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I knew Silverfang would bury me one day.

I only wondered whether they would do it with stones, laws, or prayers.

That night, they chose prayers.

The Gathering Circle stood beneath a white moon, wide and cold, cut into the clearing like an old wound that never healed right. Tall black pines ringed the place, their branches stiff under the winter frost. Beyond them lay Shadowmere Woods, dark as a closed mouth. Past the ridge, Blackwater River moved over its stones with that low, angry sound it made when storms had fed it.

Silverfang called this holy ground.

My father called it a place where wolves smiled before they struck.

Elian Vale had been dead for years, but his warnings still walked beside me. They came in plain words. Do not trust a bowed head. Do not trust a clean blade. Do not trust any councilman who says the law with soft hands.

He had been right about most things.

He had also died branded a traitor.

That was the trouble with being his daughter.

My name was Mara Elise Vale. Twenty-three years old. Healer’s apprentice. Pack servant when they needed bandages. Bloodstain when they wanted someone to blame.

In Silverfang, a wolf could save ten lives and still be judged by the bones of her father.

I stood beside the healer’s station near the eastern edge of the Gathering Circle, sorting clean cloth, tincture bottles, moon-salt, and needle thread into careful rows. My hands knew the work. My mind did not need to guide them. Aunt Liora had trained me since I was small enough to stand on a stool and crush feverroot with a stone pestle.

“Order first,” she used to say. “Panic kills faster than blood loss.”

So I made the rows straight.

Moon-salt to the left.

Clean cloth in the center.

Silverleaf draught capped tight.

Bitterroot paste wrapped in wax linen.

A knife for cutting cloth, not flesh.

That last part mattered. In Silverfang, even healers were watched when their last name was Vale.

Aunt Liora stood on the other side of the station, tall and straight in her grey healer’s cloak. Her hair, once black like mine should have been, had gone silver at the temples. Not soft silver. Hard silver. Blade silver. The sort earned by years of keeping fools alive after they ignored warnings.

She did not look at me when she spoke.

“Stop checking the Council dais.”

“I am not.”

“You are.”

I set one more roll of cloth down. “They keep checking me first.”

“That is because they are old men with poor sleep and worse consciences.”

A laugh almost came out of me.

Almost.

Liora Vale was senior healer of Silverfang, aunt to a disgraced girl, and the only reason I had not been locked under the north watchtower when the Council first scented old power in my blood. She had stood before them three years ago and said, very politely, that any wolf who touched her apprentice without healer’s cause would lose the use of his hand.

Liora was polite the way winter was polite.

Clean.

Quiet.

Deadly when ignored.

Across the circle, the Council dais had been raised on dark oak boards. Five chairs sat beneath a canopy of wolf-hide and moon-white silk. The elders wore black ceremonial robes with silver clasps at their throats. Their faces were carved into the same hard look, as if mercy had never suited their bones.

They were there to bless the Moon Ascension Rite.

They were there to crown Kael Rowan Blackthorne again before the pack, before the moon, before old law.

And they were there to watch me.

Councilor Varric’s eyes found me for the third time.

I lowered my gaze, because a healer’s apprentice did not glare at a Council elder during a sacred rite. Not unless she wanted to spend the night in chains beneath Blackthorne Keep.

That had been tried once.

Aunt Liora had called it a “protective holding room.”

I had called it what it was.

A cage.

“Chin up,” Liora said.

“You just told me not to look.”

“I told you not to invite a knife. I did not tell you to shrink.”

My jaw tightened. “Yes, Aunt.”

Her fingers paused over a bottle of goldenseal. Her voice softened by half a shade. “Mara.”

That was all.

My name, but in her mouth it meant many things.

Do not fear them.

Do not shame yourself.

Do not let your father’s ghost make you reckless.

I swallowed the answer I wanted to give.

The pack kept gathering. Families came first, wrapped in dark wool and fur cloaks. Mothers held pups close. Young wolves stood in proud rows, pretending they were not cold. Warriors lined the western stones with blades at their sides. Their armor had been polished for the night, but polish did not hide blood memory.

