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The night I learned my real name, the snow above Loren's Reach fell so quiet I thought the world had agreed to forget itself.

It was the kind of quiet that asks something of you.

I was twenty-two years old. I had spent the day at the long copy-desk in the borough archive, transcribing a deed of pasturage for a farmer who could not read his own grandfather's hand. The deed smelled of mice and old beeswax. My fingertips were stained with iron-gall ink. My wrists ached the way they always ached after eight hours of careful copying.

It was the kind of work that made you small. That was why I had taken it.

Small was safe.

Small was paid in copper and bread and did not ask where your mother was buried.

The borough archivist, Master Olent, had let me close up after he went home to his supper. He liked me well enough. I never argued. I never asked for raises. I never spoke of the half-memory I had of a woman with silver in her hair, humming a lullaby I could not now find the words to.

Olent never asked. He had taken me in at six years old because a Whitwood sister had begged him to, and after that he did not seem to want to know more than the practical things. My handwriting. My mathematics. My patience.

He had told me, once, in his gruff way, that my mother had drowned crossing the river fords north of town when I was an infant. That I had been found by a fisherman two days later, wrapped in oilcloth and a strange grey blanket, my small body somehow warm despite the cold.

I had taken the story the way I took everything Olent gave me.

Quietly.

Without asking.

Snow had begun before sundown. By the time I locked the archive door, the lane was already white to my ankles. The cold went up through the soles of my boots and into the bones of my feet. I tucked my chin into the wool of my collar and walked the lane home, past the shuttered baker, past the smith's banked forge, past the inn where two ostlers were stamping their feet and laughing about a horse that had bitten someone's hat.

Loren's Reach was the kind of town the kingdom forgot on purpose. We sat at the edge of a province nobody fought over. Our wolves were small ranchers and traders, peaceful, half-tamed by generations of border living. We were werewolves the way fishermen far from the sea are still fishermen — by name only.

I had liked that. I had liked being the quiet half-blood girl in the quiet half-blood town.

Until the rider came.

I saw him before he saw me. A black horse, lathered to its withers, breath ghosting in the lantern light outside the inn. The man on its back wore a heavy grey traveling cloak. Snow whitened his shoulders. He swung down with the controlled tiredness of someone who had ridden hard for many days.

He spoke to the ostlers. They pointed.

Down the lane.

Toward me.

I should have walked faster.

I should have done the small, safe thing.

Instead, I stopped under the lantern at the corner of Maker's Row and waited. Some part of me had been waiting all my life and did not yet know for what.

He came up the lane on foot. He was tall. Older than me by perhaps six years. A neat dark beard along a jaw that looked as though it had been broken once and badly set. His eyes were grey, the cold pale grey of river ice. He moved like a man who had spent ten years training a body to obey before it questioned.

He stopped two paces from me.

He looked at me for a long moment.

Then he removed his glove and held out a folded piece of vellum, sealed in silver wax.

"Aelin," he said. "Daughter of Lysera."

I did not move.

Nobody had ever called me by my given name without my fostered surname tacked on behind it. Aelin Olentdaughter, the boys at the borough school had called me when they wanted to be cruel. Aelin Foundling, when they wanted to be more cruel.

Just Aelin sounded like another woman's name.

Lysera was not a name I had ever heard at all.

Or so I believed.

But somewhere inside me, beneath ribs that had never been broken and lungs that had never run from anything important, something turned over. Like a sleeping animal lifting its head.

I took the vellum.

My hand did not shake. I will say that, even now, with pride. My hand did not shake.

The seal was a thorn-and-crescent. Three thorns curled around a silver moon. I had seen it stamped in margin notes on royal land charters from a hundred years ago, when I was thirteen and bored and reading things Master Olent had not yet thought to forbid me. The Silverthorne crest. The royal house of the kingdom.

The capital of which I had never seen.

The kings of which had nothing to do with me.

"Read it inside," the rider said. His voice was low and careful, as if he were speaking near a frightened horse. "Not in the cold."

I lifted my eyes from the seal.

"Who are you?"

"Kavel Orenn. Sword-Captain of the Royal Guard of Vaerinhall. Sent by the High Archivist Haldra Venn."

