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	CHAPTER ONE

	What She Built

	Elara

	The garden knew things before she did.

	That was the part people never quite understood about her magic — it wasn't a power so much as a conversation. A long, slow, root-deep dialogue she'd been having with living things since she was small enough to sit in dirt and watch seeds decide whether to trust her. She didn't command the plants. She listened, and they answered, and somewhere in that exchange something useful usually happened.

	This morning they were telling her to pay attention.

	She pressed her fingers deeper into the dark soil between the rows of bloodmoss and felt the usual warmth rise to meet her — the faint vegetative hum of things growing, the pulse of water moving through root-systems the way blood moved through a body. But underneath it, threaded through like a wrong note in a familiar song, was something else. A kind of anticipation she hadn't asked for and didn't know what to do with.

	Elara sat back on her heels and looked at her hands.

	Dirt under every nail. Faint greenish stain at the base of her thumb from the lichen she'd been pressing yesterday, the kind that didn't fully release for three days no matter how hard she scrubbed. She'd stopped being embarrassed about her hands years ago. They were working hands. They were hands that had built something — this garden, this apothecary, this life — from the ground up, literally, one season at a time.

	She was proud of them.

	She was proud of a lot of things she'd had to learn to be proud of the hard way.

	The mist was still thick in the treeline at the edge of the yard, the kind of low Pacific Northwest morning that turned the forest to something from a painting — all grey-green and damp and full of quiet that felt almost deliberate. Her cottage sat at the boundary of Silvermoon Ridge's formal territory, which made her a threshold creature by nature: one foot in the pack's world, one foot in the wild space beyond it. Most of the pack's members lived closer to the town center. Elara had chosen the edge.

	She'd had her reasons. She still had them.

	The bloodmoss was behaving. She moved along the row, checking for root-rot, her fingers trailing over each clump with the absent focus of long habit. Behind her, the cottage windows glowed amber — she'd left the kitchen light on. She always left the kitchen light on. It had taken years for that to stop feeling like a message she was sending to someone who was never going to see it.

	These days it was just a light. Warm. Hers.

	"She says he's coming back."

	Marisol's voice arrived before the rest of her did, which was impressive given that Marisol Vega was not a quiet woman under any circumstances. The garden gate swung open with the particular screech it only ever made when Marisol pushed it because Marisol had never once in six years remembered that you had to lift and push at the same time.

	Elara did not look up from the bloodmoss. "Good morning to you too."

	"Don't good-morning me, I have news." The sound of boots on flagstone, and then Marisol crouched beside her in the dirt with the cheerful disregard for her clothes that Elara had long since stopped pointing out. She was carrying two cups of coffee from the Ridge's one actual café, which meant she'd left her house before seven, which meant whatever she was holding was burning a hole in her.

	Elara accepted the cup. Drank. Waited.

	Marisol lasted four seconds. "Old Maren confirmed it this morning when she came in for her order. The Alpha seat's been filled." A pause, weighted and deliberate. "Caden Morrow is coming home."

	The bloodmoss under Elara's free hand shivered.

	She kept her face very still. It was a skill she'd developed early and refined over five years of practice — this particular stillness, the one that looked like calm because it was doing the work of it. She took another sip of coffee and considered the row she still needed to finish and the list of orders she had to fill before afternoon, and she did not let herself look at the treeline.

	"When," she said. Not a question, exactly.

	"Today, Maren thinks. Maybe tonight." Marisol was watching her with the particular quality of attention that made her simultaneously Elara's best friend and occasionally her least favorite person. "He's been doing search-and-rescue contracting somewhere in Montana. Garrett's been running interim operations since Damon died." She paused. "He didn't know about the Alpha seat until the blood-call went out."

	"I know how it works."

	"Elara."

	"I know how it works, Mari. I've lived in this pack for eight years." She set down the coffee cup in the dirt beside her, carefully, and moved to the next row. Her fingers found soil, found root, found the quiet rhythmic certainty of growing things. "He's the Alpha's heir. He comes back, he takes the seat, the pack stabilizes. That's how it goes."

	"And you're fine."

	"I didn't say that."

	Marisol was quiet for a moment, which meant she was reorganizing her approach. Elara had mapped every beat of Marisol's silences over the years; this one meant I am going to say the thing you most need to hear and least want to.

	"Finn is going to have questions," Marisol said gently.

	There it was.

	Elara's hands stilled in the soil.

	From inside the cottage came the sound of small feet hitting the floor — the specific thunderous impact of a four-year-old who had been warned repeatedly about jumping from the bed and did it every single morning without exception. Then the scramble of those same feet across the kitchen, and the back door banging open, and —

	"Mama!"

