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For every woman who has been handed a document she did not fully understand and told to sign it with her sleeve down.

The compound clears. The warmth arrives. The veins are not a defect.
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The rootbark had to be ground twice.

Seraphine had learned this in her second year of working beside Maren Tully — not from being told, but from watching a preparation fail on a patient who deserved better. The first pass reduced the bark to rough powder. The second pass, slower, with the heel of the grinding stone rather than its flat face, broke down the fibrous core that the first pass left intact. The difference between the two was the difference between a preparation that worked within four hours and one that worked within two. For joint inflammation in an elder whose hands had stopped cooperating with the rest of her, two hours mattered.

She worked the grinding stone in slow, deliberate circles. The sound of it filled the cottage — dry and rhythmic, the texture of the powder changing beneath her palm as the rough catch of it smoothed out. The smell changed too: rootbark at first pass smelled of cold earth and something astringent, faintly unpleasant in the way of things that were useful rather than pleasant. At second pass it released something underneath, something darker and sweeter, like wood that had been wet and dried many times over a very long life. Seraphine had come to like it. She had come to like most things about this room.

The north-facing window let in morning light that arrived late and left early and had a quality she had never found a precise word for — not warm, not cold, but considered. Like the light had made a decision about this particular window and kept to it. The worktable ran the length of the north wall, and she stood at its centre, and the grinding stone was in her left hand and the mortise bowl was steadied by her right, and her sleeves were pushed to the elbow and the dark veins along her left forearm were visible and she was not thinking about them because in this room, with this work, she did not have to.

That was what the room was for.

The cottage sat at the eastern edge of Coldfen Pack's settled land, where the tree line began to thicken toward the deep packlands that bordered the territory. Maren Tully had worked it for thirty years before Seraphine arrived at eighteen with no credentials and a reputation that preceded her in the specific way that reputations do when what they describe is not a person's choices but a person's nature. Maren had looked at Seraphine's arms, at the dark veins, at the careful way Seraphine held herself at the furthest useful distance from the other wolves in the village, and had said: Can you follow instruction? And Seraphine had said yes, because she could, and Maren had said: Then you're useful. The rest is none of my business.

Six years. The cottage still smelled like rootbark and dried wintermoss and the faint sweetness of the healer's wax Maren used on the wooden medicine chests. Seraphine's hands knew every drawer, every preparation, every patient by name and condition and the specific quality of their stubbornness about following a treatment protocol. She had made herself indispensable. She was aware that this was a strategy as much as a vocation, and she had stopped minding the awareness of it.

The door opened.

Maren Tully entered the cottage without knocking, because it was her cottage and she had never knocked on a door she owned in her life. She was carrying her market basket on one arm and a folded document in the same hand, pressed against the basket's handle. She set the basket on the side table without looking at it. She set the document on the worktable beside Seraphine's mortise bowl without looking at Seraphine.

Seraphine looked at the document.

The seal on it was official pack correspondence — the Coldfen alpha's mark pressed into dark wax, the territorial crest beneath it. But the document itself, the paper it was printed on, was not pack stock. It was heavier. Cream-coloured. The kind of paper that did not come from a pack administrator's office but from somewhere with the resources to care about paper weight.

She kept grinding. One more pass. The powder was nearly ready.

"Enforcer delivered it," Maren said, from the side table, unpacking the market basket with her back to the room.

The enforcer. Not the pack's message runner — a fourteen-year-old named Corin who had three teeth missing and an unfortunate tendency to read the correspondence he was carrying. The enforcer. Which meant the alpha had wanted to know it was received. Which meant refusal had already been considered and ruled out before the document left the alpha's hall.

Seraphine set down the grinding stone.

She picked up the document. Broke the seal with her thumbnail — neatly, the way she did most things. Unfolded it.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Omega Selection.

She read it twice. Not because she had not understood it the first time, but because the first time was for information and the second time was for implications, and with a document like this the gap between the two was worth the thirty seconds.

By royal decree of Alpha King Kael Ashborne, all unmated omegas of eligible age residing within the Five Pack Territories are hereby summoned to Ashborne Court for the annual Selection. Attendance is mandatory. Non-compliance will be recorded as a mark of insufficient loyalty to the crown and will affect the standing of the non-compliant wolf's home pack accordingly. Attendance is expected within twenty-one days of this notice. All arrangements will be made through the issuing pack's administration.

Twenty-one days.