He gave the titles plainly. Not proud. Not embarrassed. The way a man gives his trade when asked at a crossroads.

Sword-Captain. Royal Guard. Vaerinhall.

Words from books.

Words from a country I had read about and never been in.

I turned the vellum over in my hands. The snow fell on it. The wax did not melt. Silver wax did not melt the way ordinary wax did. I had read about that, too.

"What does it say?" I asked. The cold was making it hard to speak. Not the cold outside. The cold under my ribs.

Kavel Orenn looked at me with a quiet that I would later come to know as his deepest courtesy.

"It says," he answered, "that the queen who carried you across the river that night did not drown."

I do not remember walking the rest of the way home.

I remember Olent's small front room. The smell of his pipe and his cabbage soup. I remember him standing in his shirtsleeves when I came in, peering past me at the cloaked stranger waiting on the porch, and I remember the exact second his face changed. The second he saw the seal in my hand and knew the story he had told me for sixteen years had just ended.

His face went grey. Not pale. Grey, like wet ash.

"Oh," he said.

Just that.

Just oh.

He sat down heavily on the bench by the hearth, set his pipe aside, and pressed his old hands together between his knees the way a man does when he is preparing to confess.

"Sit down, girl," he said.

I sat.

He looked at the fire for a long time. Outside, the Sword-Captain stayed on the porch, in the snow, where he could see me through the small window and not crowd a moment he had clearly been told to allow.

Olent began. "Your mother did not drown."

I had known that, somehow, from the second the rider said her name.

Lysera.

Even now, hours later, the word sat in my chest as if it had been waiting there all along, learning my breathing, fitting itself between my ribs.

"She came here in winter," Olent went on. "A woman in a grey traveling cloak. Heavy with child. Frightened the way only highborn women can be frightened — quietly, and without crying. She gave me her child to keep. She gave me coin enough to keep that child for ten years. She gave me a name, and she begged me not to use it. And then she left at dawn, on foot, in weather worse than tonight."

He swallowed.

"I do not know if she lived or died after that. I do not know who hunted her or who waited for her. I only know what she said to me at my own hearth, with her child sleeping in my arms."

"What did she say?" My voice was small.

"She said: keep her quiet. Keep her small. Tell her nothing until they come for her. They will come for her one day, and on that day, tell her the truth and let her choose."

He looked up at me.

His eyes were wet. I had never seen Master Olent's eyes wet. Not when his wife died. Not when his old hound died. Not when the borough almshouse burned the autumn I was fourteen.

"I have kept you quiet," he said. "I have kept you small. Forgive me if that was wrong."

I could not answer.

I sat at his hearth with a sealed letter from a queen on my lap, and I could not answer.

Outside, the snow kept falling. Above the roofs of Loren's Reach, the first full moon of midwinter cleared the clouds, and I felt it the way I had never felt a moon before. Not as light. As recognition. As if something old in my blood had been pretending not to listen for a very long time and could no longer pretend.

I broke the seal.

The hand that had written the letter was not Lysera's. It belonged to one Haldra Venn, High Archivist of the Royal Library of Vaerinhall. The ink was new. The vellum was good.

Three lines.

Aelin Vespera Silverthorne. Your mother was Queen Lysera. Come to Vaerinhall before the first full moon of your twenty-third year. The Bloodcall waits for you and for no other.

I read it twice.

I read it a third time.

Then I folded it carefully along the crease the wax had made, set it on my knee, and discovered something that surprised me more than the letter itself.

I was not frightened.

I was furious.

Twenty-two years of being told I was a foundling. Twenty-two years of being told to make my hands small and my voice smaller. Twenty-two years of keeping my head down at every borough festival, every market day, every time a richer wolf-girl walked past me in the lane and did not see me.

All of it had been a request my mother made of a tired old archivist on a winter night in a town she chose at random.

Not my smallness.

Hers.

Borrowed.

Worn for sixteen years like a cloak that did not fit me.

I looked up at Master Olent.

He was watching me with the patience of a man who had been imagining this moment so long he had nothing left to bring to it but presence.

"You did what she asked," I said.

