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The first time Frostfang called my blood cursed, I was twelve years old and my mother was still warm.

She had not yet been carried from the execution stone when the old Alpha ordered me to lower my eyes.

So I lowered them.

That was how I survived.

Eleven years later, I still knew when to bow, when to keep silent, and when to pretend I had not heard a cruel word spoken two steps behind me. I knew how to make myself useful before anyone had time to remember my name. I knew how to hold a basin beneath a bleeding man’s hand and look only at the wound. I knew how to thank wolves who spoke to me as if mercy were a gift they had invented.

At twenty-three, I had become very skilled at being harmless.

The trouble was, something inside me had never agreed.

“Your tea is cold,” Finn said.

I looked down at the cup between my hands. A skin had formed across the top.

“I meant to drink it.”

“You always mean to.”

My brother sat across from me at our narrow wooden table. At nineteen, Finn had grown taller than our father had been, though he carried himself as if he still feared taking up too much room. His dark chestnut hair fell over his brow. His gray eyes stayed on the map spread before him.

He had drawn the northern ward line again.

I set the cup aside. “You were awake before dawn.”

“So were you.”

“I was grinding willow bark.”

“You were walking.”

I glanced toward the floorboards near the hearth. He had heard me pacing above the hidden compartment where our mother’s few remaining things lay wrapped in cloth.

“The wind was loud,” I said.

His mouth shifted, almost a smile. “The wind has no feet.”

Outside, the first heavy snowfall of the season covered Moonpine Vale. It softened the roofs of the healer’s quarter and buried the path to Frosthall beneath clean white. Beyond the cottages, black fir trees rose along the lower slopes. Farther north, granite ridges guarded the valley like old wolves who had forgotten how to sleep.

Frostfang called this land sacred.

It was sacred to those who owned it.

For the rest of us, it was simply where we were permitted to remain.

Finn tapped the map. “This marker moved again.”

“Wardstones do not move.”

“That is what Tavian said.”

“Then why bring it to me?”

“Because you look before you decide what you see.”

That was kinder than I deserved.

I leaned closer. His lines were neat, each ridge and stream measured with care. Finn had no official place in the map room. He worked in the stables, cleaned tack, mended straps, and kept his head down when ranked wolves passed. Yet he knew Frostfang’s roads better than most wardens.

The first circled mark lay near the River Aster. The second stood below Raven Pass. The third should have rested east of the old watchtower where our father once served.

I touched that mark with one finger.

Ronan Ashbourne had been a border warden before Frostfang stripped him of his name, his rank, and his home. He spent two years searching for proof that our mother had not betrayed the pack.

Then he died beyond the boundary.

The pack called it justice.

I called it the second lesson.

Truth did not protect anyone who lacked the power to force others to hear it.

“The stones may not have moved,” I said. “The records may be wrong.”

Finn’s shoulders tightened.

He glanced toward the door. “You should show Maelis.”

“I will.”

“And Nessa.”

“Nessa will suggest climbing Raven Pass in a storm.”

“She will suggest you climb it while she complains.”

“That sounds like her.”

His smile came and went quickly.

A knock sounded.

Finn flinched so hard that the ink stick rolled from his fingers.

I was out of my chair before it struck the floor.

For one breath, neither of us moved. My palm burned where the old scar crossed it, the one I had carried since the day guards pulled my mother from my grip.

Then Maelis called through the door.

“Eira, open before my toes freeze off.”

Finn exhaled.

I crossed the room and lifted the latch.

Maelis Thornmere entered with snow on her shoulders and a basket against one hip. She was sturdy, warm-faced, and stern in the way of women who had delivered half the pack and buried too many of the rest. Gray threaded her black braid. Her amber eyes moved from me to Finn, then to the cold tea.

“You did not eat,” she said.

“I did.”

Finn pointed to the untouched bread.

“Traitor,” I murmured.

“Your family has practice,” Maelis said.

The words fell heavily.

Her face changed at once. “Forgive me.”

I turned toward the hearth and fed it another piece of wood. “There is nothing to forgive.”

That was a lie. It was also easier.

Maelis had loved my mother. After my father’s exile, she kept Finn and me alive when no one wanted to be seen helping Ashbourne children.

Love did not prevent people from hurting one another.

Sometimes it only made the hurt more complicated.

She placed the basket on the table. “Bread, dried apples, and two jars of salve. You are to bring the jars to the Grove.”

“I made enough yesterday.”

“You made enough for ordinary winter injuries.”

“What are we expecting?”

Maelis pulled off her gloves one finger at a time. “The northern patrol was due before moonset. They have not returned.”

Finn’s gaze dropped to his map.

I caught it.

Maelis did too.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Finn said too quickly.

His stammer had not caught the word, but I heard the strain around it.

