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The night before my Alpha broke me, I still believed usefulness could keep a woman safe.

It was a foolish belief.

I should have known better. Emberfall did not love useful women. It used them until their hands shook, until their backs bent, until their names were spoken only when someone needed mending.

My mother had been useful.

Now she was buried beneath a moonstone marker on the eastern slope, and half the pack could not be bothered to remember her name.

Orlena Ashvale.

Moon-herbalist. Fever-tender. Keeper of old songs. Wife of a disgraced man. Mother of two children who learned too early that pack mercy had a price.

I was one of those children.

At twenty-four, I was old enough to know the shape of cruelty. Old enough to smile when ranked wolves gave me orders instead of thanks. Old enough to bow my head when council elders walked past, even when my wolf wanted to bare her teeth.

My name was Nyra Solenne Ashvale.

Second Healer of Emberfall Pack.

Daughter of Bram Ashvale, the former Beta no one trusted anymore.

Sister of Tovan Ashvale, who still believed fists could fix shame.

And on that cold morning, I was just the healer girl sent to gather silverleaf before the Moon Choosing Rite.

The forest was wet from night rain. Pine needles clung to the hem of my skirt. Mist moved low between the trees, thin and white, like ghosts that had forgotten where they were buried. Above me, the Moonspine Mountains stood dark against the paling sky.

Emberfall territory always looked beautiful before it showed its teeth.

Black cliffs. Silver river. Cedar smoke rising from village roofs. Wolves running the ridge lines before dawn. The kind of land bards praised in winter halls.

They never sang about the laws.

They never sang about the council benches raised above common knees.

They never sang about how a family could fall from honor and never be allowed to rise again.

I knelt beside a patch of silverleaf and cut the stems cleanly with my herb knife. My fingers were stiff from cold, but I knew the work. Cut above the root. Thank the soil. Wrap the leaves in linen before the sun touched them.

My mother had taught me that.

“Plants hear pride,” she used to say. “So do wolves. Be careful with both.”

I had been sixteen when she died.

Old enough to wash the fever sweat from her throat. Too young to understand why Elder Mirrow’s face went hard when council messengers came too late with medicine that should have arrived before midnight.

Officially, my mother died of border sickness.

Unofficially, she died waiting for help from people she had healed for years.

That was Emberfall’s way.

A high-born warrior cut his hand, and three healers ran.

A disgraced healer’s wife burned with fever, and the council checked procedure.

I placed the silverleaf into my satchel and stood. My body was lean, not fragile, though some liked to call me delicate because I did not carry a warrior’s blade. I was five feet and six inches, with a healer’s hands, a runner’s legs, and a spine my father often wished were softer.

My black curls were braided down my back, tied with worn leather. My shawl was dark blue wool, patched twice at the shoulder. My eyes, so my mother had once said, were amber-green like old forest glass.

The pack saw my eyes and remembered my father’s.

They saw my name and remembered his disgrace.

Bram Ashvale had once stood at the Alpha’s right hand. Beta. Shield-brother. War adviser. A man with rank carved into his bones.

Then came the border deaths.

Then came the council hearing.

Then came the whispers.

Bad judgment.

Broken command.

Ashvale blood cannot be trusted with power.

I was a child when they stripped our family crest from the Emberhall wall. I still remembered the sound of the iron pins being pulled out.

Small sounds could ruin a life.

A twig snapped behind me.

My wolf stirred under my skin.

Seraq was quiet by nature, but never weak. She lifted her head inside me, amber-eyed and watchful.

“Peace,” I whispered.

A young male voice answered from the trees. “If you start talking to yourself this early, sister, Mirrow will blame me.”

Tovan stepped out from between two pines with a grin that tried too hard. At nineteen, my brother was all restless limbs and bruised pride. He had our father’s height coming in, our mother’s stubborn mouth, and the temper of a wolf born in a locked room.

His training leathers were scuffed. His dark curls were damp from mist. A fresh bruise marked his jaw.

I looked at it.

He looked away.

“Tovan.”

“It is nothing.”

“That is what men say when they want women to stop asking.”

He kicked at a stone. “I was sparring.”

“With whom?”

“No one of worth.”

That meant someone ranked.

I tied the linen bundle shut and stepped closer. “Did they say something?”

His jaw tightened.

