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Prologue
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The first thing a low-ranked wolf learns is how to bleed quietly.

Not all wounds open skin.

Some are made in the mouth of a hall when no one says your name right. Some are made at a feast when a noble daughter steps around you as if you are spilled water. Some are made by an Alpha's gaze passing over you because you are useful, not worthy.

I learned young.

I was twenty-four years old, old enough to know better than to hope, and still foolish enough to feel the moon calling under my ribs.

Moonridge Pack was preparing for the Moon Ascension Rite.

That meant every house was awake before dawn. Every chimney breathed smoke into the cold. Every path had been swept. Every banner had been hung. Silver cloth from the noble houses. Dark green from the warrior families. White from the healers, though no one looked twice at our color unless blood was on someone's hands and they needed us.

I stood in the back room of Vale Cottage with my sleeves rolled to my elbows and crushed feverroot beneath a stone pestle.

The smell was bitter. Sharp enough to sting my nose. Honest enough to keep me steady.

"Too fine," Aunt Maera said from behind me.

I stopped grinding.

She did not look up from the long strip of linen she was folding. Maera Vale never had to look up to know when I was doing something wrong. She had raised me from fourteen onward, after my mother died and my father remained the kind of ghost no one wanted to name.

I glanced into the clay bowl. "It is not too fine."

"It is dust."

"It is medicine."

"It is waste if the wind takes it before it touches a wound."

I set the pestle down harder than I meant to.

Maera's eyes lifted then.

She had my mother's eyes, green-gray and tired around the edges, though hers were sharper. My own were stranger. Silver-gray, too pale in full moonlight, too noticeable when elders were looking for reasons to whisper.

I lowered my gaze first.

That was another lesson low-ranked wolves learned early. You could be right and still lose if the wrong person decided your tone was disrespect.

Maera sighed. "Do not take anger into the rite tonight, Sera."

"I am not angry."

"You are grinding roots like they owe you coin."

"They might," I said.

Her mouth twitched. Almost a smile. Almost.

Vale Cottage sat at the healer's edge of Moonridge village, close enough to serve, far enough to be reminded of our place. The higher families lived nearer Moonridge Hall, where the Alpha's roof cut black against the mountain. The warriors had the warm middle slope. The tradesmen and lower-ranked families filled the lower lanes.

Healers lived where the forest began.

Useful when fever came. Forgotten when songs began.

Our cottage was small, old, and stubborn. Herbs hung from the rafters in dry bundles. Moonwater jars lined the shelves. My mother's cracked blue mug sat beside the stove, though no one drank from it. Maera said some things stayed because grief needed a place to sit.

Outside, the Silverpine Woods waited in a wall of dark trunks and mist.

That forest knew my steps better than the pack did.

I knew where the wintermint grew even under frost. I knew which hollow logs held sleeping foxes. I knew the border stones by touch. I knew the old paths that did not appear on official pack maps.

Scouts knew things.

Healer-scouts knew more.

But in Moonridge, rank weighed heavier than skill.

I was Seraphina Elowen Vale, daughter of a dead healer and a vanished man. Officially, I served under the pack healer, assisted patrol recovery, gathered herbs, read scent trails near the north ridges, and kept my head bowed when elders passed.

Unofficially, I was the girl people called when a wound smelled wrong, when a fever would not break, when a child wandered too near the trees, when a warrior came home shaking from a border fight and did not want his captain to see.

I knew the pack's pain.

The pack did not know mine.

Maera crossed the room and took the bowl from me. She pinched the feverroot between two fingers, judged it with a hard look, then set it aside.

"You slept poorly," she said.

"I slept."

"That was not what I said."

I reached for dried moonleaf. "The full moon always does this."

"No." Her voice dropped. "Not like this."

I kept my hands busy.

The truth was, I had barely slept at all.

All night, something had moved under my skin. Not illness. Not heat. Not fear, though fear had kept close to it.

It felt like a sound too low to hear.

A pull.

A warning.

My wolf had paced inside me until dawn, restless and silent. She did not give me words. She never had. Other wolves spoke of their inner beasts like sisters, brothers, old friends. Mine was more like a shadow at the edge of a room. Present. Watchful. Hard to reach.