"I did."

"You kept me alive."

"I tried."

I stood up. The vellum stayed in my hand.

"Then I am not angry with you," I said, and was a little surprised to find that this was true. "I am angry with her."

He nodded slowly. He looked, in that moment, very old.

"That is allowed," he said.

I went to the door. I opened it. The cold rushed in, and with it the smell of leather and horse and snow.

Kavel Orenn stood where he had stood before, hands behind his back, snow gathering on the shoulders of his cloak.

He did not bow. He did not kneel. I would learn, later, that he never bent his back to anyone whose right to that bend was unsettled.

He only looked at me.

"How long is the ride to Vaerinhall?" I asked.

"Twelve days in good weather. Sixteen in this."

I considered him.

His scarred jaw. His grey ice eyes. The quietness of a man who knew exactly why he had been sent.

"We leave in the morning," I said.

He inclined his head. Just that. No more.

I shut the door.

Master Olent had not moved from the bench.

I went to him and knelt beside his knees the way a daughter would, because in every way that mattered I had been his daughter, and I took his old hands in mine.

"I am going," I said.

"I know."

"I will come back."

He shook his head, slowly, with the saddest small smile I had ever seen on his face.

"Aelin," he said, "a queen's daughter does not come back to a borough archive."

I would remember that later. In the marble halls. In the long cold rooms of Vaerinhall. In the moment, months later, when the regent of the kingdom of werewolves looked at me across a council floor and decided, calmly, that I should not exist.

I would remember Master Olent's old hands in mine.

I would remember the snow falling on a town that had let me hide.

I would remember the first true thing I learned that night.

Not who my mother was.

Not what I was.

Something simpler.

I had been small because I was asked to be small. Not because smallness was what I was made for.

The kingdom of werewolves had called.

I was going to answer.

And whatever it tried to do to me when I arrived, I was not going to be small again.
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I did not sleep.

I lay on my narrow cot in the back room of Master Olent's house and watched the moon move across the small square of window above my desk. The shutters were open. The cold had its hand on my face. I let it stay.

The vellum sat folded on my chest, weighted with my own palm. Every so often I opened it again, as if it might say something different in lamplight than it had said in snow. Three lines. Always three lines. The High Archivist of Vaerinhall, a woman I had never met, had decided in three lines what the rest of my life was going to look like.

I tried to be angry. I had been angry on the porch. I had been angry kneeling at Olent's knees.

Now I was something else.

It was not fear. I knew fear. Fear was the smell of the dormitory at the borough school the year I was nine and the bigger boys had decided I needed to be hazed for being half a thing they did not understand. Fear was the way my throat closed when a customer at the archive paid in light coin and dared me to call him on it.

This was not that.

This was the feeling of standing inside a borrowed coat for a very long time and discovering, finally, that the coat was not mine.

I did not know what was underneath.

That was what kept me awake.

At some point past the second turn of the night, I gave up. I lit the candle on the desk and got up and pulled on my woolen stockings and the worn dress I wore to the archive. I sat down at the desk because that was where I always sat when I did not know what to do. I lined up my pens. I uncorked my ink. I took out the small leather notebook I kept for my own use and not Olent's.

I made a list.

I had always made lists when the world stopped behaving itself.

Things I knew:

My mother's name was Lysera.

She had been a queen.

She had not drowned. She had given me to a stranger and walked back into a winter.

There was a thing called the Bloodcall.

It waited for me and for no other.

I had until the first full moon of my twenty-third year to reach Vaerinhall.

I would be twenty-three at the next Long Snow festival, which fell on the twelfth night of the second snow month.

I counted the weeks on the inside of my wrist.

Twelve weeks. A little less.

Twelve days of ride in good weather. Sixteen in this snow. The Sword-Captain had said it himself.

I had time.

Not very much. But some.

I made the next list.

Things I did not know:

What a Bloodcall did.

Whether anyone in Vaerinhall wanted me there.

What had happened to my mother after the winter she gave me away.

Why my father did not appear in any letter, any seal, any story.

Who Haldra Venn was, and why she had sent the man on the porch and not a different man.

Whether I was, in any meaningful way, a werewolf at all.

