns to the north, which were not technically within my range of awareness but which I had been noticing more often lately — a faint presence at the edge of perception, like a sound just below the threshold of hearing.

I had been noticing a great many things lately that I couldn't entirely account for.

I was finishing case notes when I heard the boots on the porch steps.

Not a knock. Knox Wilder rarely knocked when he was bringing someone who needed immediate care; we had established this understanding over years of middle-of-the-night deliveries and he had adapted to my preference for simply bringing the injured in rather than wasting time on ceremony at the door. The rhythm of his footsteps told me most of what I needed to know before he reached the treatment room — measured pace, two sets of movement, the second irregular in a way that suggested the person leaning against him was conscious but compromised.

Good. Conscious was manageable.

I set down my pen and was moving before he reached the hallway.

The young wolf he brought in was Finn Harlow, nineteen years old, a border scout six months into his first posting, and the particular combination of eagerness and insufficient caution that I had come to recognize as characteristic of young male wolves on their first independent patrol. He had taken a hard fall on the rock formations along the eastern boundary — I could see the scraping along his forearm and the way he held his left shoulder at a careful angle — and there was a gash along his calf that had bled considerably but was already slowing. He wore the expression of someone who had spent the last two hours arguing with himself about whether his injuries justified calling for help and had lost the argument only when his leg gave out.

"Sat down on the ridge outcrop," Knox said, settling Finn onto the treatment table with the efficiency of someone who had done this many times before. He was always careful with the injured. Whatever the rest of Bramblewood imagined Knox Wilder to be, he set wounded wolves down gently. "Didn't report it for two hours."

"It wasn't that serious," Finn said, with the wounded dignity of the recently overruled.

"Tell that to the leg."

"The leg is fine."

"The leg is why you're here," Knox said, without inflection.

Finn did not have a response to this. I began my assessment, moving with the practiced rhythm of eight years of this exact kind of work — intake questions, systematic examination, the quiet professional narration that I had discovered early helped nervous patients feel less like subjects and more like participants in their own care. What had he eaten today. Had he lost consciousness at any point. Was the shoulder pain sharp or dull. Could he take a deep breath without it pulling.

Knox stood near the window with his arms crossed and watched Finn's face rather than my hands, which was something I had noticed over the years — Knox watched patients' faces during treatment, monitoring for distress that they might not verbally report, and he did this without making it obvious and without making the patient feel observed. It was a kind of careful attention that most people would not have predicted from him, and which I had come to find oddly characteristic.

He also had a cut on his left hand that he had not mentioned.

I noticed it when he shifted his weight slightly, the angle of the lamp catching the line of dried blood along the base of his palm. It was not severe, but it needed cleaning and it had been sitting untended for some time. I noted it and said nothing, because first things first and Finn was the patient in front of me.

Finn's injuries were unpleasant but not dangerous. The shoulder strain was the most significant concern — it would need careful management over the next week and strict limitations on patrol activity, which I could already tell from Finn's expression he was going to argue about until I explained the alternative in sufficient detail. The calf wound needed cleaning and four sutures. The scraping along his forearm was the least serious of the three and would resolve on its own with basic wound care.

I worked through all of it methodically, explaining each step in the matter-of-fact way I had found most effective with young male wolves who needed to believe their injuries were being taken seriously without being told they were seriously injured. Knox remained near the window throughout. When Finn winced at the sutures, Knox said, "Nearly done," without being asked, with the ease of someone who had sat in that particular chair himself and knew the specific quality of that particular discomfort.

When I was satisfied with my work, I got Finn settled in the recovery room with a mild painkiller, a restorative tonic, and instructions that were as detailed as I could make them on the theory that the more specific I was the harder they would be to rationalize away. He was asleep before I reached the door.

I returned to the treatment room.

Knox was still there, standing by the window now with his hands at his sides, and he received my return with the look of a man who had known this was coming and had decided to be peaceable about it.

"Your hand," I said.

"It's manageable."

"That's not what I asked."

"It's a cut, Ivy."

"I can see that." I pulled the chair away from the worktable and set it in the center of the room with the lamp angled correctly. "Sit down."

He sat. This was, I had come to understand over years, not capitulation — Knox Wilder did not capitulate — but a form of trust that he extended to very few people and had extended to me for longer than I knew precisely how to sit with. He sat in my treatment chair and he held out his hand and he allowed me to do what I did, and it cost him something each time, and he paid that cost anyway.

The cut was clean — a blade, not a claw, along the base of his palm from the heel of the hand toward the index finger. Not deep enough to need sutures but deep enough that leaving it untreated for another night would have been asking for infection. I cleaned it with the antiseptic solution and listened to him not make a sound and thought about how much effort that represented.

"When did you eat last?" I asked.

"Today."

"When today?"

A pause that was itself an answer. "Morning."

It was past midnight. "Knox."

"It was a full day."

"Every day is a full day for you. That's my point." I applied the closure strips with perhaps slightly more precision than strictly necessary. "You can't keep running on nothing and expecting the nothing to be sufficient."

He was quiet while I bandaged the hand. I could feel the tension in it — not pain, exactly, but something adjacent to it, the held quality of a body that had been under sustained pressure for an extended period and had not been given adequate time to release it. His knuckles carried the layered scarring of years of close combat and his palm was calloused in specific places that told a story about how he spent his time, and I was a healer and I noticed these things the way I noticed the healing house shelves needed restocking or the moon was in a particular phase — not because I sought it out but because paying attention was simply what I did.

"You look tired," I said.

"There's a lot of tired going around lately."

"I know. I'm asking specifically about you."

He turned his head and looked at me with that steady golden-brown attention, the one that gave very little away on the surface and considerably more if you had spent eight years learning to read the slight variations. Tonight what I found behind it was honest exhaustion, the kind he wouldn't admit to in any context where it might be used to suggest he was anything other than entirely capable.

"I'm managing," he said.

"I know you are." I tied off the bandage. "I'm asking if you're all right."

The distinction landed. I watched it land — the small shift in his expression, the brief recalibration. Managing and all right were not the same thing and he knew that I knew it.

"I will be," he said, which was perhaps the most honest answer I had received from him in a long time.

I released his hand. We sat in the lamplit quiet of the treatment room, the faint smell of herbs and antiseptic and autumn air from the window, and it occurred to me not for the first time that this — this specific configuration, the two of us in this room in the small hours when the rest of Bramblewood was asleep — was one of the few places I felt something I didn't have a clean word for. Not quite comfort. Something quieter and more complicated than comfort.
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