She set the document flat on the worktable and pressed her palm against it and looked at the official seal with the particular attention she gave to things she was trying to understand completely before she responded to them. The Selection. She knew what it was — every omega in the Five Territories knew what it was from the time they were old enough to understand the word omega applied to them. Once a year, Ashborne Court gathered the unmated females of pack-eligible age and presented them to the Alpha King. Most went home. Some stayed. The ones who stayed were chosen by the court's higher-ranking wolves as potential mates — rarely by the king himself, more often by the lords and generals and senior alphas who surrounded him. The Selection was, in practice, a social function with a great deal of ceremony around it and very little romance.

She had not expected to be summoned. She was twenty-four. The Selection typically favoured younger omegas, wolves in their late teens and very early twenties, unmated and uncomplicated and carrying no particular classification history that would make the court's alphas step back.

She had a classification history.

What she notices: The document is on official paper and the seal is real, which means this is not a local administrative error. Her name is on it — spelled correctly, which the pack's official records occasionally failed to manage. She is genuinely on the list.

What she interprets: Someone has compiled the list with care. Someone has included her deliberately. This is either an oversight — some administrator inputting names from a census without checking the classification codes — or it is not an oversight at all. She does not know which. She notes that she does not know which.

What she decides: She does not decide anything yet. She has a preparation to finish.

She picked up the grinding stone. She completed the second pass on the rootbark. She tipped the powder into a small clay pot and sealed it with wax paper and set it in the dispensary rack with the patient's name written on the label in her small, precise hand. Then she turned to face the room.

Maren Tully had finished unpacking the market basket. She was standing at the worktable's far end, cutting dried wintermoss into lengths, and she had not looked at Seraphine since she put the document down.

"The grain trade agreement," Seraphine said.

"Renewed last autumn," Maren said, without looking up. "With the eastern territory's co-operative. Eighteen months, renewable on good standing. The pack's stores come through that agreement, Seraphine. My stores. My preparations. Elder Voss's joint preparation, which I could not make without it."

Seraphine stood with her hands at her sides and her sleeves still pushed to the elbow and the dark veins still visible and felt the shape of the situation assemble itself around her the way difficult things did — not gradually, but all at once, the pieces arranging into a structure she had not chosen and could not alter.

If she refused the summons, Coldfen Pack's loyalty standing would be marked. A mark of insufficient loyalty. Which affected the pack's trade agreements. Which affected the eastern territory co-operative that Maren Tully's medicine stores depended on.

She could not refuse.

She had known this before she read the document. She had known it the moment she saw the enforcer had delivered it.

"Do you want me to tell you not to go?" Maren asked. Her voice was level. Her hands did not stop moving.

"I want you to tell me what you actually think," Seraphine said.

Maren set down the wintermoss. She turned around. She looked at Seraphine — at her arms, at the document on the table, at Seraphine's face — with the expression she wore when a patient was telling her their symptoms had improved when they clearly hadn't. The expression of someone who knew the truth and understood that saying it plainly would not make it easier to carry.

Then she said nothing.

The silence lasted long enough to be its own sentence.

✦ ✦ ✦

The afternoon was quiet in the way that the cottage was always quiet once the morning preparation work was done — not empty, but settled, the kind of stillness that had accumulated over years of occupation and taken on a specific character. Seraphine worked through the afternoon dispensary checks: restocking shelves, logging the current inventory against the supply list, noting what would need to be ordered before she left and what Maren could manage without.

She had already decided she was going. She did not examine this too closely. The decision had arrived pre-made, the way decisions did when the available options were actually one option framed as a choice.

The cottage held, in every corner and along every shelf, the accumulated evidence of six years of work. The wooden medicine chests with their brass fittings, worn smooth at the handles by years of daily use. The drying racks overhead, hung with herbs in careful bundles — each bundle tied with a specific colour of twine that corresponded to its harvest date and potency grade, a system Seraphine had introduced in her third year because Maren's original system had relied entirely on Maren's memory, which was exceptional, but exceptional memories were single points of failure. The ledger book, thick with six years of patient records, her handwriting filling the pages in the careful small print she had trained herself to use so that more information fit per page.

She had built this. Not the cottage — the cottage was Maren's. But the systems within it, the order, the specificity, the way things were organised so that any competent person could walk in and know where everything was and what it was for. She had built that because she had understood, from the first month, that she needed to be useful enough to be kept and not so singular that she couldn't be replaced.

She paused in front of the dispensary rack. Elder Voss's preparation sat in its labelled clay pot. Alongside it: three others for patients she had been managing for months. The rheumatic woman in the south quarter whose flare cycles Seraphine had finally mapped to weather pressure changes. The young wolf whose anxiety manifested in digestive disruptions that three previous healers had misdiagnosed as stomach complaints. The pack enforcer's eldest son, who was twelve and had a structural issue with one ankle that would worsen without ongoing management.