That last item I underlined twice. I had never shifted. Not at puberty, the way most pack children did. Not at the spring rite of my fifteenth year, the way the borough holders had whispered I should. Not in the meadow above the river the autumn I was nineteen and a black bear had come too close to the henhouse and I had thought, foolishly, that the panic would shake the wolf out of me.

The wolf, if it was there, had stayed asleep.

I had assumed I was a half-wolf the way a draft animal is half a riding horse. Bred down. Dulled. Useful for small work and not for kingdoms.

Now I was sitting in a cold room at three in the morning with a letter from a queen on my lap, and I did not know if my blood would do what they needed it to do when I arrived.

That was the part that frightened me.

Not the journey. Not Vaerinhall. Not whatever a Bloodcall was.

The thought that I might go all that way and arrive and be told I was not enough wolf to be the queen they were calling for.

I closed the notebook.

I crossed to the window and looked out at the lane.

There was a horse tethered outside the inn now, blanketed against the snow, and a low yellow lamp behind the inn's first window. The Sword-Captain had taken a room. He had not stayed to argue. He had not waited in our front room like a hunter at a trap. He had given me the letter and gone to lodge and sleep, like a man who had been told to bring me and trusted me to come.

That, I thought, was either very intelligent of him or very brave.

I would learn, slowly, that it was both.

At dawn, the snow stopped.

I dressed in my warmest things. Two wool skirts. A thick under-vest. The cloak I had bought myself last winter when Master Olent had finally raised my wages enough to allow me a single small luxury. I packed a satchel: my notebook, three pens, two stoppered bottles of ink, my comb, my mother's silver thimble that Olent had given me when I turned fifteen and told me had come with me in my blankets. I did not pack much else. I had never owned much else.

I went down to the front room.

Olent had not slept either. He sat at the hearth as he had the night before, in his shirtsleeves, his pipe cold beside him. The fire had burned low. He had not added wood.

He looked up when I came in.

His face was the worst it had ever been.

"You will eat," he said.

He had laid a small breakfast on the bench. Bread he had not made himself. Cheese. A boiled egg. A small jar of his wife's last summer's plum preserve, which he had been saving for some occasion he had never named.

I sat. I ate. I did not taste any of it.

He watched me eat the way a man watches the last of something burn.

"You will write to me," he said. Not a question.

"Yes."

"You will not write what you should not put on paper."

"No."

"You will keep your tongue careful. Court wolves have long memories and longer pens. Anything you say in earshot of a servant is in their reports by sundown."

I looked up. "How do you know that?"

He smiled a small, dry smile.

"I was a clerk in Vaerinhall before I was an archivist in a borough."

I stopped chewing.

"You never told me."

"I never had reason to."

He reached behind the bench and brought out a small wrapped bundle. Brown cloth, tied with twine.

He set it on the table between us.

"This is yours," he said.

"Master Olent—"

"It has always been yours. I have only kept it for you."

I unwrapped the cloth.

Inside lay a small grey blanket, woven of a wool I had never seen before. Not sheep's wool. Finer. Lighter. It had been folded so many times the creases were almost permanent.

On the corner of the blanket, in dark silver thread that had survived twenty-two years, was a single small embroidered crest.

Three thorns curled around a crescent moon.

My hands shook then. I had been so proud of them not shaking on the porch, and they shook now.

"This is what she wrapped me in," I said.

"Yes."

"You kept it all these years."

"I did."

"You never showed me."

"I was waiting."

"For what?"

He looked at me.

"For someone to come up the lane with the same crest in wax."

I folded the blanket. I held it against my chest for a long moment. It still smelled, faintly, of something that was not me. Cedar. A trace of something I did not have a word for and did not need to. My mother's hands had touched this. Twenty-two years ago. In winter. On a porch I did not remember.

I put it into my satchel.

I stood.

Master Olent stood too. He was a small man. Smaller than me, now. We did not embrace. We had never been a hugging household. He took my hand briefly in both of his, the way he might have taken the hand of a daughter he had given to a husband he did not entirely trust.

"Aelin," he said.

"Yes."