	Finn came down the cottage steps with the aerodynamic confidence of a child who had never yet fallen from anything badly enough to believe he could. He was wearing the pajamas with the wolves on them — his choice, always his choice — and his dark curly hair was a disaster, and he had his grandmother's coloring and his mother's nose and his father's eyes.

	Those eyes. Storm-grey and direct and framed by lashes that were frankly unfair on a four-year-old. They found her across the garden immediately with the wolf-sense he'd been showing since he was eighteen months old, and his face broke into the grin that still, even now, hit her somewhere below the ribcage like something precious and a little unbearable.

	"Mama, there was a rabbit by the fence again, I saw it from the window, can we keep it—"

	"No."

	"—because I would take care of it and it looked lonely—"

	"Rabbits are not lonely, they're prey animals with a healthy survival instinct, and we are not keeping one." She held out her arms and he ran into them and she pulled him against her and pressed her mouth to his wild hair. He smelled like sleep and clean skin and faintly, always, of green things — of her magic finding its way into him, or his finding its way toward hers. She wasn't entirely sure which. "Good morning, baby."

	"'M not a baby," he said into her shoulder, already wriggling toward the garden.

	"You are empirically a baby. You are four."

	"Four is big."

	"Four is also the age where we do not touch the bloodmoss with our bare hands, remember what happened last time—"

	"My fingers were purple for a week," he announced to Marisol with the satisfied air of someone recounting a heroic adventure.

	Marisol held up her coffee in a toast. "Legends are made of less."

	Elara let him go and watched him crouch at the edge of the garden bed, small hands hovering just above the soil with the concentrated expression he wore when he was communicating with something she couldn't quite hear. The bloodmoss straightened slightly toward him. A cluster of marigolds two beds over turned on their stems, tracking him the way sunflowers tracked light.

	They'd been doing that since he sprouted his first tooth.

	She'd cried the first time she noticed. Not from fear — though there'd been fear, plenty of it, the particular species of fear that arrives when you realize your child is going to live in a world that doesn't always have room for what he is. She'd cried because it was beautiful, and because she was alone, and because she'd looked at her son making flowers bloom just by being near them and thought: he deserved a father who saw this.

	She'd spent approximately forty-eight hours on that grief and then gotten back to work. That was what you did.

	"So," Marisol said quietly, coming to stand beside her. She was watching Finn too, the way she always did — with the protective focus of a woman who had been there for his entire life and considered him partially hers. "What do you need?"

	Elara looked at the treeline.

	The mist was doing something. She wasn't imagining it — the fog was moving in a way that didn't match the wind, curling back toward the forest along the north road like something making room. Like the morning air was adjusting for incoming weight.

	Her sternum hummed. Low and involuntary and deeply, deeply inconvenient — a resonance she'd felt exactly twice before: the night she met Caden Morrow, and the night he left, when it had gone so abruptly silent that she'd thought she was dying.

	She pressed her fist briefly against her chest. Breathed.

	"I don't need anything," she said. "I need to finish the bloodmoss and fill the Hendersons' monthly order and make sure Finn eats breakfast before nine." She bent back to the soil. "Caden Morrow being Alpha changes nothing about any of that."

	Marisol made the sound she made when she was not going to argue because she was saving it. "Okay."

	"It doesn't."

	"I said okay."

	Finn looked up from the garden bed with his father's grey eyes and said, with perfect four-year-old randomness: "Mama, someone's coming. Someone big. The flowers said."

	Elara's hands went still in the soil.

	She looked at the marigolds. Every single bloom had turned away from Finn and toward the north road, petals open and tracking like small bright antennae tuned to a frequency she knew too well.

	Marisol set down her coffee very carefully. "Well," she said.

	"Don't," said Elara.

	The garden hummed around them, low and certain and not remotely interested in her feelings about it. Finn went back to his conversation with the bloodmoss, wholly unconcerned, while the marigolds pointed like a compass that only had one north.

	Elara sat in the dirt and breathed and thought about all the things she'd built in five years.

	They were solid. They were real. They were hers.

	She was ready for this.

	She was not ready for this.

	

	She spent the rest of the morning being relentlessly competent.

	This was her primary coping mechanism and she had made her peace with it. While Finn ate his breakfast — oat porridge with honey, no, not the kind with the chunks, Mama, why is there always chunks — she worked through the Henderson order: three tinctures of wolfsbane-extract for joint inflammation, a poultice compound for Garrett's recurring shoulder wound, the monthly bundle of dried nightbloom for the pack's ritual fire. Routine work. The kind her hands could do while her mind was elsewhere.

	Her mind was not going to be elsewhere. Her mind was going to be here, present, occupied with the thirty-seven things that needed doing before sundown.