My mother used to say some wolves listened before they spoke.

She had said many things before death stole her voice.

I touched the small scar across my palm, a thin white line from the day I broke a medicine jar beside her sickbed. I had been fourteen. Too young to save her. Old enough to remember the

way the pack came after she died, took her healing ledgers, spoke softly to Maera, and never explained why Elder Malric himself had stood in our doorway.

He had looked at me for a long time that day.

Not with pity.

With calculation.

I had not known that word then. I knew it now.

A knock came at the front door.

Three quick taps. One pause. Two more.

Nyla.

Before Maera could answer, the door opened and Nyla Reed slipped in with a basket on her hip and snow caught in the coils escaping her scarf.

"You both look like someone died," she said.

Maera gave her a flat look.

Nyla winced. "That came out badly."

"You often do," Maera said.

Nyla set the basket on the table and kissed Maera's cheek anyway. "Good morning to you too."

I breathed easier when she came in. Nyla did that to a room. She brought warmth even when the air was mean. She was twenty-three, healer apprentice, fast with her hands and faster with her mouth. Most wolves underestimated her because she laughed easily.

Fools.

Nyla noticed things.

Her gaze flicked to my face, then to the bowl, then back again. "You look pale."

"I am always pale before a rite."

"You are not always holding moonleaf like you plan to strangle it."

I looked down. The leaves were crushed in my fist.

Maera made a sound in her throat.

I released them.

Nyla's smile softened. "The whole village is already near mad. Warriors polishing blades no one asked them to bring. Noble mothers pinching their daughters' cheeks. Children daring each other to touch the white stones before moonrise. Same old foolishness."

The Moon Ascension Rite came once each year beneath the strongest full moon of the cold season. New vows were witnessed. Young wolves of age were presented. Old grievances were settled if the Alpha allowed it. And sometimes, if the moon chose to be cruel or kind, mate bonds were revealed.

A mate bond was not marriage. Not yet.

Recognition came first.

The scent. The pull. The wolf's knowing.

After that came choice. Acceptance, delay, or rejection.

That was the law as written.

Not always as lived.

A high-ranked wolf could delay and be called careful. A low-ranked wolf delayed and was called ungrateful. An Alpha could reject and be called wise. A healer-scout could be rejected and be called presumptuous for hurting.

I had seen it happen.

Every wolf had.

"Do you think there will be a claiming tonight?" Nyla asked, too casually.

Maera's hands stilled.

I focused on tying linen strips. "There is always a claiming."

"Not always an Alpha claiming."

Silence settled.

Even the fire seemed to lower itself.

Alpha Caelan Draven Thorn had ruled Moonridge for three years, since his father stepped aside after the northern border wars. Caelan was twenty-eight. Strong. Controlled. Feared when needed. Praised when convenient.

The pack loved him in the way packs loved powerful men. With loyalty, hunger, and a little terror.

I had seen him up close only a handful of times.

Once, when a patrol came back torn open by rogues and I helped stitch a warrior while Caelan held the man still. His hand had been steady. His voice calm. His eyes, amber-gold and grim, had met mine over the blood.

He had said, "You work cleanly."

Three words.

I had carried them like a fool for a week.

Another time, I found him at the forest edge before dawn, alone, one hand braced against a silverpine trunk as if the weight of the pack had become too heavy for his bones. He had heard me. Of course he had. An Alpha heard everything.

But he had not ordered me away.

He had only said, "The eastern path floods after rain. Take the ridge route."

I had obeyed.

Not because he was Alpha.

Because he had noticed I was going somewhere dangerous and warned me without making a show of it.

That was how hope began sometimes. Not with flowers or vows. With a powerful man seeing you for one breath longer than the world allowed.

Foolish.

Dangerous.

Mine.

No. Not mine.

I tightened the linen roll until my fingers hurt.

Nyla watched me with too much knowing in her eyes.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing."

"Say it."

She leaned against the table. "Lyra Moonfell's family arrived at Moonridge Hall before dawn."

Maera muttered something impolite.

I kept my face still.

