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The first thing I learned as a child was that a name could be a wound.

Not a cut people could see. Not a bruise they could press with their fingers. A deeper thing. A thing carried in the mouth of every wolf who whispered it.

Vale.

That was my name.

Seraphina Vale, though almost no one used the full version unless they wanted to remind me I belonged to a disgraced bloodline. Sera, if they needed my hands to close a wound. Traitor’s daughter, if they thought I could not hear.

I was twenty-four years old the winter Frostpine Pack prepared for the Winter Claiming Ceremony, and I had spent most of those years learning how to make myself small enough to survive.

Not invisible. That was impossible.

The daughter of Maeron Vale could never be invisible.

My father had been a border scout once. A trusted one. A wolf who knew every frozen ridge, every black pine path, every narrow gap in the eastern pass. Men had asked him for direction. Warriors had followed his tracks through white storms. My mother used to say he could read snow the way elders read law.

Then came the massacre.

I was seven when the eastern pass burned red against the night.

Too young to understand the words treason, council trial, blood shame.

Old enough to remember my mother screaming behind a closed door.

Old enough to remember my father being dragged across the lower courtyard with his hands bound in iron.

Old enough to remember Alpha Draven’s dead carried home under white cloth.

Lady Evelyne Draven, beloved Luna.

Lucien Draven, the younger son.

Cassian’s mother and brother.

The pack said my father opened the eastern pass to enemies. They said he let death into Frostpine. They said he sold our blood for reasons no one ever explained to a child.

By dawn, Maeron Vale was no longer a scout.

He was a traitor.

By the next moon, we were no longer a family.

We were a warning.

The Law of Blood Shame fell over our house like winter that never left. My mother lost her healing room inside Blackthorn Keep. My brother, Rowan, grew up under the eyes of guards who expected him to become rotten because our father’s name had been written in disgrace. I was allowed to train as a moon-healer only because Frostpine needed skilled hands more than it hated mine.

That was the mercy of powerful people.

They took everything, then expected thanks for leaving scraps.

Our home stood at the edge of the healer’s quarter, where the smoke from better houses thinned before it reached the poor roofs. Ashbell Cottage was small, old, and always cold near the door no matter how much wood Rowan chopped. Dried herbs hung from the beams. My mother kept them there by habit, though her hands no longer moved with the sure grace they once had.

Mira Vale had been beautiful before grief bent her inward.

She still was, in quiet ways. In the soft line of her cheek when firelight touched her. In the way she tied my hair back before difficult days. In the way she woke when Rowan stirred, even from the deepest sleep.

But fear lived in her now.

Fear sat beside her at supper. Fear folded linens with her. Fear watched the path outside our cottage whenever council guards passed too slowly.

“Do not answer them,” she would tell Rowan.

“Do not look at them,” she would tell me.

“Let the day pass.”

That was how my mother measured safety. Not by joy. Not by hope. By whether the day passed without anyone powerful remembering we existed.

Rowan hated that.

At nineteen, he had my father’s eyes and none of my mother’s caution. His hair was silver-blonde like mine, always falling into his face because he cut it himself with a training knife. He had long limbs, quick anger, and bruised knuckles more often than clean ones. He wanted rank. He wanted truth. He wanted to stand in Moonstone Hall and make every wolf who spat our name choke on it.

I wanted him alive.

Those were different wishes.

The morning before the Winter Claiming Ceremony, Rowan split wood behind the cottage hard enough to crack the handle of the axe.

I stood in the doorway with my shawl around my shoulders and watched him drive the blade down again.

“Keep doing that,” I said, “and we will need a new axe before we need new firewood.”

He did not smile.

“They laughed at you yesterday.”

“They laugh often.”

“At the lower market. Near the cloth stalls. Nessa heard them too.”

I stepped out into the cold. Frost bit through the thin soles of my boots, but I had known colder things than winter.

“If I bled every time someone laughed, I would have died years ago.”