That was answer enough.

“They always say something,” he muttered. “They think because Father bends his head, we all must crawl.”

“Our father bends his head because he knows what a council punishment looks like.”

“Our father bends his head because they broke him.”

The words hit harder because they were true.

I glanced through the trees toward the village. Smoke rose from our cottage chimney, thin and gray. Father would be awake by now. He always woke before dawn, though he had nowhere noble to stand anymore. Timber wardens did not need to rise like Betas, but old habits were harder to kill than rank.

“Do not fight today,” I said.

Tovan laughed once. “Today? The whole pack will gather to watch Alpha Riven pick his precious Luna, and you want me gentle?”

“I want you alive.”

His face softened, but only for a breath. “You say that like those are different things.”

“In this pack, they are.”

The Moon Choosing Rite came once in a generation, unless fate grew impatient.

Our Alpha, Riven Kaelorn Drayke, had ruled Emberfall for three years. He was twenty-nine, battle-proven, unmated, and watched by every high family with an eligible daughter. Tonight, under the full moon, he was expected to name his Luna.

Everyone knew who the council wanted.

Seris Veyne.

Fine-blooded. Silver-haired. Trained for ceremony since girlhood. Niece to Maeron Veyne, head of the Pack Council.

She would stand beside Riven like a carved moon statue. Polished. Proper. Approved.

The pack would cheer.

The council would smile.

The old families would sleep well.

And I would be near the healer’s station, grinding moonroot in case some noble lady fainted from excitement.

That was my place.

Near enough to serve.

Far enough not to matter.

Tovan reached for my satchel. “I will carry it.”

“I can carry herbs.”

“I know.”

He took it anyway.

I let him, because pride was sometimes just love with no safe place to go.

We walked down the slope together. The forest thinned as the village came into view. Emberfall sat in the valley like an old crown made of smoke, stone, and dark timber. Slate roofs. Narrow lanes. Watchtowers. Hot springs steaming near the central rise. The Emberhall stood above everything except the Alpha House.

The Alpha House watched us from the ridge.

It was built of black stone and winter oak, with high windows turned toward the moonrise. Riven lived there alone, if a man surrounded by guards, advisers, and old ghosts could be called alone.

I had treated him only once.

Two years ago, after a border clash near Ashen Ridge. He came into the Healing House with blood on his sleeve and a wound across his ribs. He did not ask for comfort. Men like him rarely did. They stood still and called pain duty.

I remembered his eyes more than the wound.

Storm-blue. Cold at first. Then sharp with something I could not name when I touched his skin to clean the cut.

Seraq had gone still inside me then.

Not afraid.

Listening.

Riven had looked at me as if he heard something too.

Then Elder Mirrow snapped, “Either bleed on my floor or sit down, Alpha. Do not loom in my doorway like a cursed statue.”

He sat.

I stitched him.

He thanked Mirrow.

Not me.

That should have been the end of it.

Mostly, it was.

Except sometimes, in the Lower Market or the Emberhall or across the training fields, I felt his gaze before I saw him. Heavy. Measuring. Gone as soon as I turned.

A foolish girl might have made a dream of that.

I was not foolish in that way.

Alphas did not look at Ashvale daughters for love.

They looked for problems.

At the village edge, Tovan slowed. A group of young warriors stood near the water trough. Their laughter dipped when they saw us. One of them, Paresk Veyne, lifted his chin.

He was Seris’s cousin. Proud in the way of men who inherited courage from their family name and mistook it for their own.

“Well,” he called. “The healer’s pup survived training.”

Tovan’s hand tightened on my satchel strap.

I touched his wrist. “No.”

Paresk smiled. “Careful, Ashvale. Your sister will dose you with calming tea and call it valor.”

The others laughed.

Heat moved up my neck. I kept walking.

That was another thing I had learned early. If you answered every insult, your life became nothing but reply.

Tovan did not move.

“Tovan,” I said quietly.

Paresk stepped closer. “Go on. Listen to your sister. Your family does well when it obeys.”

The air changed.

My wolf rose hard enough that my gums ached.

Tovan turned.

Before he could speak, another voice cut across the lane.

“Warriors who mock healers should pray they never need one.”

Garran Holt stood near the armory steps, arms crossed over his broad chest. Border captain. Thirty-one. Scar across his chin. Patient eyes that missed little.