Silverfang was a hard pack. Mountain-born. River-fed. Law-bound. We guarded the old treaty markers between our territory and the wild lands beyond Shadowmere Woods. We held Moonwell Cavern, where our first Alpha had sworn blood to moonstone. We kept Blackwater River under our watch, because no enemy crossed it without leaving a scent.

That was what the Council taught.

A clean history.

A noble history.

A history with all the rot scraped out.

But I had seen old records in Liora’s locked cabinet. I had read names that should have been honored but were scratched away. I had touched treaty maps with ink stains over whole bloodlines. I knew Silverfang had secrets.

I also knew my mother had died because of one.

Seren Vale had been lovely, they said. Quiet, they said. Too gentle for pack politics.

People liked saying dead women were gentle. It made their silence easier to bear.

My mother had not been gentle. Not in the few memories I had left of her. She had sung old ward songs under her breath while stitching my torn sleeve. She had pressed two fingers to my brow when I cried and told me, “There is a door in you, little moon. Never open it for those who come with chains.”

I did not know what that meant then.

I was starting to know now.

Sometimes, when I touched a wound, I felt more than pain. I felt the body’s fear. Its memory. Its stubborn will to keep living. Sometimes light moved under my skin, pale and thin like moonwater. Sometimes old marks glowed on my palms, then vanished before anyone else could see.

Guardian blood, Liora had whispered once when she thought I slept.

Not healer blood.

Guardian.

A forbidden word in Silverfang.

A dangerous one.

A word the Council feared.

A word Kael Rowan Blackthorne had pretended not to hear when it came to me.

The first drum sounded from the north path.

Deep.

Slow.

Every wolf in the circle stilled.

The Moon Ascension Rite was close.

My hands went cold inside my sleeves.

“Easy,” Liora murmured.

“I am easy.”

“You are grinding your teeth.”

“Better than speaking.”

That time, Liora did smile, small and quick. “There is hope for you yet.”

Hope.

I did not know whether to laugh at that or spit it out.

Hope had been a costly thing in my life. It had taught me to wait by doors that never opened. It had made me watch the training field for a boy with black hair and grey eyes, a boy who once brought me river-mint after my father’s trial because I had not eaten in two days.

Kael had been seventeen then.

I had been thirteen.

He had not said much. Kael never used five words where one would do. He only set the mint bundle on the cottage step and said, “For tea.”

Then he left before I could answer.

A prince of the pack, though Silverfang did not use that word. Heir to Blackthorne blood. Son of old power. Raised under Council eyes. Trained to lead before most boys learned to master their wolves.

I should have forgotten that small kindness.

I should have buried it with every other foolish thing.

But when a girl has been spat on by the world, one quiet mercy can look like a vow.

Years passed.

Kael became Alpha.

I became useful.

And on the night my wolf first lifted her head inside me and recognized his scent as home, he looked straight at me across the training yard and turned away.

No words.

No claim.

No public shame.

Not then.

Only his back.

That was the first rejection, though pack law would not count it. Law liked witnesses. Pain did not need them.

My wolf had not forgiven him.

Neither had I.

Yet here I stood, healer’s apprentice at his Moon Ascension Rite, with clean cloth stacked for warriors who would bleed for him, draughts mixed for elders who would bless him, and a silent bond burning beneath my ribs like a coal I could not dig out.

The second drum sounded.

A hush spread through the circle.

Tessa Moonridge slipped in beside the healer’s station with two extra bundles of bandage linen tucked under one arm. Her cheeks were red from the cold. Her brown curls had escaped their pins, as usual.

“You look like you want to bite someone,” she whispered.

“I am choosing peace.”

“That is not your peace face.”

“I have one?”

“No.”

I took the linen from her. “You should be with your family.”

“My mother is crying because Kael looks so noble under torchlight. My brothers are arguing over who would win in a duel, Jace or Kael. I chose service.”

“You chose gossip.”

“I chose you.”