I stepped between Maelis and the table. “He noticed changes in the ward marks.”

Maelis’s eyes sharpened. “What changes?”

Finn swallowed and turned the map toward her.

She bent over it. For several moments, the cottage held only the sound of the fire and the wind pressing snow against the shutters.

“At least three positions differ from the healer route records,” I said. “The northern line may be shifting.”

“Wardstones do not shift.”

“So I have been told.”

Maelis looked at me then, and I saw fear before she hid it.

That frightened me more than the missing patrol.

“Take this to the Healer’s Grove,” she said. “Do not show it to anyone else yet.”

Finn straightened. “Why?”

“Because fear makes fools speak loudly.”

“And silence makes graves,” he replied.

The room went still.

Finn rarely challenged anyone, least of all Maelis.

She did not rebuke him. Instead, she reached across the table and covered his ink-stained hand with hers.

“You sound like your mother.”

He pulled away.

Our mother had become a weapon people used carelessly. A warning. A curse. A way to explain every piece of us that refused to bend.

I rolled the map and tied it with cord.

“I will keep it with me.”

Maelis nodded. “Good. We need to go.”

Finn rose. “I can come.”

“No,” I said.

His expression closed.

The answer had left me too quickly. I knew it, yet I could not pull it back.

“I only meant the stables will need you if the patrol horses return without riders.”

“You always mean something kinder after you have decided for me.”

“Finn.”

“I am not eight.”

I looked at him and saw the small boy beneath our kitchen table while men searched the cottage for our father’s papers. I saw blood on his lip where a guard struck him for asking where they had taken Mother. I saw him trying not to cry because I had told him silence would keep us alive.

That lie had shaped him as surely as it had shaped me.

Maelis gathered the medicine jars. “Come to the Grove after you finish the morning feed.”

Finn’s eyes stayed on mine.

It was not permission from me, and that was the point.

He nodded to Maelis. “I will.”

We left Ash Cottage together, though Finn turned toward the stables while Maelis and I took the rising path through the healer’s quarter.

Snow covered the valley in deepening white. Smoke rose from stone chimneys. Hearthborn workers cleared paths with wooden shovels while ranked wolves rode past without slowing. No one ordered them to move aside. They did it before the horses reached them.

Frostfang’s hierarchy lived in such small gestures.

I carried medicines, kept records, treated wounds, cleaned blood from the Grove floor, and sat with dying wolves when their ranked families could not bear the sound.

Still, I was not permitted to call myself a healer.

I was Hearthborn. Omega. Ashbourne.

Three words that meant the pack could use my hands without honoring the woman attached to them.

A pair of young wardens passed us on the path.

One greeted Maelis. The other looked at the silver streak showing near my left temple where the herbal dye had begun to fade.

“Winter touched you early,” he said.

His companion laughed.

I lowered my gaze.

Luma stirred deep inside me.

My wolf had been quiet for days, restless beneath my skin. She did not like bowed heads. She did not care about rank. When I swallowed anger, she paced until my bones ached.

Easy, I told her.

Her answer was a low push against my ribs.

Maelis waited until the wardens had gone. “You should dye the streak again.”

“I know.”

“Morwen watches for old signs.”

“Morwen watches everything.”

High Seer Morwen Crowe had governed Frostfang’s sacred life since before I was born. She interpreted prophecy, guarded the Moonstone Archive, advised the Valegard line, and reminded the pack each year that my mother’s betrayal had nearly destroyed us.

Her eyes always rested on me too long.

When I was a child, I thought she watched because she expected me to commit my mother’s crime.

Now I sometimes wondered if she was waiting for something else.

Frosthall rose above the valley to our right, its dark towers cut into the granite cliff. Black banners hung from the walls in honor of Soren’s coming Ascension. By nightfall, he would be confirmed as Frostfang’s Alpha before the full pack and Emberclaw’s visiting nobles.

Rumor said he would also announce a political match.

“Lady Isolde arrived before dawn,” Maelis said, as if she had followed my thoughts.

“I saw Emberclaw colors yesterday.”

“She brought thirty soldiers.”

“For a courtship?”

“For a treaty.”

Old packs wrapped chains in polite words.

I had seen Lady Isolde only once. She was tall, beautiful, and born to stand beside power without asking whether she was welcome.

Soren Alaric Valegard belonged there too.

He had become acting Alpha after his father’s death in spring. Tonight’s ceremony would place the crown fully upon him.

I had learned not to mistake being noticed for being valued.

“Do not stare at Frosthall,” Maelis said.

“I was looking at the banners.”

“You were thinking.”

“I do that on occasion.”

“It will bring you trouble.”

“Then I shall try to become beautiful instead.”

Maelis gave me a sideways look. “Too late.”

Despite myself, I smiled.