	She labeled the Henderson bottles. She braided Finn's hair — his one concession to tidiness, and only because she'd convinced him that the warriors in his storybooks all had braids, which may have been a slight historical liberty but was completely worth it. She swept the apothecary floor and restocked the upper shelves and started a new batch of the shift-suppressant compound that Lena Farrow would need by the end of the week for her teenage son, who was still learning to manage the moon's pull and had the bruised walls to prove it.

	Through all of it, the resonance sat behind her sternum like a second heartbeat, getting incrementally louder.

	She did not look at the north road.

	Finn, who had the attention span of a hummingbird and the situational awareness of a wolf twice his age, spent the morning doing laps between the garden and the apothecary and the large flat rock at the edge of the yard that he had designated his Thinking Spot. He narrated each transition. He had opinions about the rabbits, about the shapes of clouds, about whether moss was technically alive in the way that people were alive or in a different alive way — a question Elara found genuinely interesting and engaged with seriously while measuring out extract with one eye and watching the treeline with the other.

	She was not watching the treeline.

	Just after noon, Marisol came back with sandwiches from the café and the expression of someone who had information and was rationing it out of consideration.

	"Pack meeting tonight," she said, setting the food on the apothecary counter. "Caden wants to address everyone as a unit. First night." She glanced at Elara from under her lashes. "He's already at the lodge."

	Something cold moved through Elara's chest, directly beneath the warmth of the resonance, which was a deeply unpleasant combination. She began unwrapping her sandwich. "Good. The pack's been unsettled since Damon died. They need to see the seat filled."

	"Garrett says he looks—" Marisol paused.

	"I don't need to know how he looks."

	"Different. I was going to say different." Another pause. "Also terrible. But the strong kind of terrible. Like a mountain that's been through a rockslide."

	"Marisol."

	"I'm just relaying information."

	Elara ate her sandwich and thought about none of it.

	Finn came in from outside at the exact moment she'd almost achieved genuine calm, dragging something behind him with both hands — a long-stemmed flower she didn't immediately recognize, deep violet, which was unusual enough in their garden at this time of year to make her look twice.

	"Where did you find that, love?"

	He dropped it on the counter with the offhand pride of a cat bringing tribute. "Edge of the yard. By the big trees." He looked up at her with those grey eyes. "A man was there. At the trees. But he went away."

	The sandwich went tasteless in her mouth.

	"What man?" Her voice came out even. She was proud of it.

	Finn considered. He tilted his head in that way he had, bird-like and completely focused. "Big," he said. "Sad." Another tilt. "He smelled like the forest but different. And like —" He scrunched his nose. "Like me. Sort of."

	Elara set the sandwich down.

	The violet flower sat on her counter, dark and out of season, and she looked at it for a long time. Mourning-star. That was what Old Maren called them. They only bloomed in the territory when something significant was about to change — she'd read about them in the pack's record archives but she'd never actually seen one growing wild. They were considered a ward-sign. An indicator.

	She pressed her hand flat on the counter. Breathed through it.

	He'd been at the treeline. He'd seen Finn — or Finn had seen him — and then he'd left.

	The resonance in her chest hit a sustained note, deep and certain and completely indifferent to how inconvenient it was.

	"Inside voice," she said to Finn, though he hadn't been loud. "And wash your hands before you touch anything else, you've got dirt on your elbow somehow."

	Finn looked at his elbow with interest. "How did that happen."

	"It's one of life's great mysteries." She turned back to her work. Her hands were steady. She was steady.

	She was going to be fine.

	She was going to be absolutely, completely, entirely fine.

	Outside, the marigolds turned north again, and held. 

	

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	The Weight of a Dead Man's Chair

	Caden

	The lodge smelled like his brother.

	That was the first thing — the thing nobody warned him about, the thing he hadn't thought to prepare for on the long drive down from Montana with his jaw set and his wolf running silent circles in his chest. He'd walked through the front door and stopped dead in the entryway while his bag hit the floor and his throat closed over, because Damon was everywhere. In the cedar-and-pine-resin scent of the walls. In the specific worn groove of the floor between the entry and the kitchen where Damon had paced every morning, every problem, every difficult decision of the last decade. In the coffee mug still sitting on the counter beside the sink, rinsed but not put away, because Damon had always done that — left it there, just in case he had time for another cup later.

	He never had time. He always meant to.

	Caden stood in the kitchen for a long time and breathed through it.

	His wolf pressed against his ribs — not agitated, not howling. Just present, solid and low-weight, the way it got when it was holding him together instead of tearing him apart. He was grateful for that. The wolf had its uses.

	He'd spent five years resenting what he was and the last month learning to rely on it, which felt like the kind of irony Damon would have found funny. See, his brother would have said, pouring terrible instant coffee with the serenity of a man who had made peace with all his choices, being a wolf is useful. Stop fighting everything.