That shut me up.

Tessa was the only friend I had who did not treat loyalty like a secret vice. She was middle-rank, Moonridge blood, safe enough to be invited into decent homes, not high enough to be used in marriage bargains. Her father traded horses near the eastern slopes. Her mother made honey cakes for every rite and cried through every speech.

Tessa had stayed when others stepped away from me after my father’s name turned sour.

That made her brave.

Or foolish.

Maybe both.

Her gaze moved to the Council dais. “Varric has been staring.”

“He does that.”

“No, Mara. He is speaking with Jace.”

I followed her eyes.

Beta Jace Ironwood stood at the foot of the dais, broad-shouldered in black leather armor, his fair hair tied at the nape. Jace was loyal to Kael, loyal to Silverfang, and loyal to order. He was not cruel. That made him more dangerous than men who were. Cruel men were easy to read. Honorable men could drag you to a cell and feel sorrow after.

Councilor Varric leaned close to him.

Jace’s face changed.

Not much.

Enough.

His gaze cut to me.

Tessa muttered, “That is not good.”

Aunt Liora stepped closer to us without looking like she had moved. “Tessa, go stand with the junior healers.”

“But I can help here.”

“You will help by doing as I ask.”

Tessa’s mouth pressed flat. She looked at me.

I gave her a small nod.

She went, but not far.

Liora’s hand closed around my wrist beneath the table. Her fingers were dry and firm.

“If they ask for you,” she said, “you answer nothing without me beside you.”

“What have I done now?”

“Perhaps nothing.”

“That has never stopped them.”

“No,” she said. “It has not.”

A third drumbeat rolled through the clearing.

The torches flared high, though no wind touched them.

All along the standing stones, carved runes caught the moonlight. They had been cut by the first Silverfangs, or so the elders claimed. Oath marks. Boundary marks. Blood marks. Each one stood for a promise made between Alpha and pack.

Protection for loyalty.

Justice for obedience.

Mercy for service.

Fine words.

Pretty lies when placed in the wrong mouths.

At the center of the circle, the Ascension Stone waited. It rose waist-high from the frozen earth, black as river rock, veined with silver. Kael would cut his palm over it. His blood would meet the old stone. The pack would kneel. The Council would speak. The moon would witness.

Then his rule would be sealed for another turning.

That was how it had been done since the old days.

An Alpha did not merely command.

He was sworn.

He belonged to the pack as much as the pack belonged to him.

A good law, if the Alpha was good.

A death sentence, if he was not.

A sharp scent moved through the clearing.

Iron.

Smoke.

Storm.

My wolf rose before I saw him.

Kael Rowan Blackthorne came down the north path with his guard behind him.

The whole pack bowed.

I did not.

Not fast enough.

Liora’s grip tightened on my wrist.

I lowered my head.

Too late.

Kael had already seen.

I felt his gaze touch me like a hand I had not given leave to hold me.

He was twenty-seven, tall, dark-haired, and built like the mountain had decided to make a man. His ceremonial cloak was black, clasped with the silver wolf of Blackthorne. No crown sat on his head, because Silverfang Alphas did not wear crowns.

They wore scars.

Kael had one near his jaw, pale against his skin. Another crossed the back of his right hand. I knew because I had stitched that one two winters ago after a border fight near the treaty markers.

He had watched me sew his skin shut and said nothing.

I had wanted to ask why he came to me if he could not bear the bond.

I had not.

Pride is poor food, but I had lived on it for years.

Behind him walked Jace Ironwood and six senior warriors. Behind them, two Council guards carried the moonblade wrapped in white cloth. The blade would be used for the blood cut. It was old, curved, and sacred enough that common wolves were not meant to touch it.

The guard on the left stumbled.

Only a little.

No one else seemed to notice.

I did.

So did Liora.

The scent came again.

Iron.

Smoke.

Wrongness.

Not blood from an open wound. Not forge smoke. Something bitter, hidden under crushed pine and ceremonial oil.

Poison.

My fingers closed around the edge of the table.