The Healer’s Grove stood at the edge of a cedar clearing where hot springs kept the ground from freezing. Steam rose between the trees. The main infirmary was built from gray stone, with herb rooms on one side and recovery chambers on the other.

Inside, the usual morning work had already begun.

I removed my cloak, tied back my hair, and set the salve jars near the medicine shelves.

This was the one place where my body knew what to do before fear could interfere.

A wound did not care who my mother had been.

Fever did not ask my rank.

Pain had no use for pack gossip.

Maelis sent me to check the child first. I cooled his skin, listened to his breathing, and mixed crushed bark into warm honey. His mother watched my hands but would not meet my eyes.

“Will he recover?” she asked Maelis when I finished.

Maelis looked at me.

“Yes,” I said.

The woman nodded to Maelis. “Thank you, Healer.”

I turned away before the old bitterness showed.

By midday, the snowfall thickened.

No word came from the northern patrol.

Nessa arrived through the rear entrance with snow in her cropped curls and a split across one knuckle.

“You look terrible,” she told me.

“You are bleeding on my clean floor.”

“It is a small offering.”

“Offer it outside.”

She grinned and held out her hand.

She had been my friend since we were sixteen, when she punched a girl who called Finn the traitor’s whelp.

I had treated Nessa’s broken thumb afterward.

She still claimed the blow had been worth it.

While I cleaned her knuckle, she lowered her voice. “Raven Pass sent no horn signal.”

“Maelis told me.”

“Two wardens rode out to search.”

“When?”

“Before sunrise.”

“And?”

“They have not returned.”

Luma rose inside me again.

Not anger this time.

Warning.

Nessa studied my face. “What?”

I drew Finn’s map from beneath my apron and unrolled enough to show the marked line.

Her grin vanished.

“Who else has seen this?”

“Finn. Maelis.”

“Tavian should see it.”

“Maelis said not yet.”

Nessa looked toward the front room where Maelis spoke with an apprentice. “Maelis protects people by putting truths in boxes.”

“She has kept us alive.”

“That is not the same as letting you live.”

The words struck too close.

I rolled the map again. “Finn drew these from memory. We need proof before accusing anyone of changing ward records.”

“Then we find proof.”

“In a storm?”

“You say that as if weather has ever stopped you.”

“It stops sensible people.”

“Name three.”

A horn sounded in the distance.

Once.

Then again.

The infirmary fell silent.

Not the clear call of a returning patrol.

This was broken, uneven, and too close to the healer’s quarter.

Maelis turned toward the doors.

Outside, horses screamed.

Someone shouted for help.

Nessa reached for the knife at her belt. I grabbed my medical satchel before I knew I had moved.

The doors burst open beneath a gust of snow.

A black patrol horse stumbled into the cedar clearing with blood down its flank. Two trackers carried a young warden between them. His body twisted violently in their grip. Fur covered one side of his face while the other remained human. His fingers had become claws. His jaw shifted back and forth as if his wolf were trapped beneath his skin and fighting to tear free.

“Maelis!” one of the trackers shouted.

She was already moving.

I ran beside her.

The wounded warden’s eyes found mine.

One was brown.

The other had turned wolf-gold.

“Please,” he rasped.

Then his spine arched, and the sound that came from him was neither a man’s scream nor a wolf’s howl.

Maelis seized my arm.

“Eira,” she said. “With me.”
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The young warden’s body tried to tear itself in two beneath my hands.

“Hold his shoulders,” Maelis ordered.

Nessa dropped beside me and pinned him against the treatment table. Two patrol wolves caught his legs. His back bowed so sharply that the wood groaned beneath him.

The change had stopped halfway. Brown skin covered one side of his chest. Thick gray fur covered the other. His right hand had become a paw, while the left scraped helplessly across the table.

“Silver?” I asked.

“No wound,” one tracker said. “The wardstone flared. He fell before we reached him.”

That made no sense. Wardstones were meant to keep danger outside Frostfang, not strike our own wolves.

The warden snapped at the air. Foam touched his lips.

Maelis pressed two fingers against his throat. “His pulse is failing.”

An apprentice reached for wolfsbane.

“No,” I said.

She froze.

Maelis looked at me. “Why?”

“His wolf is already trapped. Wolfsbane will push it deeper.”

Another violent spasm shook him. Nessa cursed as one claw cut through her sleeve.

“What do you need?” Maelis asked.

The room had gone quiet around us. Everyone waited for the senior healer.

She waited for me.

“Moonwort,” I said. “Fresh, not dried. Hot stones. Leather straps. And open the eastern shutters.”

The apprentice ran.

Cold light spilled across the floor when the shutters opened. Snow blew against the sill, but the pale morning sky gave enough light to see the strange lines beneath the warden’s skin. They
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