She would be gone for — she calculated — a minimum of six weeks. The journey took three days each way. The Selection period ran for a month at minimum, sometimes six weeks if the court extended it. She began a transition document in her head, automatic and precise: what each patient needed, when, in what form, with what to watch for.

This was the work. The work was what she had instead of most things, and she had decided that was enough, and she had been correct about it for long enough that she had stopped questioning the decision.

What she notices: The preparations she is mentally cataloguing are for people who depend on her competence, not her presence. They need the knowledge, not her specifically. Maren can carry the protocol with written instruction.

What she interprets: She has built herself into a system rather than a relationship. This was deliberate. She is not sure, standing in the afternoon light among six years of labelled clay pots, whether to be satisfied with that or not.

What she avoids deciding: Whether any of it was the right thing to want.

She finished the inventory. She made a list of what needed to be ordered in her absence. She began a second list — the transition document, patient by patient, condition by condition — in the same small precise handwriting that filled the ledger.

She worked until the light through the north window shifted from its considered morning quality to the warmer, less committed light of late afternoon. Then she set down her pen and stood very still in the middle of the cottage and let herself feel, for exactly as long as it took to acknowledge and put away, the specific quality of leaving a thing you had made.

It was not grief. She did not allow herself grief about things she had chosen. It was closer to what she felt when she discharged a patient — the recognition that something built over time had served its purpose and the purpose was now complete.

She went to the small room at the cottage's back where she slept and kept her things. She took down her travel bag from the shelf above the bed. She began, methodically and without ceremony, to pack.

✦ ✦ ✦

The enforcer came for her answer at the end of the afternoon.

He was one of the pack's mid-ranking wolves — not one she knew well, not one she had treated in the clinic, a face she associated with formal occasions and the particular expression that pack enforcers wore when performing an official function: not unkind, but professional in the specific way that meant I am here to complete a task and not to engage with its complications.

He stood at the cottage door. Seraphine stood in the doorway. Maren Tully was somewhere in the back room and was not coming out, which was its own form of courtesy.

The enforcer held out a second document — this one the formal response form, the acknowledgement of receipt that would be returned to the alpha's hall and from there to Ashborne Court's administrative office. A line at the bottom, beneath the printed terms of attendance.

He also held out a pen.

Seraphine took the pen. She looked at the response form. The line at the bottom was brief: I, the undersigned, acknowledge receipt of the Omega Selection summons and confirm my attendance at Ashborne Court as directed.

Nothing in the language left room for conditions. Nothing in the language asked whether she wanted to go. It was a declaration of compliance, and the blank line waited.

She was aware, standing in the doorway of the cottage with the late afternoon cold coming in behind the enforcer's shoulder, of the specific physical weight of the moment — not metaphorically, but literally. Her right hand with the pen in it. The document against the doorframe. The enforcer's face, politely neutral, waiting.

What she notices: Her left hand, the one not holding the pen, has gone to her right sleeve without her telling it to. She is covering the dark veins without thinking about it. She registers this as data. She does not rearrange her hands.

What she interprets: She has been managing other people's comfort around what she is for so long that the management has become reflex. She does it now, in this moment, when there is no comfort available regardless. The enforcer already knows what she is. The document knows. The situation knows. The covering is for her own benefit, which means it is not really about them.

What she decides: She moves her left hand. She lets her sleeve fall where it falls. She signs.

The pen moved across the line in her small, precise script. Seraphine Voss. The ink dried in the cold air in the time it took the enforcer to produce a blotting cloth from his coat pocket and offer it without comment.

She blotted the signature. She returned the pen. She handed back the signed document.

The enforcer took it, tucked it inside his coat, and said: "Transport will be arranged within the week. You'll receive the schedule." Then he nodded once — not quite a bow, more than a dismissal — and walked back up the path toward the pack's central settlement.

Seraphine watched him go.

The cold came into the doorway around her. She did not move to close it immediately. She stood in the threshold, one hand on the doorframe, and watched the enforcer's figure diminish down the path, and she was very aware of the specific sensation of having done something that could not be undone.

She had signed summons before. Attendance at pack assemblies, at the annual health registry, at the territory census. She had signed documents acknowledging her classification status, her treatment protocols, her compliance with the pack's management requirements around her condition. She had signed her name many times. She had never felt the pen move the way it had moved just now.

She thought: Ashborne Court.

She thought: Twenty-one days.

She thought — and this was the thought that arrived last and stayed — that she had a plan. The plan was simple: go, be assessed, be found wanting, come home. The plan relied on her being what she had always been in rooms full of alphas who encountered her. She had no reason to believe the plan would fail.

She closed the door.