"Whatever they tell you in Vaerinhall about who you are. Remember that I knew you at six years old. I knew you at eleven, when you wept over a dead bird you found in the lane. I knew you at fifteen, when you fixed Old Marsh's accounts without being asked, because you saw he could not read his own numbers and would not say so. I knew you. You are no foundling. You never were. You are a woman who has been holding the door for everyone else for a very long time."

He squeezed my hand.

"You can let the door close behind you now," he said.

I could not answer that.

I picked up my satchel.

I walked to the door.

At the threshold, I turned.

"If you do not hear from me by the spring thaw," I said, "burn anything that has my name on it. Burn the ledgers I copied. Burn the notebook in the bottom drawer. Burn this house's hearth-cloth if you have to."

He nodded.

He had been a clerk in Vaerinhall.

He understood.

I went out.

The Sword-Captain was already in the lane. Two horses now, both warm-blanketed, both rested. He had bought a second one in the early dark. He had paid silver for it. The borough had not seen silver in a year. The ostlers would talk about it for a month.

He looked at me over the saddle of the second horse.

"You ride?" he asked.

"Badly."

"That is honest."

"It is also a problem."

"It is a fixable problem. We have twelve days."

He came around the horse. He did not reach to help me up. He waited to see if I would ask.

I did not ask.

I had grown up around horses. Borough wolves owned working horses for hauling and ploughing. I had hauled hay. I had brushed down a few. I had never ridden across country in winter.

I put my foot in the stirrup. I hauled myself into the saddle. It was higher than I expected. The horse was a tall bay mare with a kind brown eye and a willingness to forgive a clumsy rider, which I would learn to be grateful for over the next week.

Kavel Orenn watched me settle into the saddle.

"You have a name for this horse?" he asked.

"No."

"Name her."

"Why?"

"Because you will trust her sooner if you have named her, and we ride twelve days."

I looked down at the mare. She turned her head and looked at me with one large brown eye.

"Vellum," I said.

Kavel Orenn lifted his eyebrows. They were dark. The left one had a small scar through it, almost the twin of mine.

"Vellum," he repeated.

"It is what I have spent my life writing on. She is what I will spend the next twelve days writing on."

He nodded, slowly, with something that was not quite a smile.

"Vellum it is."

He mounted his own horse, a dark gelding I did not name because it was not mine to name. He turned us toward the north road. The town was still asleep. The smith's banked forge gave off a thin grey thread of smoke. The inn's lamps were out now. The snow had stopped falling but the world was still white.

Master Olent stood on the porch.

He did not wave. He did not call after me.

He stood and watched until we were at the bend by the smith's, and then he went inside, and he closed the door.

That was the last time I saw him.

I would learn that he died in the second month of my absence, peacefully, in his sleep, of a sickness he had been hiding from me for almost a year. He had known he was dying when he gave me the blanket. He had not told me because he had not wanted me to refuse the road for his sake.

I would not know any of that on the morning we left.

On the morning we left, I looked back once.

I saw the closed door of the only home I had ever had, and the empty porch in front of it, and the soft impressions in the snow where the Sword-Captain's boots had stood the night before.

Then I turned forward.

The road north climbed slowly. The Stagspire mountains, blue with distance, lifted themselves out of the horizon as if to see what was coming.

Kavel Orenn rode beside me. He did not speak for a long time.

When at last he did, it was only to say, "We will not push the horses today. Today we get you used to the saddle."

"That is kind of you."

"It is practical. Tomorrow we will push."

I almost smiled then. I would learn that this was Kavel Orenn's habit: kindness disguised as practicality, so that nothing as soft as kindness would have to be acknowledged between two people who did not yet know each other.

I tucked my chin into my collar.

I rode north.

Behind me, the borough archive was already closing for the day, locked and dark, with no one in it copying deeds for farmers who could not read their grandfathers' hands.

In front of me, twelve days of road.

At the end of those twelve days, a city I had never seen.

At the end of that city, a council of werewolves who would shortly decide whether or not to let me live.

I did not know that yet either.

I knew only that I had let the door close behind me.

And I had named the horse.
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We rode north for two days before Kavel Orenn told me anything I could use.