Lyra Moonfell was everything a future Luna was supposed to be. High-born. Beautiful. Trained in court speech, ceremony, alliance law, and the graceful art of making others feel small without ever raising her voice.

Her family held old ties to the Elder Council.

If Caelan chose her, no one would question it.

That was the sort of match packs understood. Power to power. Bloodline to bloodline. A clean stitch across political skin.

Not a healer-scout from the forest edge.

Not me.

"That is sensible," I said.

Nyla rolled her eyes. "You sound like an elder's wife."

"I sound practical."

"You sound wounded."

Maera's gaze sharpened again.

I hated that word in Nyla's mouth. Not because she meant harm. Because it fit too well.

Wounded.

I had spent years telling myself I was not.

My mother died. I kept working.

My father never came. I stopped asking.

The pack forgot my name unless they needed my hands. I learned to answer anyway.

Pain was easier when I gave it chores.

"Lyra will stand near the Alpha family tonight," Nyla said quietly. "That is what they are saying."

"Then she will have a good view of the moon."

"Sera."

I looked at her.

Nyla's face had changed. No teasing now. Only worry.

"Have you felt anything?" she asked.

Maera turned fully toward me.

There it was. The question no one was supposed to ask before a rite. The question every unmated wolf feared and wanted.

Have you felt the bond?

I could have lied.

I had lied about smaller things for years.

No, Aunt, I do not mind sitting at the lower tables.

No, Nyla, it did not hurt when they gave my mother's healing room to someone with better blood.

No, Elder Malric, I do not remember what my mother wrote in her last book.

No, Alpha, I was not crying in the forest.

Lies kept peace.

But something in me was tired of peace bought with my own throat.

"I have felt something," I said.

The room changed.

Maera went pale beneath her weathered skin. Nyla's lips parted.

Outside, a horn sounded from the direction of Moonridge Hall. Long and low. The first call to ceremony preparation.

Maera stepped closer. "Since when?"

"Last night. Maybe before. I do not know."

"What kind of something?"

I pressed my palm to the center of my chest. "A pull. Restlessness. My wolf is near the surface, but she will not speak."

Maera looked toward the shuttered window.

"Who?" Nyla whispered.

I laughed once. It sounded rough. "You ask as if I have a list."

"Sera."

I did not answer.

That was answer enough.

Nyla covered her mouth.

Maera closed her eyes.

The cottage felt too small. The herbs too sharp. The fire too hot.

"No," Maera said.

Just that.

No.

It struck harder than I expected.

Not surprise. Not joy. Not even fear first.

Refusal.

I stepped back from her. "You do not know what I mean."

"I know enough."

"You cannot."

"I know enough," she repeated, and now her voice shook.

Nyla looked between us. "Maera?"

My aunt ignored her. She took my wrist. Not hard. Desperate.

"If the bond points where I think it points, you must bury it."

The words made no sense.

Mate bonds were sacred. Dangerous, yes. Political, often. But sacred. A gift from the Moon, elders said. A recognition of two wolves made to answer each other.

Bury it?

As if it were a body.

"I cannot bury a bond," I said.

"You can stay silent."

"Why would I?"

"Because some doors open only to kill what stands before them."

Old days. Old fear. Old secrets.

I pulled my wrist free. "You sound like Mother."

Pain crossed Maera's face so quickly I almost missed it.

Then came the mask.

"Your mother wanted you alive."

"My mother wanted me afraid?"

"Your mother knew this pack."

"So do I."

"No." Maera's voice cut clean. "You know how it ignores you. You do not know what it does when it sees you."

The words went through me like winter water.

Nyla took a small step toward me. "Sera, maybe we should sit."

"I do not want to sit."

The horn sounded again.

The village outside grew louder. Wheels over frozen earth. Voices calling. Boots on stone. Somewhere, children laughed. Somewhere, warriors shouted orders. The pack was dressing itself in ceremony while my small life cracked open beside a table of feverroot and linen.

A knock came again.

This one was not Nyla's.

Two hard strikes.

Maera stiffened.

Nyla reached for the small blade she kept under her shawl.

I crossed to the door before either could stop me.

When I opened it, Garron Blackroot stood on our threshold.