Rowan turned, axe hanging from one hand. “That is not funny.”

“It was not meant to be.”

His jaw tightened. He looked so young in that moment that it hurt me. Young and angry and full of a pain he had inherited before he had the words for it.

“I should have said something,” he muttered.

“You should not have.”

“They called you curse-marked.”

“And if you had struck them, they would have called you violent. Then the council would nod and say Vale blood proves itself again.”

His face darkened. “So we bow forever?”

“No.” My voice came out softer than I wanted. “We live. For now, that is the harder thing.”

Rowan looked away toward the black pines beyond the cottage. Frostpine Territory stretched beyond them, all high ridges, frozen water, and woods so dense they swallowed sound. Somewhere above us, Blackthorn Keep ruled from its cliff, dark stone against a gray sky. The Alpha’s banners hung there. Silver wolf on black cloth. Draven colors.

Everyone in Frostpine knew what that banner meant.

Strength.

Law.

Obedience.

To me, it meant judgment.

I had seen Alpha Cassian Draven only from a distance since he took his father’s seat. He had been twenty-two then, too young for the weight placed on him, but grief had carved him into something older. Now he was twenty-nine, feared across the northern territories, and every whispered tale about him carried the same name.

The Heartless Alpha.

He did not laugh. He did not bend. He did not forgive.

Some said he had cut mercy out of himself after his mother and brother died. Some said he had been born cold. I did not know which was true.

I only knew he hated my name.

A sharp cough came from inside the cottage.

I turned at once.

Mother sat near the hearth, wrapped in her faded blue shawl. Her silver hair had been braided the night before, but loose strands had escaped around her temples. A cup of willow-bark tea steamed between her hands.

“You will be late to the infirmary,” she said.

“I still have time.”

“No,” she said quietly. “You never have as much time as you think.”

Rowan set the axe aside and came in behind me, bringing cold air with him.

Mother looked at him first. She always looked at him first when she feared trouble. “You will not speak out tonight.”

His mouth tightened. “I have not said I will attend.”

“You will attend because all eligible unmated wolves have been ordered to attend,” she said. “And because refusing a summons from Blackthorn Keep is not bravery. It is foolishness dressed in pride.”

Rowan gave me a sharp look, as if I had placed those words in her mouth.

I raised both hands. “Do not glare at me. I am not the council.”

“No,” he said. “You just obey them like they are gods.”

Something in the room stilled.

Mother closed her eyes.

I should have let it pass. I was good at that. Letting things pass was a skill. A shield. A way to keep sharp words from becoming sharper punishments.

But that morning had teeth.

Maybe it was the ceremony waiting at the end of the day. Maybe it was the way frost had gathered on the window like white claws. Maybe it was because I was tired of being called obedient when all I had ever done was hold our broken house together with both hands.

I looked at my brother. “I obey enough to keep you breathing.”

His anger faltered.

“You think I like lowering my eyes?” I asked. “You think I like healing warriors who will not say my name unless they spit it? You think I like walking into Blackthorn Keep and feeling every ranked woman count the years until my blood shame should end?”

“Sera,” Mother whispered.

“No.” My voice stayed low, but it did not break. “He is old enough to know. We do not survive because I am soft. We survive because I know when a blade is above our necks.”

Rowan looked down.

I hated that I had hurt him. I hated more that truth often sounded cruel when spoken after too many years of silence.

After a moment, he crossed the room and picked up my healer’s satchel from the peg near the door. He held it out without meeting my eyes.

“I know you are not soft,” he said.

The apology was not spoken, but I heard it.

I took the satchel. The leather was worn smooth from use. Inside were clean cloth strips, pine salve, moonmint, bone needle, blackroot powder, and three small vials of silverleaf wash. Healers from ranked families carried better tools. Mine worked because I made them work.

Mother rose slowly and came toward me. Her fingers brushed the loose hair near my cheek.

“You should braid it tonight,” she said.