Paresk stiffened. “Captain.”

“Training yard,” Garran said. “Now.”

“We were only—”

“Now.”

The young warriors left with stiff backs and wounded pride.

Tovan looked furious enough to crack stone. “I did not need saving.”

“No,” Garran said. “You needed timing.”

I took my satchel back from Tovan before he could throw it at someone. “Thank you, Captain.”

Garran’s gaze softened. “Nyra.”

He was one of the few ranked wolves who used my name without making it sound like a debt. We had grown up near the same training fields, before my father fell and Garran rose. He never pretended not to know me after.

That kind of loyalty could become dangerous in Emberfall.

“Busy day for you,” he said.

“For everyone.”

His eyes flicked toward the central rise. “More for some than others.”

I knew what he meant. The Moon Choosing Rite was not just romance dressed in moonlight. It was politics. Trade routes. Bloodlines. Council power. Who sat near the Alpha fire. Who got protected first when winter came hard.

The Luna was supposed to be the pack’s heart.

In Emberfall, she had become another council-approved seal on authority.

Garran lowered his voice. “Stay clear of the high families tonight.”

I gave him a dry look. “I am a healer. High families only remember me when they bleed.”

“That is what worries me.”

Before I could ask what he had heard, a bell rang from the Healing House.

Three clear notes.

Mirrow wanted me.

No one ignored Elder Mirrow Thane. Not even death, if the stories were true.

I left Tovan with Garran, though my brother looked betrayed by it, and crossed toward the healer’s path.

The Healing House sat near the herb gardens, low and long, with smoke from the apothecary chimney and pale curtains tied back from the fever rooms. It was the only place in Emberfall where rank mattered less than pulse.

Less.

Not nothing.

A council elder with a cough still expected the best bed.

A kitchen maid in labor got the warm one if no one important needed it.

I hated that.

I worked there anyway.

Inside, the air smelled of lavender, bitterroot, clean linen, and old pain. Shelves lined the walls. Bundles of dried herbs hung from rafters. A row of moon bowls waited on the central table for tonight’s ceremony.

Elder Mirrow stood over them with her cane hooked on one arm and a scowl sharp enough to skin bark.

“You are late,” she said.

“I was gathering silverleaf.”

“You were arguing with trouble.”

“Tovan was arguing. I was preventing funeral costs.”

Mirrow grunted. She was short, sturdy, and silver-braided, with eyes dark as wet earth. She had trained my mother before me. She had also buried her. That made our bond tender in places neither of us touched.

“Your brother will bite a spear one day,” she said.

“Not if I bite him first.”

“Good. Family should be useful.”

Useful.

That word again.

I set the silverleaf on the table harder than I meant to.

Mirrow noticed. She noticed everything.

Her gaze moved over my face, then down to the place beneath my left collarbone. My shawl covered it, but I knew what she looked for.

The crescent-shaped birthmark.

The Moonseal, my mother had called it when I was little. She used to press two fingers over it and whisper prayers I never fully learned.

After she died, Bram told me not to speak of it.

Mirrow told me not to show it.

So I kept it covered.

Like grief.

Like anger.

Like most truths in Emberfall.

“Did it ache last night?” Mirrow asked.

I went still. “What?”

“Do not play simple with me, child. I trained you better.”

I looked toward the empty fever beds. “A little.”

“How much?”

“Enough to wake me.”

Her mouth tightened.

“Why?” I asked.

She turned back to the moon bowls. “Full moons pull at old marks.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one I am giving.”

I hated when elders did that. They called silence wisdom because they had lived long enough to get away with it.

Before I could push harder, the door opened and Liora Fencrest swept in with an armful of folded ceremonial cloth.

“Tell me someone here loves me,” she said. “Because the Veyne women have made me pin the same silver sash six times, and if they summon me again, I may stitch one of them into it.”

Despite myself, I smiled.

Liora was warmth in a place that bred cold. Petite, bright-eyed, copper-brown skin, auburn twists pinned with brass beads. She worked as a seamstress, message-runner, and collector of every secret foolish people spoke near fabric.

Mirrow snorted. “If you are going to murder nobility, do it after the Rite. I need quiet hands today.”

Liora dropped the cloth on a bench and looked at me. Her smile faded.