✦ ✦ ✦

Night came early at this time of year, and with it the cottage took on its specific evening quality — lamplight replacing the northern window's daylight, the smells of the room deepening in the enclosed warmth, the sounds of the packlands settling into the particular quiet that fell over Coldfen after dark.

Seraphine sat at the worktable with her transition document in front of her, pen in hand, and worked through each patient case one more time. She was thorough. She was always thorough. The document would be legible, complete, actionable for Maren without Seraphine present to clarify. This was the work and the work was what she had and she was not going to leave it half-done.

Maren came in at some point and built up the fire without saying anything and then went to the kitchen at the cottage's back to start something that smelled of broth and dried vegetables and the particular herb blend she used for evening meals in cold weather. Neither of them spoke. The cottage held them both in its settled quiet, and Seraphine wrote, and the fire built, and outside the wind moved through the tree line at the property's edge with the low, conversational sound it always made in winter.

She was halfway through the third patient case when she noticed her arm.

The lamplight caught it. The dark veins along her left forearm — usually visible only when she was cold or stressed or in proximity to a dominance aura she was reflexively processing — were surfaced. Both forearms. The vein-lines running from her wrists to the inside of her elbows, black against her skin in the amber light, more visible than they had been in weeks.

She had not noticed them surface. She had not felt them surface. They were simply there, fully visible, as if her body had responded to something she had not consciously registered.

She set down the pen.

She looked at her arms. Not with alarm — she had been looking at them without alarm for years, she had made a deliberate practice of it — but with the careful attention she gave to symptoms that presented unusually. They were not reacting to a dominance aura; there were no dominant wolves in the cottage. They were not reacting to cold; the fire had brought the room to a comfortable temperature. They were reacting to something internal. Something that had been running underneath the afternoon's activity without her catching it.

What she notices: The dark veins are warm. They are always either neutral or cold — at best, invisible; at worst, an uncomfortable crawl under the skin that she had learned to breathe through. They are not cold now. They are warm in a way that she has no precedent for, a deep, steady warmth that feels less like an aberration and more like — she searches for the right comparison — the feeling of a preparation working correctly. Purposeful.

What she interprets: She has no framework for this. She files it as a data point rather than a diagnosis. Her body is doing something in response to the summons that her mind has not caught up with. The summons, or what the summons represents. She is going to Ashborne Court. She is going to stand in a room full of alphas and be assessed. She has done this before — at pack gatherings, at the annual assembly. She has always managed it. She has always left the room with her classification intact and her presence unremarked and her plan exactly as designed.

She will manage it again.

What she decides: She does not cover her arms. She looks at the dark veins in the lamplight for a long moment — really looks, the way she has trained herself not to — and she lets them be visible without performing ease about them. They are warm. They are hers. They are not doing anything she needs to manage right now.

She puts her sleeve down. She picks up the pen. She finishes the transition document.

By the time she set it aside, Maren had appeared in the kitchen doorway with two bowls of broth and the particular expression that meant she intended to eat in companionable silence and not make a production of whatever was happening. Seraphine cleared space at the worktable. They ate. The fire settled into its late-evening rhythm, steady and unhurried.

Outside, the packlands were quiet.

Inside the cottage, Seraphine drank her broth and looked at her completed transition document and her packed travel bag leaning against the wall near the door, and she thought, with the specific precision that was her particular gift: A simple plan. Go. Be found wanting. Come home.

She was very good at simple plans.

She had absolutely no reason to think this one would fail.
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The transport left Coldfen before dawn on the third day after the signing.

There were two other omegas making the journey from Coldfen's territory — both younger than Seraphine, both from families she knew by name but not by proximity, both carrying the particular quality of nervous excitement that she had observed in people travelling toward something they had been told was an opportunity. They sat together in the transport carriage and spoke in the low, quick voices of people who were still deciding what they thought about where they were going, and Seraphine sat across from them and watched the packlands move past the carriage window and said very little.

She was not unfriendly. She answered when spoken to. She asked the younger one — a wolf named Brea, barely nineteen, with her hair done in the formal style her mother had probably spent the previous evening arranging — about her home pack's territory, because it was a neutral subject and because Brea clearly needed somewhere to put her nervous energy and Seraphine had no particular objection to being useful in this small way. The other girl, a wolf named Calla, was quieter and watchful in a way that Seraphine recognised and respected from a distance.

Three days. The transport changed horses twice and stopped at waystation lodges where the omegas were given food and beds that were clean and without character, and Seraphine ate and slept and rose early and sat in the waystation common rooms before the others woke and watched the particular quality of pre-dawn light that existed at each stop along the route. The light was different here than in Coldfen — less deliberate, she thought, more interested in the sky than the ground.