Aunt Liora whispered, “Mara.”

“I smell it.”

“From where?”

“The blade cloth.”

Her face did not change, but her body went still in a way that scared me. Liora did not scare easily.

Across the circle, Kael reached the Ascension Stone. He turned to face the pack. Moonlight found his eyes and made them silver-grey, cold as frost over deep water.

The bond in me pulled.

I hated it.

I hated that some ruined part of me still answered him. Hated that my wolf pressed forward with a low, wounded sound. Hated that Kael’s gaze moved once, only once, to my face before he looked away.

The Council rose.

All five of them.

Councilor Varric lifted both hands. “Silverfang stands beneath the moon.”

The pack answered as one. “Silverfang stands.”

“Alpha blood stands before old law.”

“Alpha blood stands.”

“Let no traitor hand, no cursed blood, no broken oath, and no false claim profane this rite.”

My skin tightened.

There it was.

Not a warning.

A net.

Beside me, Liora’s voice went soft as death. “They know something.”

“About the poison?”

“About you.”

My stomach turned cold.

Varric continued, his voice carrying cleanly through the circle. “By Council right, all wolves of marked bloodlines shall remain under witness until the Ascension is sealed.”

Marked bloodlines.

Heads turned.

Not many.

Enough.

Tessa looked back at me from the junior healer line, fear plain on her face.

Jace shifted near the dais, jaw tight.

Kael stood at the stone, still as carved oak.

He knew.

The thought hit me with such force that I nearly stepped back.

Kael knew they meant me.

Maybe he had known before tonight. Maybe he had allowed it. Maybe this was why guards had watched Liora’s cottage all week. Why the herb stores had been searched. Why my room had smelled faintly of strange hands when I returned from the infirmary two nights ago.

Guardian blood.

Marked bloodline.

Cursed Vale.

Useful healer.

Future prisoner.

All the names they had for me gathered in the air.

A Council guard started toward the healer’s station.

Liora moved in front of me.

Not fast.

Not loud.

Just enough.

“My lord Councilor,” she called, her voice clear and proper. “The healer’s station remains neutral ground during sacred rites.”

Varric’s eyes narrowed. “Neutrality does not excuse hidden blood.”

“Nor does suspicion excuse unlawful handling of my apprentice.”

A murmur ran through the pack.

My apprentice.

Not traitor’s daughter.

Not marked blood.

Not curse-bearer.

Mine to protect, Liora’s voice said without saying it.

The guard stopped.

For one breath, the whole circle held.

Kael looked at me again.

This time, he did not look away.

The bond flared so hard pain sparked behind my eyes.

Under the white cloth, the moonblade gave off that bitter scent again.

Poison.

Not meant for me.

Meant for him.

If Kael cut his palm with that blade, the poison would enter Alpha blood before the oath sealed. In front of the pack. In front of the Council. In front of the moon.

A dead Alpha.

A blamed Vale.

A pack ready for war.

My father’s warning came back so sharply it felt spoken beside my ear.

Do not trust any councilman who says the law with soft hands.

Varric’s hands were very soft.

I stepped out from behind Liora.

Her fingers caught my sleeve. “Mara, no.”

But I had already moved.

A healer ran toward pain. That was the first rule.

A fool ran toward power.

I did not know which one I was that night.

“Stop the rite,” I said.

The words were not loud.

They carried anyway.

Every face turned.

The Council guard reached for his blade.

Tessa whispered my name like a prayer.

Jace took one step forward. “Mara Vale, hold your place.”

I looked past him, straight at Kael.

For once, I did not lower my eyes.

“My lord Alpha,” I said, old courtesy sharp on my tongue, “by healer’s right, I call contamination on the moonblade.”

The clearing went silent.

Then the pack broke into noise.

Not shouting yet.

Worse.

Whispers.

Traitor’s daughter.

Vale blood.

Cursed girl.

Trying to halt the Alpha’s rite.

Kael’s face hardened. “Explain.”

Only one word.

It still struck like a command.