Border captain. Warrior. Malric's favored hound.

He was broad enough to block the gray morning behind him. His shaved head gleamed with melted snow. His beard was dark, his eyes darker, and his mouth held the kind of smile men used when law stood behind them.

"Seraphina Vale," he said.

He never called me Sera.

Low-ranked wolves got full names when someone wanted them reminded of records.

"Captain Blackroot."

His gaze moved over my shoulder, taking in Maera, Nyla, the herbs, the linen, the ordinary life he had no right to inspect.

"Elder Malric requires additional moonmint for tonight's rite. You will gather it from the north stand before midday."

Maera stepped forward. "The north stand is past the old stones."

"The elder knows where moonmint grows."

"It is unsafe before a full moon."

Garron's smile widened. "Then the girl should walk carefully."

The girl.

I was twenty-four. A trained scout. A healer who had closed wounds on men twice his size. But to Garron, I would always be the girl. The low Vale. The quiet one.

"Why me?" I asked.

His eyes returned to mine.

Something moved in them. Irritation. Interest. A test.

"Because you are useful."

There it was.

No insult could have been cleaner.

Maera's anger warmed the room. "Send a warrior."

"Warriors are preparing for the rite."

"And healer-scouts are not?"

Garron looked at her. "Careful, Maera."

The air tightened.

Alpha command did not live in Garron's blood, but authority did. Borrowed from rank. Strengthened by obedience. Men like him loved the shape of it.

I stepped between them.

"I will go."

Maera snapped, "No."

Garron watched me. "Good."

His gaze dropped to my left shoulder.

For one strange second, heat burned beneath my skin there. Not pain. Not quite.

His nostrils flared.

Then his face hardened.

"Do not stray beyond the marked path," he said. "There are old places in these woods. Not meant for healer girls."

He turned and left before I could answer.

The moment the door shut, Maera gripped my arm.

"You are not going."

"I am."

"It is a trap."

"Maybe."

"Sera."

I faced her. "If it is a trap, then we should know who set it."

"That is pride speaking."

"No." My voice came out steadier than I felt. "That is years of being told to stay small."

Nyla was quiet for once.

Maera stared at me as if she saw my mother's ghost standing at my back.

Maybe she did.

I took my cloak from the peg near the door. Dark wool, patched at the hem. My mother's old clasp still held at the throat, a small moonstone chip clouded with age.

Maera caught my hand before I fastened it.

"Listen to me," she said. "The Moon Ascension Rite is not only songs and vows. It is where power shows its teeth. If your wolf has truly sensed him..."

She stopped.

Him.

Neither of us spoke Caelan's name.

We did not need to.

"If it is him," she continued, softer now, "then every eye in Moonridge will turn on you. Not kindly. Not fairly."

I swallowed.

Hope was a shameful thing in that moment. Still, it lived.

"What if the Moon chose me?"

Maera's face broke in a way I had never seen.

"Oh, child," she said. "The Moon may choose. Men still punish."

For a moment, I was fourteen again, standing beside my mother's empty bed, waiting for someone to tell me what came next.

No one had.

So I had learned to move.

I fastened the cloak.

Nyla grabbed her basket. "I am coming with you."

"No," Maera and I said together.

Nyla lifted her chin. "Then both of you can fight me and be late."

Despite everything, I nearly smiled.

Maera looked at us for a long, hard moment. Then she went to the shelf above the stove and took down a small cloth pouch. She pressed it into my hand.

Salt. Iron filings. Dried wolfsbane ash.

Protection against old magic.

My fingers curled around it.

"You said old places were only stories," I whispered.

"I said many things to keep you sleeping."

The words chilled me more than the winter air.

"What am I, Aunt Maera?"

Her eyes shone, but no tears fell. Vale women were not raised with room for easy tears.

"You are my sister's daughter," she said. "That is enough for this morning."

It was not enough.

But the horn sounded a third time.

Midmorning call.

The village would soon gather supplies at Moonridge Hall. Chaptered duties would begin. The rite would come whether I was ready or not.

I opened the door.

Cold air rushed in, carrying pine, smoke, and beneath it all, something darker.