“For the ceremony?”

“For protection.”

A sad smile touched my mouth. “Hair does not protect anyone.”

“No,” she said. “But looking prepared gives wolves less to bite.”

That was an old days kind of wisdom. Polite. Bitter. True.

She took my hand and turned it palm up. Her thumb paused over the pale scar there. I had earned it at twelve, during my first moon-healing lesson. The cut had refused to close until moonlight touched it. Elder Maris said some healer blood remembered old things. Mother never liked when she said that.

“You will go to the infirmary,” Mother said. “You will do your work. Then you will attend the ceremony. You will stand with Nessa if she is there. You will not stand near ranked families. You will not answer insults. You will not let Rowan answer them either.”

Rowan shifted behind her.

I nodded. “I know.”

Mother’s grip tightened. “And if Alpha Cassian looks your way, you lower your eyes.”

The room seemed colder after his name.

I wanted to ask why she said it like that. As if a look from him could open the ground beneath me.

But I knew why.

Cassian Draven had lost his mother and brother because of the crime they pinned to my father. If hate could be inherited, he had inherited mine before he ever knew my face.

“He will not look my way,” I said.

Mother did not answer.

Outside, the first bell rang from Blackthorn Keep.

One deep sound rolling through the valley.

The day had begun.

By the time I reached the lower path, Frostpine was awake. Smoke lifted from chimneys. Patrol horns called from the east ridge. Servants carried garlands of white pine toward Moonstone Hall, where the Winter Claiming Ceremony would be held after sunset. The hall sat beneath the open moon, its black stone floor veined with silver, its walls carved with the names of Alphas and Lunas who had loved, ruled, fought, and died.

No Vale name had ever been carved there.

No Vale name would be.

The lower market was already full of noise. Bakers shouting prices. Children chasing each other between carts until their mothers pulled them back from me. A butcher’s boy saw my face and touched two fingers to his throat, the old sign to ward off traitor blood.

I kept walking.

That was another thing I had learned.

Do not stop when they want you to notice the wound.

Nessa Thorn waited beside the seamstress stall with a basket on her hip and three pins tucked between her lips. Her curls had escaped the scarf around her head, and her cheeks were pink from cold.

She took one look at me and removed the pins from her mouth.

“You look like you slept in a grave.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“It is not good. It is ceremony day.”

“That is why everyone is smiling like they are about to be judged.”

Nessa snorted and fell into step beside me. She smelled of wool dye, soap, and the sugared rolls she always pretended not to buy. Unlike others, she walked close to me in public. Close enough for people to see she had chosen it.

That kind of friendship was dangerous in Frostpine.

I never forgot it.

“Are you attending tonight?” I asked.

“My mother says every unmated wolf must attend, even seamstresses with better things to do.” Nessa rolled her eyes. “So yes. I will be there. Watching ranked daughters pretend they are not praying the Alpha notices them.”

“Perhaps he will.”

“Alpha Cassian?” She gave me a look. “That man notices borders, weapons, and reasons to glare. Not women.”

“Lady Isolde might disagree.”

At that, Nessa’s mouth twisted.

Lady Isolde Veyr had arrived at Blackthorn Keep three weeks earlier with four trunks, six attendants, and enough green silk to dress a royal court. Her family held old influence from the western ridge, clean bloodline, strong alliances, no shame attached. The kind of woman council elders smiled at.

The kind of woman they would call suitable.

“They say she may be named his intended tonight,” Nessa said.

“Then Frostpine will have something grand to gossip about.”

“And you?”

“I will have wounded men to treat when the celebrations end and someone drinks too much pine liquor.”

Nessa stopped walking.

I made it three steps before I noticed. When I turned, she was looking at me with that soft anger she wore when the world had been cruel and she could not stab it with a sewing needle.

“What?” I asked.

“You speak like you are already old.”

“I feel old.”

“You are twenty-four.”

“In Vale years, that is ancient.”

She did not laugh.