“The blade cloth smells of poison. Bitter pine. Iron ash. Maybe blackroot oil.”

Varric laughed once. “Convenient.”

I turned my head. “Poison rarely waits for convenience, my lord Councilor.”

Aunt Liora made a sound behind me. Not approval. Not anger.

Fear.

Varric’s eyes went flat. “Seize her until the rite is complete.”

The guard came for me.

The old marks in my palms burned.

I curled my hands into fists, but silver light slipped between my fingers.

The nearest wolves saw.

So did the Council.

So did Kael.

His wolf flashed in his eyes.

The clearing changed.

Fear has a smell. So does hunger. The Council smelled of both.

Varric pointed at me. “There. You all see it. Hidden power. Vale deceit. She came to profane the Ascension.”

“I came to keep your Alpha alive,” I snapped.

“Silence.”

“No.”

The word left me before wisdom could stop it.

No.

A small word.

A dangerous one.

The kind that made cages necessary.

Kael stepped away from the Ascension Stone.

The pack quieted at once.

He came toward me, cloak moving behind him, face unreadable. Each step pressed command into the frozen ground. Wolves lowered their heads as he passed. Even the Council guards hesitated.

Alpha.

Not by ceremony.

By blood.

By force.

By the old thing inside every wolf that knew when a stronger one walked near.

My own wolf did not bow.

She stood bleeding and proud inside me.

Kael stopped an arm’s length away.

Close enough for his scent to surround me.

Close enough for the bond to ache.

His voice was low. “Show me your hands.”

A command.

A test.

A trap, perhaps.

I opened my fists.

Pale silver marks lay across my palms in thin lines, shaped like old ward signs I had never learned but somehow knew. The light pulsed once.

The pack gasped.

Kael stared at my hands.

Something moved over his face. Not fear. Not quite. Recognition, maybe. Anger. Grief. The look of a man seeing a door he had tried to nail shut.

“You should have told me,” he said.

That almost made me laugh.

“You made silence easy, my lord.”

His jaw tightened.

Good.

Let it hurt him too.

Varric spoke from behind him. “Alpha, step away from her. The rite must proceed.”

Kael did not move.

Neither did I.

The moonblade waited under its poisoned cloth.

The pack waited for its Alpha.

The Council waited for me to make one wrong move.

Aunt Liora waited with murder in her eyes.

Far beyond the circle, in Shadowmere Woods, a wolf howled.

Not Silverfang.

Too low.

Too broken.

Rogue.

Every warrior turned toward the trees.

Then another howl answered from the south ridge.

And another from near Blackwater River.

The treaty markers had been crossed.

On the night of Kael’s Ascension.

Under Council watch.

With poison on the sacred blade and guardian light burning in my hands.

Kael looked toward the dark woods, then back at me.

For one sharp breath, I saw the truth between us.

This night had been built.

Not by chance.

Not by moon.

By hands.

Old hands.

Soft hands.

Lawful hands.

The fourth drum sounded before anyone ordered it.

Deep.

Final.

The torches bent inward, flames leaning toward the Ascension Stone as if the moon itself had taken hold of them.

Councilor Varric lifted his voice over the rising panic. “Begin the rite.”

Kael did not look away from me.

My palms burned brighter.

The first rogue cry came from the trees. The Moon Ascension Rite began.
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The dead should not have been able to bring Rowan Cain back to me.

But there he stood beyond the last row of black umbrellas, tall and still in the gray Raventon rain, like a ghost the city had been hiding for years.

For one foolish second, my mind refused to name him.

It saw the broad shoulders first. The dark coat soaked at the seams. The hard line of his jaw beneath rainwater and shadow. The way he stood apart from everyone else, not quite a mourner, not quite a stranger, carrying silence like a punishment.

Then he lifted his face.

Rowan Elias Cain.

My fingers went slack around the white rose in my hand.

Beside me, Mara touched my elbow. “Elena?”

Her voice sounded far away, buried beneath rain and church bells and the low murmur of people saying goodbye to Thomas Vale as if one goodbye could ever be enough.