He was careful with me. I came to see that. He knew, in the way that good soldiers and good shepherds know, that a creature trapped in a saddle for the first time has very little patience for revelations.

The first day, my thighs went numb by midmorning and burned by midafternoon. I did not say so. He noticed anyway. He stopped twice without explanation to let the horses rest in places that, I noticed afterward, also let me get down and walk a few paces. The second time, he handed me a flask of something hot and bitter and faintly herbal.

"Drink," he said.

"What is it?"

"Birch bark and honey. It will keep your blood moving in the cold and make your legs forgive you tomorrow."

I drank.

He was right. My legs forgave me, partly.

By the end of the second day, we were past the last village that knew me by sight. We had come through three different small wolf-holdings, and at each one, Kavel had paid for grain and lodging in coin he kept in a leather pouch on his belt, and he had named me to the innkeepers as "my apprentice scribe."

He had said it without warning, in front of me, the first time.

"Apprentice scribe," the innkeeper had repeated, looking at my plain dress and chapped hands.

"From a borough archive. The library at Vaerinhall has need of a copyist who can read old hands."

The innkeeper had not questioned it. A wolf-traveler who paid in good silver did not invite questions.

After we had gone upstairs, I had said to Kavel in the small dim hallway, "Why did you lie?"

He had looked at me without apology.

"You are a Silverthorne riding through a province that has not had a Silverthorne ride through it in twenty-two years. The wrong innkeeper writes the wrong letter, and the Regent has riders waiting for us at the Stagspire pass before we ever see the gates of Vaerinhall."

He let that sit.

Then he added, quieter, "It is not a lie I will keep telling you in private. In private I will call you Aelin. In public, until we are inside the walls of the royal library, you are my apprentice scribe."

I had nodded.

He had been right about that, too.

I have started telling this in order, day after day, and I do not need to. I can collapse the journey into the only thing that mattered, which was the long second evening, after the second long day, when we made camp at a half-burned woodcutter's hut three miles off the road, and Kavel Orenn finally answered the questions I had stopped asking.

He stoked the fire.

He set up two bedrolls on opposite sides of the hearth.

He cooked, with surprising competence, a stew of dried meat and barley and some hard winter onions he had bought from a holdfast that morning.

He fed Vellum and his gelding. He brushed them down. He banked the fire.

Only then did he sit across from me and pour two cups of the hot bitter drink and say, "Ask."

I had been waiting for that word.

I tried not to ask everything at once.

"Who was my mother?"

He held the cup in both his gloved hands. He looked into the fire.

"Lysera of House Silverthorne. Born forty-six years ago. Eldest daughter of the last full king, Vael Silverthorne. Crowned queen of the Silver Realm at twenty-eight, after her father died and her younger brother was passed over by the Council of Houses."

"Her younger brother."

"Yes."

"Marsel."

He met my eyes.

"Marsel."

I had read the name once already, in the High Archivist's letter. The Regent. Aelin Vespera Silverthorne, daughter of Queen Lysera, summoned to the Bloodcall. Of course there was a regent. There would not need to be a regent if the kingdom had a settled monarch.

"My uncle," I said.

"Your uncle."

"And he is on the throne."

"He is in front of it. The throne itself is empty. The Council of Houses required the line of Vael to sit, not the line of Vael's son."

"Because they passed him over before."

"Because they passed him over before."

I waited.

He went on.

"Your mother ruled for nine years. They were the best nine years the kingdom has had in two generations. She mended the salt-tax. She ended the cattle wars on the southern marches. She married a man no one approved of and bore one child and refused to bear a second, which is the part of the story the council still talks about in low voices."

"The man no one approved of."

"Yes."

"My father."

"Yes."

"And what was wrong with him?"

Kavel set his cup down. He looked across the fire at me. I think he was deciding whether the truth was a thing I could carry from the saddle the next morning.

He decided.

"He was not pure wolf."

There it was.

I did not flinch. I had been ready for this since the moment I had read the word Bloodcall and known my hand might not light the way it was supposed to.

"What was he?"

"Moonblood."

"That is not a word I know."

"There are very few alive who do."

He poked the fire with a stick. Sparks went up.