I sighed. “Nessa.”

“No. Listen to me. Tonight is a claiming ceremony. Not a funeral. You have as much right to stand under that moon as any ranked daughter with polished shoes and a mother who brags too loudly.”

“Rights are pretty words until someone powerful decides they are not.”

“And yet old laws exist.”

I looked at her sharply.

She lifted one shoulder. “Elder Maris said that to you last week, did she not?”

“You listen too much.”

“I sew near open doors. It is a gift.”

A horn sounded from the training yard. Warriors were returning from morning patrol. The sound shifted the market. People moved aside before they even saw the men. Frostpine respected warriors first, elders second, healers only when blood was spilling.

Nessa touched my arm. “Come. The infirmary will be full soon.”

“I can walk alone.”

“I know.” Her eyes warmed. “That is why I walk with you when I can.”

She left me at the turn toward the healer’s quarter because her mistress was calling her back. Before she went, she squeezed my wrist.

“Tonight, stand near me.”

“I will.”

“And if anyone says something ugly, let me answer.”

“No.”

“You never let me have joy.”

“Insulting ranked wolves is not joy.”

“It could be.”

Despite myself, I smiled.

It faded before I reached the infirmary.

The Frostpine Infirmary was built from dark timber and stone, long and low against the cold. A place of blood, steam, and quiet orders. The steps were slick with morning frost. Someone had left muddy boot prints across the threshold, dark red at the edges.

Blood.

Fresh.

I paused at the door.

Inside, a man groaned.

Another voice barked for hot water.

Then Elder Maris Oryn spoke, sharp as a needle. “If you plan to stand there freezing, girl, at least do it while holding bandages.”

I pushed the door open.

Warmth and the iron scent of blood rushed over me.

Three patrol warriors were already inside. One sat hunched on a cot with his arm wrapped in a soaked cloth. Another leaned against the wall, pale and sweating. The third lay flat on the main table while two apprentices held him down. His thigh had been torn open badly enough that even from the doorway, I knew the wound would need stitching before the muscle stiffened.

Elder Maris stood beside him with her white braid over one shoulder and archive ink still staining her fingers. She should have been below Blackthorn Keep with her records, not here before sunrise.

That alone told me the day had teeth.

Her sharp eyes found mine.

“Seraphina Vale,” she said, formal as court law. “Wash your hands. Tie your hair. We have work before the moon calls everyone to ceremony.”

I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

For one breath, I let myself be only what Frostpine needed.

Not traitor’s daughter.

Not blood shame.

Not the girl who would stand beneath the moon that night and be judged by wolves who had already decided her worth.

A healer.

That was all.

I set down my satchel, rolled up my sleeves, and walked toward the wounded.
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Chapter 1: The Girl Beneath the Moon
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The first rule of Frostpine was simple: never bleed where ranked wolves could see you.

They did not mind blood itself. Warriors wore it like honor. Alphas spilled it in the name of borders. Elders wrote laws around it and called the stains tradition.

But low-ranked blood was different.

Disgraced blood was worse.

And Vale blood, according to half the pack, should have stayed buried with my father.

“Hold still,” I said softly.

The warrior on the cot jerked his arm away before I could finish binding the slice along his forearm. He was young, maybe two years older than Rowan, with a training guard’s silver clasp pinned crookedly on his coat. His face had gone pale, but pride kept his chin high.

“I said I’m fine.”

“You are bleeding through your sleeve.”

“It is a scratch.”

“It will become an infection if I do not clean it properly.”

His eyes moved to my face, then to the loose strand of silver-blonde hair that had slipped from my pin. Recognition hardened his mouth.

Vale.

He did not say it. He did not need to.

The name always arrived before I did.

Around us, the Frostpine Infirmary hummed with the restless sounds of ceremony day. Healers moved between cots with warm water, crushed pine salve, and folded cloth. Outside the narrow windows, dusk pressed blue shadows against the glass. Snow had started again, fine and soft, dusting the courtyard stones like powdered bone.