The priest was still speaking. His black robe fluttered in the wind. Dirt waited beside the open grave. Thomas’s coffin sat beneath a dark green covering, too small for the size of the man he had been in my life.

My uncle. My father in every way that mattered. The man who taught me how to patch a wall, balance a checkbook, make soup without measuring, and stand up straight when grief wanted me on the floor.

And now Rowan was here.

At his funeral.

After five years of nothing.

No call. No letter. No explanation. No body to bury and no truth to hate.

Just absence.

The rose bent in my hand.

Jaz leaned close on my other side. “What is it?”

I could not answer. My throat had closed around his name.

Rowan did not move toward me. That almost made it worse. He only stood there, watching from the edge of the cemetery, rain sliding over his face like he deserved every drop.

Maybe he did.

The priest said something about peace. I nearly laughed.

Peace was a thing people offered when they did not know what else to do with your pain.

Mara followed my stare.

Her hand tightened on my arm.

“Oh my God,” she whispered.

Jaz saw him next. “Is that him?”

That question broke something loose in me.

I turned back to the grave because I would not let Rowan Cain become the center of Thomas’s funeral. He had already taken enough from me. He would not take this moment too.

The priest finished. One by one, people stepped forward to lay flowers.

Mara went first. She placed a rose on the coffin and pressed her fingers to the polished wood. Her lips moved, but I could not hear the words. She looked smaller than usual in her black coat, her red-rimmed eyes sharp with the kind of grief that came out sideways as anger.

Jaz squeezed my hand before she stepped up. Her curls were tucked beneath a black scarf, and her face was open in that brave way she used when she was trying not to cry in public. She had loved Thomas too. Everyone at Harborlight Community Center had.

Then it was my turn.

The ground felt soft beneath my shoes as I walked forward. Mud clung to my heels. Rain cooled the back of my neck. Every step took effort.

Thomas’s coffin blurred.

I laid the bent rose down.

“I’m not ready,” I whispered.

The wind took the words, but I said them anyway.

A memory flashed before I could stop it. Thomas standing in my tiny kitchen two winters ago, fixing the loose cabinet door while lecturing me about eating more than coffee and toast. Thomas sitting in the back row at one of my grief workshops, pretending he was there to fix a leak, when really he wanted to make sure I was not carrying everyone else’s sorrow until it crushed me. Thomas on the phone three nights before he died, voice low and strange.

Elena, if anything happens, do not let anyone tell you it was simple.

At the time, I thought he was tired.

Now the words pressed against my ribs.

I stepped back from the coffin, but my eyes moved without permission.

Rowan was gone.

For half a second, relief came so fast it almost hurt.

Then I saw him near the cemetery gate, speaking to an older man in a navy coat. He kept his head slightly bowed, his body angled away from the crowd, as if he knew he had no right to stand among us.

Good.

He didn’t.

The service ended in a soft scattering of voices. People came to me with wet cheeks and kind eyes. They held my hands. They said Thomas was a good man. They said I had done him proud. They said grief took time, as if time had ever asked permission before taking everything.

I thanked them because I knew how to comfort people. It was my job. Grief counselor. Listener. Keeper of other people’s breaking points.

Today, I had no room left for anyone else’s.

Mara stayed close. “We can leave through the side path.”

“No.”

“Elena.”

“I’m not running from him.”

Jaz’s gaze flicked toward the gate. “You don’t have to face him today.”

Rain gathered at the tip of my chin and dropped onto my coat.

“Today is exactly when he chose to show up.”

Neither of them argued with that.

The last mourners drifted toward their cars. Raventon cemetery sat on a hill above the harbor, and through the iron fence I could see cranes moving through the fog like tired giants. Church bells faded into the wet streets. Somewhere below us, the city kept living.

Rowan waited by the gate.

The closer I got, the less ghostlike he became.

There were lines beside his mouth that had not been there before. A faint scar cut through his left eyebrow. His dark hair was shorter than I
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