Amber cedar.

Winter steel.

Alpha.

My wolf rose so sharply inside me that my knees almost gave.

Not words. Not yet.

Only recognition.

Nyla whispered my name.

Across the lower path, far beyond the healer's quarter, riders moved near the road to Moonridge Hall. Dark horses. Warrior escort. Elder robes.

And at the center, walking beside Elder Malric Voss, was Alpha Caelan Draven Thorn.

He was too far away for human eyes to catch every detail, but I was not human. None of us were.

Black hair. Broad shoulders. A long dark coat marked with the Thorn crest. Power in every step.

He stopped.

So did I.

The whole village seemed to vanish between us.

Caelan turned his head.

His amber-gold eyes found me across smoke, snow, rank, law, and every warning Maera had ever swallowed.

The pull inside me answered like a struck bell.

His face changed.

Only for a breath.

Then Elder Malric touched his arm.

Caelan looked away.

And I understood something simple and cruel.

The Moon may choose.

But the pack would judge.

The Alpha would decide.

And I, Seraphina Elowen Vale, low-ranked healer-scout of Moonridge, daughter of buried secrets, had no shield except the truth no one wanted spoken.

Behind me, Maera said, "Come away from the door."

I did.

Not because I wanted to.

Because my hands were shaking, and I refused to let the village see.

Nyla shut the door gently. Maera moved back to the worktable. The cottage returned around us. Herbs. Linen. Smoke. The cracked blue mug. The old life pretending it had not just split down the middle.

I stood there with the pouch of protection in one hand and my cloak clasped at my throat.

Moonmint still had to be gathered.

Healing supplies still had to be prepared.

The rite would come by nightfall.

And before any of that, I would return to the place where my life had always begun.

Vale Cottage.

Maera's watchful silence.

Medicine for a pack that had never once asked who would heal me.
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Chapter 1: The Healer at the Edge
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Work was easier than fear.

That was why I took the empty herb satchel from its peg, tied it across my body, and stepped back from the window before I could look for Alpha Caelan Thorn again.

Maera watched me from beside the worktable.

She did not tell me I looked pale this time. She did not warn me about fate or elders or the cruel ways of powerful men. Her silence was worse. It meant she had already said all she dared say, and the rest lived somewhere behind her eyes.

The cottage smelled of crushed feverroot, smoke, and old wool. Outside, Moonridge was waking louder by the minute. Carts rolled over frozen ground. Warriors called to one another near the training yard. Somewhere up the slope, a bell rang from Moonridge Hall, bright and sharp in the cold morning.

The Moon Ascension Rite had begun to pull the whole pack toward it.

I wanted to run the other way.

Instead, I checked the contents of my satchel.

Knife. Twine. Small tins. Clean cloth. Moonwater vial. Maera's protection pouch, tucked deep where no one would see.

"You take the ridge path," Maera said.

"I know."

"You do not cross beyond the third white stone."

"I know."

"If Garron sent you north, there is a reason."

That made my fingers pause on the satchel strap.

Aunt Maera had never trusted Captain Garron Blackroot. No healer did. Men like Garron treated pain as weakness unless it belonged to warriors under their own command.

"I will gather the moonmint and come back," I said.

Maera's mouth tightened. "Say that like a promise."

The request hit harder than it should have.

I turned toward her fully.

Maera Vale stood straight despite the years trying to bend her. Dark hair streaked with gray. Green-gray eyes. Hands rough from healing work and grief. She had raised me without softness in her voice, but there had always been food on the table, herbs drying for winter, and a hand at my back when fever took me.

A promise mattered to her.

So I gave one.

"I will gather the moonmint and come back."

Only then did she nod.

Nyla had left moments earlier to report to the main healing room before anyone came searching for her. She had squeezed my arm before going, quick and fierce.

"Do not get noble and brave alone," she had whispered.

I had told her I was never noble.

She had not laughed.

Now, as I opened the cottage door, cold air cut across my face. The kind of cold that made everything honest. No perfume. No ceremony. Just pine, frost, woodsmoke, and the faint metal scent of wolves preparing for a rite.