Tonight was the Winter Claiming Ceremony.

Every unmated wolf of age would stand beneath the open moon roof of Moonstone Hall while the pack watched for fate, alliances, and humiliation. Mostly humiliation, if you stood where I stood.

“Your choice,” I said, lowering the cloth. “You may leave with a clean bandage or explain to Beta Hale why you cannot hold a blade tomorrow.”

The warrior’s jaw worked.

A healer beside me coughed to hide a laugh.

At last, he thrust his arm back out. “Make it quick.”

I cleaned the cut without answering. The wound was not deep, but it had caught dirt from the training yard. Ironwood dust liked to hide beneath skin and punish careless men later.

His fingers twitched when the salve touched.

“Pain means you are alive,” I said.

“That something your traitor father taught you?”

The infirmary quieted.

Not fully. Frostpine was too disciplined for that. But the nearest conversations thinned, their edges turning sharp as knives.

My hand paused for only a moment.

There it was.

Maeron Vale. Border scout. Traitor. Dead man. My father.

A man I remembered lifting me onto his shoulders so I could touch the first frost apples of autumn. A man whose laugh had once filled Ashbell Cottage until even the walls seemed warmer. A man the pack remembered only as the wolf who opened the eastern pass and let enemies through.

I wrapped the bandage neatly around the warrior’s arm.

“No,” I said. “My father taught me that pain makes some wolves cruel and others careful.”

His cheeks flushed.

Before he could answer, a cane tapped once against the wooden floor.

Every healer in the room straightened.

Elder Maris Oryn stood near the medicine shelves, small as a winter branch and twice as hard to break. Her long white braid hung over one shoulder, and archive ink stained two of her fingers. She looked at the warrior until his gaze dropped.

“That bandage will hold,” she said. “Thank the healer and go.”

The warrior slid off the cot. His boots struck the floor too hard.

“Thank you,” he muttered, though the words came out like stones.

He left without looking at me again.

Only when the door shut behind him did the room breathe.

“You should have let him suffer through the night,” Nessa Thorn said from the corner.

She sat on a stool with a basket of mended linen at her feet, her curly dark brown hair tied back in a bright scarf that had no business surviving Frostpine’s gray mood. A pin rested between her teeth. Hazel eyes glared at the door as if she could sew it shut around the warrior’s pride.

“He would have lost use of his wrist for a week,” I said.

“Good. Then maybe he would have had time to think.”

“He is not paid to think.”

Nessa snorted and pulled the pin from her mouth. “No. That is why the ranked families do it for him.”

I bit back a smile, but only because Elder Maris was still watching me.

The old woman’s gaze softened by a fraction. With Maris, that was almost an embrace.

“Seraphina,” she said.

No one else in the pack used my full name unless I was in trouble.

I followed her to the shelves where bundles of dried moonleaf hung above small blue jars. The scent should have calmed me. Usually, it did. Tonight, my skin felt too tight, as if the coming moon had hooked silver thread beneath it and started pulling.

“You are attending the ceremony?” Maris asked.

“All eligible unmated wolves are ordered to attend.”

“That was not what I asked.”

A strip of cloth twisted between my fingers before I realized I had taken it from the shelf. I set it down.

“Yes,” I said. “I will attend.”

Her pale eyes studied my face. “Keep your head down tonight.”

A bitter laugh almost escaped me. I swallowed it.

“I always do.”

“That is not the same as being safe.”

The warning settled cold in my stomach.

Elder Maris reached for a stack of old treatment ledgers and slid them toward me. “Tomorrow, if the ceremony does not swallow the whole pack’s common sense, report to the Moon Archive after morning bell. The lower trial indexes need sorting.”

“Trial indexes?”

Her gaze did not move. “Old laws are often buried under dust because powerful wolves prefer them forgotten.”

Something in her voice made my fingers still.

“What laws?”