By the third morning the transport had collected eleven other omegas from various stops along the route. The carriage was replaced at the second waystation by a larger conveyance — six seats facing three seats, the smell of other wolves layered into the upholstery, the sound of twelve women in various states of preparedness for something they were all navigating in different ways. Seraphine had the seat nearest the door, which was the seat furthest from the maximum concentration of alpha-adjacent anxiety, and she kept her sleeves down and her travel bag on her lap and watched the landscape change as they moved north and east toward the Thornwall.

She was aware of the other omegas in the particular way she was always aware of wolves near her — not their presence specifically, but the ambient energy of them, which her body processed automatically and without her direction, the way ears process sound without deciding to hear. Most packs' omegas carried very little dominant energy — that was, in the technical sense, what omega classification meant. But omega classification covered a range that most pack administration records flattened into a single term, and some of the women in the carriage carried traces of capability that their records had not accounted for. She noticed this. She said nothing about it.

Brea asked her, on the third afternoon, whether she was nervous.

"No," Seraphine said.

Brea looked at her for a moment. "How?"

"I've decided what will happen," Seraphine said. "I'll arrive. I'll be presented. I won't be selected. I'll come home."

Brea absorbed this. "What if you're wrong?"

Seraphine considered the question with the seriousness it deserved. "Then I'll adjust," she said.

This did not appear to comfort Brea, which had not been its intention.

The Thornwall Mountains appeared on the horizon in the late afternoon of the third day — not gradually, the way most landscapes announced themselves, but all at once, as if the land had been holding them in reserve. Seraphine watched them arrive through the carriage window with her hands flat on her travel bag and felt the temperature drop inside the carriage in the specific way that happened when the air from a different altitude began to displace the warmer lowland air. The mountains were old. She could not have explained this as a sensory experience precisely, but it was present — the mountains had a quality that the Coldfen packlands did not, something beneath the cold and the stone and the altitude, something that had been here long enough to have opinions about the things that came and went at its feet.

The transport passed through the first of the Thornwall's approach roads — a wide, well-maintained route cut into the mountain's lower slope, flanked by trees whose canopy closed overhead and converted the afternoon light into something filtered and greenish and cathedral. The other omegas went quiet. Even Brea stopped talking.

And then, beneath all of it — beneath the cold and the mountain and the trees and the collective held-breath of eleven other wolves — Seraphine smelled it.

The court.

Old stone. Mountain air in its purest form, stripped of anything lowland. Woodsmoke from fires built for warmth rather than cooking, which had a different character. The layered scent of a pack community operating at scale — dozens of wolves, hundreds of daily interactions, the social chemistry of dominance and deference and territory-marking that saturated the air of any pack settlement but here was concentrated, refined, weighted with hierarchy the way the air near a river was weighted with water.

And beneath all of that — beneath the layers, beneath the architecture of a court's collective scent — something singular. Something that reached her not as a smell but as a frequency, as if her nervous system had a register she had not known about until this moment and it had just fired for the first time.

What she notices: It is not loud. It is deep. The difference between a bell rung at the surface of water and a bell rung at the bottom of something very old and very still. She has been within range of alpha dominance auras her entire life and none of them have felt like this — none of them have felt like something her body recognised rather than registered.

What she interprets: She is responding to the proximity of a very powerful alpha. This is a physiological event, not a meaningful one. She is in a carriage approaching the court of the Alpha King. The most dominant alpha in the Five Territories lives here. It would be stranger if her body did not notice.

What she decides: She will file it. She will not examine it further until she has more information to examine it with. She pushes her sleeve cuffs down over her wrists, checks that they are flat and smooth, and looks out the window at the mountain road as if it is the only thing she is paying attention to.

She is very good at looking at things as if they are the only thing she is paying attention to.

✦ ✦ ✦

Ashborne Court announced itself first in sound.

The transport passed through an outer gatehouse — stone archway, iron-fitted gates standing open, guards in court livery who checked documentation without warmth but also without hostility — and then the road opened into the outer ward, and the sounds of the court arrived all at once: the particular organised noise of a large residence operating at full capacity, the ring of iron on stone from somewhere in the lower yards, voices carrying across open space, the deep resonance of heavy doors.

And then the building itself.

Seraphine had understood, from the name and the general knowledge available to any wolf in the Five Territories, that Ashborne Court was built into the Thornwall's living rock. She had understood this as a fact. Standing in the outer ward and looking up at it, she understood it as an experience, which was different. The court was not a building placed against a mountain — it was a building that had grown from the mountain's face the way a formation grows, the stone of the walls continuous with the stone of the cliff behind them, the towers emerging from the rock with the unhurried confidence of things that had been here long before the concept of a building existed and would be here after the concept had been replaced with something else.