"Before the wolf kingdoms," he said, "there was a smaller people. They lived in the mountains north of the Stagspire and in the valleys west of what is now Marrowport. They were not wolves. They were not human. They were something older. They held lunar magic in their blood the way wolves hold the shift. They could read moon patterns. They could heal certain wounds. Some of them, the strongest of them, could call light from their own veins on certain nights."

He paused.

"They were called Moonblood."

"What happened to them?"

"The wolf kingdoms happened to them."

He said it without softening it. I would learn that this was Kavel's habit when truth was ugly. He did not pretty it.

"Three centuries ago," he said, "the early kings of the Silver Realm went to war with the Moonblood. They wanted the mountain passes. They wanted the moon-singing for themselves and could not have it, because Moonblood magic does not pass to those who take it by force. So they did what could be done. They killed almost all of them. The survivors hid. They lived in the valleys. They married into wolf families and lost the visible signs of their blood within three generations. By the time your mother took the throne, the Moonblood were a story told in old books and not believed by most of the council."

He looked at me.

"Your father was descended from the last of them. He did not advertise it. Your mother knew. The council suspected. When she announced she would marry him, the council voted as a body to forbid it."

"And she did it anyway."

"She did."

"And he—"

"He was killed," Kavel said. "Two months before you were born. By riders who claimed to be brigands and were not. The investigation went nowhere. It was permitted to go nowhere."

He let me breathe for a moment.

He was good at that. He always knew when to stop.

I drank from my cup. The bitterness helped.

"And my mother?" I asked. "After."

"After your father was killed, the council moved to declare her unfit. They cited grief. They cited rumor of complicity in your father's death. They cited the unborn child she carried, the heir who would not be pure wolf. They began to draw up papers naming her brother regent in her place. She knew. She went into labor early — and she fled."

"Fled where?"

"South. To the border. To Loren's Reach."

"And she walked back."

"She walked back."

"Why?"

He looked at me very carefully.

"Because she had hidden you," he said. "And the council would not stop looking for you while she was still alive to be questioned."

My breath went out of me.

It was such a small thing. He had said it plainly. He had not made a speech of it. But I had been told for sixteen years that my mother had drowned, and now, in a half-burned woodcutter's hut three miles off a winter road, I had learned in five words that she had not drowned. She had returned. She had walked back into the kingdom of werewolves to draw the eyes of the council away from a borough archive where she had hidden a child.

She had died for it. I did not need Kavel to say it. I knew.

"When," I said. My voice did not feel like mine.

"You were three months old. She came back to Vaerinhall at the spring thaw. She walked into the council chamber and stood under the founding stone and dared them to depose her. They voted that night to confine her under regency. She was put under house arrest in the East Tower of Vaerinhall. She lived there nine more years."

"Nine years."

"Yes."

"She lived nine years and never sent for me."

"She never sent for you because she could not. Every letter she wrote was read. Every visitor she had was searched. She knew if she so much as named your hiding place, the council would have you killed before you could be of any use to her or to herself."

"So she stayed silent."

"For nine years."

"And then?"

"And then she died."

He said it the way he had said the rest of it. Flat. Honest. Not soft.

"In her sleep, the council said. There was no inquest. The High Archivist Haldra Venn was the only person allowed at her bedside in the last week of her life. The High Archivist has not spoken publicly of those days. She does, however, write letters to certain borough archivists once a year, asking about a certain quiet girl."

"For thirteen years," I said.

"For thirteen years."

"And now the Bloodcall is coming."

"Yes."

"And so she sent for me."

"She did."

I sat very still for a long time.

The hut creaked in the wind. The horses shifted under their blanket against the back wall. Vellum sighed once, deep in her chest, and went back to sleep.

I had spent twenty-two years believing my mother had drowned in a river.

My mother had spent nine years dying slowly in a tower.

She had never had me visit her.

She had never sent me a single letter.

She had let me grow up believing I was a foundling because the alternative was to get me killed.

I tried to be angry with her again. I had been angry with her at Master Olent's hearth. I had been a little angry with her on the road that morning, when my thighs hurt and I had still been telling myself that her smallness, not mine, had been the borrowed coat.