“Come tomorrow.”

“Elder Maris.”

She turned away before I could ask more. “Tonight, survive the moon.”

That was Frostpine kindness. Not comfort. Not hope. Just an instruction to remain breathing.

By the time the infirmary emptied, the sky had deepened to a bruised violet. Torches burned along the path to Blackthorn Keep, their flames bending in the wind. The whole territory seemed to lean toward the mountain fortress where our Alpha ruled from stone, iron, and silence.

Alpha Cassian Draven.

Even his name changed the air in a room.

I had seen him only from a distance since he took full command of Frostpine. Tall. Black-haired. Icy-eyed. A man carved by grief and sharpened by power. The pack called him the Heartless Alpha, though never where his warriors could hear.

Some said he had not smiled since his mother and younger brother died in the eastern pass massacre.

Some said a heartless Alpha was exactly what Frostpine needed.

I had no opinion that anyone would care to hear.

Ashbell Cottage sat near the edge of the healer’s quarter, where the clean stone roads of ranked families gave way to packed snow and patched fences. Smoke curled from our chimney in a thin gray ribbon. Warmth glowed behind the window, soft and golden.

For one breath, I let myself pretend the cottage was enough.

Then Rowan opened the door before I reached it.

“You are late.”

He had flour on his cheek and anger in his eyes. At nineteen, my brother was all sharp bones, quick temper, and half-grown strength he did not yet know how to carry. His silver-blonde hair stuck up from running his hands through it too many times.

“I was healing someone.”

“Someone who deserved it?”

“Rowan.”

“That means no.”

Inside, the cottage smelled of barley stew, pine smoke, and Mira’s lavender tea. My mother sat near the hearth in her old chair, hands folded tightly over a blanket. She looked up when I entered, and worry crossed her face before love could cover it.

“You are pale,” she said.

“I am fine.”

Rowan shut the door too hard. “Everyone is fine in this house. It is our family curse.”

Mother flinched.

I gave him a look.

His anger faltered. “I did not mean it like that.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “You did.”

Silence settled between us, thick and familiar.

Mother reached for her tea, but her hands trembled so badly that the cup tapped against the saucer. Once, she had been one of Frostpine’s most gifted healers. Now she rarely left Ashbell Cottage unless the pack demanded it. Grief had not killed her. It had taught her to live smaller.

“Sit,” she said. “Eat before you go.”

“I can eat after.”

“You may not want to.”

That made Rowan look away.

The Winter Claiming Ceremony waited for us like a punishment dressed in moonlight. For ranked wolves, it was romance, alliances, music, and the chance to be chosen before witnesses. For families like ours, it was a reminder that fate might mark anyone, but the pack decided who was worthy of celebration.

Mother held out a small folded cloth.

My ceremony shawl.

It was pale gray, mended so many times that the original weave had become a memory. She had brushed it clean and stitched tiny white beads along the edge. Not many. Just enough to catch light.

My throat tightened.

“It was mine,” she said. “Before“It was mine,” she said. “Before.”

Before Father was accused.

Before our name became a stain.

Before she stopped speaking above a whisper in public.

I took the shawl carefully. “It is beautiful.”

Her eyes filled, but no tears fell. Mira Vale had learned to hold grief like water in cupped hands.

“Do not stand near the ranked circle,” she said. “Do not answer if anyone speaks unkindly. Do not look at Lady Isolde too long. And if Rowan starts something, stop him before the guards do.”

“I am standing right here,” Rowan said.

“That has never stopped you from being foolish,” Mother replied.

For a moment, the old sharpness returned to her voice.

Rowan’s mouth twitched.

So did mine.

Then three knocks struck the door.

Not friendly knocks. Official ones.

Rowan moved first, but I caught his sleeve. “Let me.”

A Frostpine guard stood outside in a dark coat with the pack crest on his chest. Behind him, the road climbed toward Blackthorn Keep, where more torches had been lit. The moon had started to rise above
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