Cold came off it even from the ward. Not the cold of something neglected — the cold of something that had absorbed centuries of mountain winter and held them in its walls the way stone holds everything it has ever been part of.

She was guided with the other eleven omegas through the outer ward and into the main residential block by two court attendants — a man and a woman, both in court livery, both with the practiced efficiency of people who managed new arrivals regularly and without drama. The route passed through three corridors and up one staircase and along a gallery that looked down into a lower hall where court wolves moved about their business and did not look up. The gallery's floor was stone. The walls were stone. The ceiling was stone. The tapestries hung at intervals were old and faded and depicted scenes that Seraphine could not identify without stopping to look, which she was not in a position to do.

She looked anyway. As much as the pace allowed.

The corridor smells shifted with each passage — the outer ward cold giving way to woodsmoke and beeswax and the collective domestic smell of a large enclosed community. She catalogued it automatically. Useful information: what a place smelled of told you what it was built for. Ashborne Court smelled of governance and occupation and old authority. Not ceremony. Not performance. The smell of a place where the work of power was conducted daily, practically, without requiring an audience.

The omegas were shown to a shared residence hall — a long room with individual alcove sleeping spaces separated by heavy curtains, each alcove with a bed, a trunk for clothing, and a narrow window that looked out onto an interior courtyard. Functional. Clean. Not unkind. Not designed to make anyone feel welcome, either, which at least had the virtue of honesty.

They had two hours before the formal presentation in the great hall.

Seraphine unpacked her travel bag with the same efficiency she applied to the cottage dispensary restock. She changed into the formal Selection dress that had been waiting in the alcove's trunk — it fit well enough, a dark, structured garment in a deep charcoal colour that had been presumably chosen to be neutral and was, in practice, appropriate. She pinned her hair. She checked, once, in the small metal mirror above the alcove's washstand, that her sleeves lay flat and her face was settled and she looked like what she intended to look like: a wolf going through a required process with neither reluctance nor hope.

She looked like exactly that. She was satisfied.

She sat on the edge of the bed and waited.

✦ ✦ ✦

The great hall was designed to be understood immediately.

Seraphine stood third from the left in a line of twelve omegas arranged before the court and understood it immediately. The hall was old stone and high ceiling and firelight from iron brackets that threw warm light into the centre of the space and left the periphery in careful shadow. The court occupied the sides and the back — wolves in formal attire standing in groups with the specific social arrangement of people who knew exactly where they stood in relation to everyone else and were, in this public moment, performing that knowledge. Senior wolves near the front. Lesser ranks filling the space behind. Every face forward.

She catalogued them. It was automatic, the way the breathing was automatic — she could not turn it off and had stopped trying years ago. Faces, positions, body language, the quality of attention each cluster was paying to the event versus to each other. She identified the council configuration by the placement of its members — four wolves in a cluster at the right-hand front, separated from the rest by a gap that was not accidental. She identified the military contingent by the straightness in the way they held their shoulders. She identified the political observers — the ones who were watching the room rather than the stage — because they were watching her.

No. Not her specifically. The line. They were reading the line the way she read a preparation's ingredients — assessing, sorting, noting.

She stood straight. She breathed through the ambient dominance energy in the room, which was considerable — a court of this size, operating at this level, produced a baseline alpha presence that hit her like standing in a current. She processed it. Her dark veins tried to surface at her left wrist and she breathed through that too. Slow. Controlled.

The court official at the hall's front began the formal presentation. Names read aloud. Pack affiliation. Age. A brief notation of classification — omega, unmated, eligible. Seraphine listened to the formula applied eleven times before her name was called and felt the slight bristling in her chest that came from the word omega applied to her in a formal context, with all its official weight.

She stood straight and looked forward and showed the room a face that required nothing from it.

Then the hall changed.

There was no announcement. No door opened with ceremony. The shift in the room was purely atmospheric — a change in air pressure, Seraphine's body processing it before her mind caught the input. Every wolf in the line around her adjusted slightly. Not dramatically — not dropping to their knees, not bowing. A subtle, collective recalibration. Brea, two positions to Seraphine's right, made a very small sound that was not a word.

The dominance aura rolled through the hall like something geological — not a wave, which implied a surface, but a groundshift, something below the floor of ordinary sensation. It was enormous. She had been within range of dominant alphas her entire life, at pack gatherings and assemblies and the annual territory census, and she had processed them the way she processed all ambient energy — absorption and dissipation, her body working automatically to neutralise what hit it. She had never processed anything like this. This was not louder. This was foundational. This was the difference between weather and the thing that made weather possible.

It crossed the room. It reached her.

It passed through her and was gone.