I could not find that anger now.

It had gone somewhere else.

Toward a council I had not yet met. Toward an uncle I had not yet looked at.

"Kavel."

"Yes."

"What is the Bloodcall."

He had been waiting for this question. He had the answer ready.

"Three hundred years ago, when the Silver Realm was first founded, the line of Vael Silverthorne carved a stone from a fallen moonstone meteor and set it into the floor of the founding hall. The stone holds the kingdom's memory. Every monarch since has stood on it at the first full moon after their twenty-second year and been recognized by it. Silver light rises in the veins of their hands. It is visible to the whole council. It is the proof of the line. It is older than any law the council has ever written. The council cannot deny a Bloodcall."

"What if the light does not come?"

"Then the claimant is not of the line."

"What if it comes wrong?"

He looked at me steadily.

"That has never happened."

I held his gaze.

"It will happen," I said quietly. "With me."

He did not look away.

"I know."

"How do you know?"

"Because Haldra Venn knows. And Haldra Venn does not send a Sword-Captain across a kingdom in winter for a thing she is sure of."

"So I am going to a council with proof I am a Silverthorne by blood, and the proof is going to be wrong."

"Yes."

"And that is the moment they will try to kill me."

"It will be one of the moments."

He did not soften it.

He did not pretend.

I think I started to love him, a little, that night. Not the way ballads tell it. Not a sudden fall, no light in the chest, no struck-bell moment of recognition. Something smaller and more lasting. The trust you give a person who has refused, in a hard moment, to lie to you.

I would not have called it that yet. I did not have the right words for it yet. I had been kept too small for too long.

"Why does Haldra Venn want me on the throne," I asked, "if she knows the proof will come out wrong?"

"Because the founding stone is older than the council. And gold light is still light. And Haldra has been waiting twenty-two years to see what your kind of light looks like."

"Will it come out gold?"

"I do not know."

"You said before—"

"I said Haldra believes it will. She has not seen it. No one alive has. The last Moonblood-wolf to stand on the founding stone was three hundred years ago, and the council's records of what happened then have been quietly burned."

"By whom."

"By, at one time or another, every Silverthorne king who came after."

I laughed.

It was not a real laugh. It was the laugh of a person who has heard so much in one night that the only thing left in her chest is something dry and small.

"My ancestors burned the proof that my kind of light is a thing that exists," I said.

"Yes."

"And I am going to walk into their hall and try to make light anyway."

"Yes."

"And you are going to ride beside me until I do."

He met my eyes across the fire.

"Until you do," he said, "and after."

That was the second thing he gave me that night.

I went to sleep on my side of the fire wrapped in my mother's grey blanket, with Vellum's slow breathing in the back of the hut and Kavel Orenn's quiet shape across the embers, and for the first time in my life I slept without making myself small to fit the bed.

In the morning, we rode again.

The Stagspire was closer now.

Twelve days had become ten.
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The Road That Was Not Hers
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On the fourth morning, we joined the King's North Road.

The change was abrupt. For three days we had ridden cart tracks and provincial lanes, the kind of roads where you meet two farmers and a goat in a day. The King's North Road was different. It was wide enough for four riders abreast. It was paved with grey flagstone where the climbs were steep. It had milestones along its shoulders, low and weathered, each one carved with the thorn-and-crescent crest I now carried in my satchel.

I felt it as soon as we turned onto it.

Not the crest. Not the stone.

The road.

My horse felt it too. Vellum's ears went forward. Her head came up. She took the first hundred paces with a different gait than she had on the cart tracks, longer and steadier, as if she had been waiting all her life for a surface that respected her stride.

I looked at Kavel.

"This is the road my mother walked," I said. I had not meant to say it. The words came up out of me as if the road itself had asked the question.

"Yes."

"Coming back from Loren's Reach."

"Yes."

"On foot."

"In winter."

"From here to Vaerinhall."

"Three hundred miles. She walked it in nineteen days. The records still note it. The council clerks tried to remove the entry. Haldra refused."

I rode on.

I tried to picture her.

A woman in a grey traveling cloak, smaller than I imagined her, smaller
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