“You look like you slept in a river.”

“Kind words from my dearest friend.”

“I save lies for customers.”

She came closer and squeezed my hand. A simple touch. A needed one.

Outside, the village had begun to stir louder. Carts moved. Bells rang. Warriors shouted orders near the central square. Tonight’s ceremony pulled everyone into motion.

The Moon Choosing Rite.

Alpha Riven’s future.

Seris Veyne’s triumph.

Another night where Emberfall would pretend the moon blessed whatever the powerful had already decided.

Mirrow handed me a stone mortar. “Grind the moonroot. Slow. If you bruise it, the scent turns sharp.”

I took it.

Work steadied me. It always had.

When my mother died, I washed bowls.

When my father lost his rank, I sorted fever herbs.

When women whispered that no respectable family would bind itself to Ashvale blood, I learned how to set broken bones.

A healer’s hands did not get to tremble long.

Liora leaned against the table. “Seris is already dressed. White silk. Silver combs. Chin high enough to greet the moon before the rest of us.”

“She was raised for this,” I said.

“So were peacocks. I still do not trust them in a vegetable garden.”

Mirrow barked a laugh.

I crushed the moonroot. Its clean, cold scent rose between us.

For a moment, I let myself breathe.

Then the outer door opened again.

The room changed before I looked up.

Some presences entered like weather.

Riven Drayke stood in the doorway.

Alpha of Emberfall.

Tall. Dark-haired. Broad enough to make the frame look narrow. His black formal coat was fastened with old silver clasps. A scar cut through his right eyebrow. His storm-blue eyes moved once across the room, over Mirrow, over Liora, then stopped on me.

The pestle stilled in my hand.

Seraq lifted her head inside me.

No.

Not now.

Not him.

Riven’s face gave nothing away. It rarely did. But his gaze sharpened, and for one strange breath, the space between us felt too thin.

Mirrow’s voice cracked through it. “If you are dying, Alpha, sit. If you are not, do not block my door.”

Liora looked down at the cloth, but I saw her eyes widen.

Riven stepped inside. “Elder Thane.”

Old manners. Alpha voice.

He held out a sealed order.

Mirrow took it, read, and cursed under her breath. “The council wants extra calming draughts at Starfall Meadow.”

“For the crowd,” Riven said.

“For their nerves or their guilt?”

His mouth almost moved. Not a smile. Something colder.

“The council did not say.”

His gaze returned to me.

I made myself lower my eyes, not from fear, but because staring too long at an Alpha was taken as challenge, invitation, or stupidity. I wanted none of those.

Still, I felt him looking.

“Nyra Ashvale,” he said.

My name in his mouth sounded too clear.

I looked up. “Alpha.”

A pause followed. Small. Strange.

Then he said, “You will attend the Rite as healer?”

“As ordered.”

Something dark crossed his face. “Not all orders are wise.”

I did not know what to do with that.

Mirrow’s eyes narrowed.

Liora stopped pretending not to listen.

Riven seemed to catch himself. His jaw hardened. “See that the draughts are prepared.”

“They will be,” I said.

He inclined his head and left.

The door shut behind him.

For a moment, no one spoke.

Then Liora whispered, “Well.”

Mirrow turned on me. “Did you feel anything?”

The question was too fast. Too sharp.

I gripped the pestle. “I felt my Alpha enter a room.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“No,” I said. “It is what I am answering.”

Mirrow stared at me for a long time.

Outside, the sun rose over Emberfall, touching the roofs, the watchtowers, the high windows of the Alpha House. The whole village glowed as if it were blessed.

I knew better.

Blessings did not always arrive gentle.

Sometimes they came like judgment.

Sometimes they came with teeth.

Liora reached for the folded cloth and shook it out. “Tonight will be a long night.”

I looked at the door Riven had closed behind him.

The ache beneath my collarbone pulsed once.

Old. Deep. Unwanted.

“Yes,” I said.

Mirrow pushed the bowl of moonroot closer to me. “Then work.”

So I did.

Because that was who I was before everything changed.

Nyra Solenne Ashvale.

Second Healer.

Disgraced daughter.

Useful girl.

The last person in Emberfall who should have mattered beneath the full moon.

I washed my hands, tied back my curls, and stepped fully into the Healing House morning.

Then I reached for the moon-herbs.
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