What she notices: Gone. Not neutralised in the way she usually processed dominant energy — gradually, with effort, with the specific drain that sustained absorption produced. Gone instantly, completely, as if the field itself had recognised her as a null point and routed around her. She is standing exactly as she was. Her hands are still. Her breathing is still. She feels, in the precise place where the aura should have landed, nothing.

What she interprets: She has absorbed dominant energy before. This was not absorption. This was something else — a contact and a passing, not a taking-in. As if the field had reached her, found nothing to act upon, and moved on. She has no framework for this. She understands immediately that she should.

What she decides: She decides nothing. Because in the moment she finishes that thought, she makes the mistake of looking up.

Kael Ashborne stood at the hall's entrance.

She had time to register: tall, dark-coated, the physical presence of him operating at a frequency that preceded specifics. She had time to register the quality of stillness in how he held himself — not the stillness of someone waiting, but the stillness of someone who did not move unless movement served a purpose.

Then his eyes found hers.

She did not know how. The line contained twelve women and the hall contained a hundred wolves and she was third from the left and had been, she had been certain, unremarkable. She did not know how his gaze crossed that distance and the space and the ceremony and landed on her specifically, but it did, and in the moment it did, everything in her chest rearranged itself without her permission.

It was not like the dominance aura. It was not an ambient thing, not a frequency, not a current she could process and dissipate. It was specific. It was directional. It went from the centre of his gaze to the centre of her sternum and it said — not in words, because it was not a thought, it was a physical event — there.

Just: there.

Her dark veins surfaced. Both forearms, simultaneously, visible even through the fabric of her sleeves, a heat rising up from her wrists that she felt before she saw. She pressed her hands to the front of her skirt and felt the warmth of them against her palms and thought, with the specific precision that was her particular gift when everything else was failing her: Do not move. Do not look away. Do not let your face do anything.

She did not move.

She did not look away.

She managed, she thought, her face.

Kael Ashborne had stopped walking.

✦ ✦ ✦

He moved again. She could not have said how long the stop lasted — long enough to register, not long enough to be remarkable to anyone in the room who was not paying very close attention. He crossed the hall. He took his position at its head. The presentation continued.

He did not look at her again.

She was aware of this in the way she was aware of a sound stopping — not the presence of a thing but its absence, which had its own specific quality.

The presentation concluded. The court official made the closing remarks. The omegas were guided by the attendants toward the east corridor and the route back to the residence hall. Seraphine walked with them and kept her hands flat against her skirt and her sleeves pushed down at the cuffs and her face arranged in the particular expression she used when she was processing something significant and could not afford to be seen doing it.

The bond — she did not call it that yet. She had no word for it yet. The event in her chest, the there that had occurred in the moment his eyes found hers, was still present. Not diminishing. Not the sharp initial contact of an absorbed energy field that resolved once the source moved away. Still present, and if anything more settled — as if it had arrived and found its location and decided to remain.

This was not anything she had ever felt before.

She filed this. She filed it in the part of herself that was always building cases, always accumulating data points, always waiting until she had enough information to draw a conclusion rather than reacting to an impression. She did not have enough information yet. She would get it.

The corridor was narrower than the main passage, and the attendants moved the omegas through it in a loose group, and Seraphine was near the back of the group, and it was because she was near the back that she noticed the council member.

He was standing at the corridor's junction — the point where the east passage met the main gallery — and he was watching the omegas pass with the specific quality of attention she had identified in the hall. Not watching the group. Watching individuals. Taking inventory.

She looked at him as she passed, the way she looked at everything — long enough to record, briefly enough not to invite engagement. Male, older, heavy-set in the particular way of wolves who had carried authority for decades. Dark coat with the council mark at the collar. A face that had learned to reveal nothing while appearing to reveal something, which was its own category of expression that she had learned to read years ago.

His gaze moved from the omega ahead of her to Seraphine.

It dropped to her hands.

She was not wearing gloves. The formal dress had no gloves. Her sleeves ended at her wrists and her hands were visible and below the left cuff, where the fabric ended and her skin began, the dark veins were faintly — not fully, but faintly — visible against the inside of her wrist.

His gaze lifted to her face.

She had expected revulsion. She had experienced revulsion. It had a specific quality — a slight physical withdrawal, a recalibration of expression toward neutral that never quite achieved neutral because the first response had already registered.

What she saw instead was something different.

Recognition.

It was gone in an instant — his face reassembled into the carefully neutral expression of a council official performing a perfunctory review of the Selection arrivals. He moved his gaze to the omega behind her. He turned to the wolf beside him and said something low, inconsequential.

Seraphine kept walking.