The healer's quarter sat low on the slope. Small cottages. Narrow paths. Stacked firewood. Practical things.

Above us, Moonridge Hall rose from the mountain like it had grown there. Timber beams. Black stone. Banners hanging still in the morning air. The Thorn crest marked the highest banner: a silver wolf's head crowned in thorns.

Alpha Caelan's house.

I looked away before the pull in my chest could sharpen.

The village path curved toward the forest. Most wolves were too busy with ceremony duties to bother me. A pair of warrior sons passed carrying polished spears. One glanced at my satchel and dismissed me before his eyes reached my face.

Good.

Being unseen could be useful.

At the edge of the Silverpine Woods, the world changed.

Village noise thinned behind me. Snow softened the ground. Tall pine trunks rose in close ranks, their branches heavy and dark. Mist held low between the trees. The forest did not care about rank. It did not bow to Alpha blood or elder robes.

Here, my steps mattered because I knew where to place them.

The north stand of moonmint grew near a frozen stream below the ridge path. Its leaves were silver-edged and small, easy to miss beneath frost unless you knew how moonlight marked them even in daylight.

My mother had taught me that.

I crouched beside the stream and brushed snow from the first patch.

"Never strip the root," she had told me once, her hands guiding mine when I was little. "Take what heals. Leave what lives."

That was healer law.

Pack law was not always so kind.

The moonmint came free in neat stems. I tied the bundles and tucked them into the satchel, careful not to crush the leaves. While I worked, my wolf stirred.

Not sharply like when Caelan had looked at me.

This was different.

A low unease.

The air near the ridge had no birdsong.

My hand moved to the knife at my belt.

A scent drifted through the trees.

Iron.

Old smoke.

Male wolf.

Garron?

No. Too faint. Too stale.

I rose slowly and turned toward the old boundary stones.

Three white stones marked the legal limit for low-ranked scouts unless ordered farther. Beyond them stood older markers, half-sunk into moss and snow. The elders said they were from dead packs and broken wars. Children dared each other to touch them. Warriors spat near them for luck.

I had never crossed beyond the third white stone.

Not because I feared stories.

Because Maera did.

Today, the old stones seemed closer than usual.

One of them had a mark on its side.

A crescent cut through by a claw.

My fingers went cold.

The same symbol from beneath Mother's herb chest.

A twig cracked behind me.

I spun, knife half-drawn.

A young warrior stood between the trees, one hand pressed to his side. Blood darkened his training leathers.

"Do not stab me, Vale," he said through his teeth.

I knew him. Carden Holt. Nineteen. Too proud for his own skin. Son of a mid-rank warrior family that thought healers existed somewhere between servants and furniture.

"What happened?" I asked.

"Slipped."

"On what? A blade?"

His jaw flexed. "Boar tusk."

There were no boars this high in winter.

But arguing with bleeding men wasted time.

"Sit."

"I can stand."

"Then bleed standing. It makes no difference to me."

His pride lasted three more seconds. Then he sat on a fallen log, face gray.

The wound was long but not deep enough to spill him open. Messy. Painful. Not mortal. I cleaned it with moonwater while he hissed curses under his breath.

"Hold still," I said.

"You healers enjoy saying that."

"We enjoy not having fools twitch into our needles."

His eyes narrowed. "Careful."

The word landed with Garron's voice still fresh in my memory.

Careful.

Low wolves were always being told to be careful. Not safe. Not respected. Careful.

My needle went through cloth and skin with clean precision.

Carden sucked air through his teeth.

When I finished binding him, voices approached from the village side. His older brother and two warriors crashed into the clearing as if the trees had insulted them.

"There you are," one snapped at Carden. "Father is half mad."

Carden pointed at his bandaged side. "Boar caught me."

The older brother looked at the blood, then at me.

No thanks came.

Not even a nod.

"Can he walk?" he asked.

"Yes," I said.

He took Carden's arm and hauled him up. "Then move. We have to report before Captain Blackroot hears."

Carden glanced back once.

For a moment, shame crossed his face.

Then his brother dragged him away, and the trees swallowed them.

I stared after them, needle still in hand.

Useful.

The word sat on my tongue like ash.
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