	Easy for you, Caden would have said.

	It really isn't, Damon would have said back. You just watch me and think it is.

	He didn't realize he was gripping the counter until the wood groaned.

	He let go. Flexed his hands. Looked at the mug.

	Later, he would move it. He wasn't ready yet.

	
	Garrett arrived at dusk, the way he always had — direct and unhurried, without the performance of knocking that most people used as permission-seeking. He was the same as Caden remembered: solid, dark-eyed, the kind of steady that came from deciding a long time ago what he was and being at peace with it. The kind of man Damon had kept close because he balanced out every loud thing Damon was. He shook Caden's hand and didn't say anything unnecessary about it, which was one of the reasons Caden had always been able to tolerate him.

	"Pack's holding," Garrett said, setting a stack of folders on the kitchen table with the efficiency of a man who had been doing two jobs for three months. "Scared, but holding. They needed to see the blood-call answered."

	"I answered it."

	"I know. They'll need to see you." He settled into one of the kitchen chairs — not Damon's, Caden noticed. Nobody was sitting in Damon's chair. "Pack meeting tonight. I've already sent word."

	Caden nodded. He'd walk the territory first — he needed to know it in his bones, the way a body needed to relearn its own map after a long illness. He needed his wolf to lay claim to the land before he stood in front of forty people and tried to look like he knew what he was doing.

	"Tell me about Ashcroft," he said.

	Something moved through Garrett's face. Not fear — Garrett didn't do fear in the obvious way — but a kind of careful weight, like a man handling something fragile. "Soren Valk has been pressing the northern boundary for four months. Small stuff at first — his scouts running our lines, a territorial marker moved here and there. Nothing worth a formal response while the seat was empty." He folded his hands on the table. "Two weeks ago he sent a formal notice. He's preparing to invoke the Right of Challenge and Merger."

	The cold that moved through Caden's chest had nothing to do with temperature. "On what grounds."

	"Unstable Alpha seat. Absent heir. Pack in a state of voluntary weakness." Garrett's jaw was tight. "He's been patient about it. Built his case carefully. He's not a man who moves until he's sure he's going to win."

	"He doesn't know me."

	"No." A pause. "But he knows your pack. He knows its vulnerabilities." Another pause, different in weight. "He knows about the healer."

	Caden looked at him.

	Garrett held the look, steady and direct. "Elara Quinn. And her boy." He said it the way you said something that needed to be said cleanly, without cushion. "Soren's people have been watching the territory for months, Caden. They know things. Including that Damon's heir has a fae-blooded herbalist living at the pack boundary who has a son with wolf-grey eyes and a talent for making things grow." The words landed one at a time, deliberate. "I don't know what that means to you. I need to know what it means to the pack."

	The kitchen was very quiet.

	Outside, the first birds of evening were starting up in the treeline — the particular thin, piercing chorus of the forest going from day to dusk, the shift of light and sound that Caden had grown up with and spent five years missing without ever letting himself name it.

	"It means I need to walk the territory," Caden said.

	Garrett nodded once. Let him go.

	
	The forest remembered him.

	That was how it felt — irrational, irreducible, utterly true. The moment he stepped off the lodge's back porch into the tree line, something in his chest unclenched that he hadn't known was braced. His wolf surged up, not violent but certain, filling his senses with the layered complexity of old-growth forest: wet earth and pine resin and the cold mineral smell of the creek running half a mile north, the slow carbon-rich exhale of things decomposing back into soil, the electric-clean edge of autumn moving in from the mountains.

	Home, the wolf said, in the wordless way it communicated certainty.

	Caden had spent five years telling it to shut up about a lot of things. He didn't argue with this one.

	He ran the perimeter the long way, through the old-growth section where the trees were thick enough to block out the sky and the ground was soft with decades of fallen needles. His body remembered the territory the way bodies remembered anything learned before conscious thought — in muscle and balance and the automatic adjustment of stride around roots and stone. He'd learned to run this forest before he'd learned to read. His brother had chased him through it, half-shifted and laughing, while their father watched from the ridge with the complicated expression their father always wore, the one that meant I love you both and I don't know what to do with either of you.

	He didn't let himself stay in that memory too long.

	The boundary markers were wrong.

	He noticed it at the fourth one — a carved post set into a natural stone formation at the edge of their eastern territory, old enough that lichen had grown over the lower half of the carving. He would have walked past it if his wolf hadn't gone suddenly, sharply alert, hackles up and nose working.

	He crouched beside it. Pressed his palm to the soil.

	Something chemical and wrong rose to meet him. Not immediately identifiable — not anything his limited botanical knowledge could name — but his wolf knew threat when it encountered it. The marker itself was fine. It was the ground around it, the soil, something
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