What she notices: The expression lasted less than a second. Recognition is different from the other things she has seen on people's faces when they see her veins. Recognition implies a prior category into which she has just been sorted. He has seen something like this before, or he has been told what to look for, or both.

What she interprets: This is not a man surprised by her veins. This is a man confirming a hypothesis.

What she decides: She needs to know who he is. She needs to know it before he has time to do anything with whatever he just confirmed.

She reached the residence hall with the other eleven omegas. She changed out of the formal dress. She sat on the edge of her bed in the alcove and was very still and thought with complete clarity about the day's accumulated data, arranging it in the order of what she knew, what she inferred, and what she needed to find out.

She had been filing a great deal today.

✦ ✦ ✦

The news arrived before the residence hall's lamps were lit for the evening.

One of the court attendants came — not the senior woman who had managed the arrival, but a younger one, clearly tasked with the delivery and doing it with the particular terseness of someone who had been told to inform and not to elaborate. An omega from the Westfen Pack, she said. Found on the approach road this afternoon. The cause of death was listed in the initial report as paranormal exposure. The body had been transported to the court's formal examination rooms pending official review.

She left before anyone could ask questions.

The residence hall went quiet in the specific way of a room containing twelve women who had just been told that a wolf who had been doing what they were doing — making her way to Ashborne Court for the Selection, travelling the same roads they had all just travelled — was dead.

Brea made a sound. Calla said something low and even to the omega nearest her. Several of the others began talking at once, the overlapping voices of people processing fear through speech.

Seraphine sat on her bed and was still.

Paranormal exposure. It was a designation in the official pack medical classification system — it covered a range of causes of death involving supernatural force that could not be more specifically identified. It was used, in her experience, in three circumstances: a wolf caught in a territory border skirmish involving an unregistered dominant, a wolf who had encountered a paranormal phenomenon outside of pack territory, or — the use she had seen most often in Maren Tully's older patient records — a wolf whose own paranormal classification had been suppressed to the point of rupture.

She pressed her palms flat on her thighs.

The body had borne a mark that no one in the official report could identify. An omega, travelling to the Selection, dead on the approach road, bearing an unidentified mark.

She thought about the mark on the documents her pack's elders had made her sign at sixteen. The documents she had been told were health records. She had been allowed to keep copies — a legal requirement she had been careful about at the time — and the copies were in her travel bag. She had brought them because she brought them everywhere, the same way she carried her notation system, because information you did not have access to was information you could not use.

She got up and went to the alcove and took the travel bag from beneath the bed and unclasped it and found the folded documents at the inner pocket. She unfolded them on the bed, carefully, in the low evening light from the alcove's narrow window. The signatures, the classification codes, the formal language of official pack medical administration.

And in the lower left corner, stamped in the faint grey ink of an administrative mark rather than a formal seal — a sigil. Small. The size of a thumbnail. She had always taken it for a routine administrative stamp — the kind of mark that appeared on official documents to indicate the issuing office without carrying formal legal weight.

She looked at it now with different eyes.

She did not know what the mark on the dead omega's body looked like. She had not seen it. She had only been told that it was unidentified. She could not know, on the basis of what she currently had, whether the two marks were the same.

What she notices: Her hands are steady. The dark veins along her forearms are fully surfaced — warm, as they had been in the cottage the night she signed the summons, but more so, and less comfortable. The warmth has an urgency to it that the cottage warmth had not.

What she interprets: She is gathering data points in a place she does not know, in proximity to a court she does not understand, having just experienced two things she has no prior framework for — the bond event in the great hall and the council member's recognition of her veins — and now a death that may or may not connect to the mark on her own official documents. Any one of these data points would be sufficient to warrant careful attention. She has all of them in a single afternoon.

What she decides: She needs to see the mark on the dead omega's body. She is not going to be able to do that tonight. She needs to find out who the council member is. She can probably do that tomorrow. She needs to understand what is happening to her in proximity to Kael Ashborne's dominance field — or rather, what is not happening, which is the more significant question — and she has no timeline for that at all.

She refolded the documents. She returned them to the travel bag's inner pocket. She lay down on the bed in the alcove and stared at the stone ceiling in the low evening dark and listened to the other omegas' voices settling from anxious to exhausted in the main room, and she thought about the plan.

The plan had been: go, be found wanting, come home.

She had been at Ashborne Court for approximately six hours.

She pressed her left wrist against the mattress and felt the warmth of her own veins against the back of her hand and thought about a man who had stopped walking in a great hall, and a council official's expression of recognition, and a dead wolf on a mountain road, and a mark on a document that she had carried for eight years without knowing what it meant.

Adjust, she had told Brea, when Brea asked what she would do if she was wrong.

She was going to need to adjust.
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