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  Chapter One – The Healer in the Shadows

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




(Lyra)




By the time the second fighter crashes through my clinic door, I’ve already run out of patience and clean cloth.




“I swear on the Moon,” I mutter, pressing a wad of gauze against the gash on his eyebrow, “if one more of you geniuses comes in bleeding because you ‘slipped’ in the training yard, I’m going to sew your mouths shut instead.”




The wolf on the rickety stool grins at me, teeth sharp and white under a smear of blood. “Come on, Lyra. You know you like having us around.”




I arch a brow. “I like having functioning supplies.” The smell of metal and sweat is thick in the cramped room. Cheap alcohol, drying herbs, the faint stone-dust scent of the Lower Howl District clinging to everything. “Hold still, Rook.”




He flinches as I clean the cut. “That whatever you’re using burns like fire.”




“That’s because—” I dab harder when he flinches again. “—it’s the potion I made to stop you from whining.”




The other wolves in the waiting corner snort with laughter. There are three of them today—Rook with the split eyebrow, a young she-wolf with a sprained wrist, and an older male from the docks with a cracked rib and the stubbornness of a brick wall. They’re squeezed onto benches that line the stone walls, knees knocking, shoulders almost touching the bundles of dried herbs hanging from the ceiling.




The entire clinic is the size of the royal washroom, probably. Not that I’ve ever been in the palace to confirm. But it’s small, and old, and mine.




Sort of.




“Careful,” Old Man Garron grumbles, one hand clamped to his side as he shifts on the bench. “You’re splashing blood on my boots.”




“Maybe your boots should sit farther away from my patient,” I shoot back without looking. “You shifted too hard and cracked a rib, Garron, remember?”




He grunts, which is as close as he ever gets to admitting I’m right.




“Raise your head,” I tell Rook.




He tilts his chin up, dark hair matted with sweat and dirt, the cut jagged from where a claw caught him. The training yards are unforgiving; so are young wolves with more muscle than sense. I’ve been patching them back together since I was sixteen.




The gash isn’t deep enough for stitches, but it’s close. I dab again, my fingers steady despite the familiar twist of worry in my chest. I can’t afford complications. Not with supplies this low.




“How bad is it?” Rook asks, voice softer now that the others have settled down.




“Bad enough that if you snap at me again, I’ll make it worse.”




His laugh is hesitant. “Yes, healer.”




I try not to smile, but the corner of my mouth betrays me. I press the cloth one last time, then toss it into the bucket at my feet, where bloody rags float in cloudy water. The clinic smells like iron and alcohol and rosemary—sharp, grounding.




There’s a storm building outside. I can hear it in the way the shutters rattle, the wind whining through the gap under the door. The Lower Howl District always feels unsettled, but today the air is tight, strained. Like the whole of Lunaris is holding its breath.




Or maybe that’s just me.




“You’re thinking too loud again,” Rook says quietly.




My fingers pause over the bandages. I blink and look him in the eye. His are dark grey, like the clouds gathering over the district roofs. “Says the one who headbutted someone’s claws.”




“It was an elbow,” he defends. “And he started it.”




“Of course he did. Here.” I wrap the bandage around his head with quick, practiced motions. “No shifting for a day. Keep it clean. If it starts to swell, come back. With coin, this time.”




He winces. “You’re brutal.”




“Brutal would be letting it get infected.”




He hops off the stool, sways, then catches himself. I watch his balance, the lines of his shoulders. My wolf stirs, evaluating. He’s fine. More bruised ego than anything else.




“Thanks, Lyra,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck. “We’re lucky you’re down here with us.”




Lucky.




That’s one word for it.




“Get out,” I say, but my tone is lighter. “Send the next disaster forward.”




He laughs and claps me gently on the shoulder, then limps toward the door, exchanging insults with Garron as he goes. The she-wolf with the sprained wrist rises, cradling her arm, and gives me a nervous glance. I motion her over, already reaching for the jar of comfrey salve.




The bell over the door tinkles as it opens and closes. More footsteps on the street outside. Voices. The district is restless. Shops are closing early. Wolves are dressing in their best clothes, combing their hair, polishing their boots.




Tonight is the Tri-Lunar Convergence.




The words taste like ash on my tongue.




“Hold your hand out,” I tell the girl. She’s barely older than I was when I started here. Golden-brown hair braided back, eyes too big for her thin face. Lower district wolves always look a little hungry, in one way or another.




She obeys, flinching when I prod the swollen joint.




“How did it happen?” I ask.




“Training, healer,” she says. Her eyes dart to the side. Lying.




I soften my tone. “You don’t have to protect whoever did it. I just need to know if there’s any tearing.”




Her gaze drops. “The butcher’s son grabbed me. I pulled away.”




Anger spikes in my gut, quick and bright. “Did he hurt anywhere else?”




She shakes her head quickly. “No. Just—here. I shifted a little when I jerked back. I think I twisted it.”




I inhale slowly, swallowing down my frustration. “You did the right thing. He doesn’t get to touch you if you don’t want him to.”




Her lips press together. “He said no one else would want a mate from the lower streets anyway. That I should be grateful.”




I wrap her wrist with careful, gentle hands. “He’s wrong,” I say firmly. “There’s a reason the Goddess doesn’t sort us by addresses when she makes bonds.”




Her gaze flickers up. “Are you registered for tonight, healer?”




The bandage slips for half a heartbeat. My fingers stiffen.




“No,” I say automatically. “I don’t have time for—”




The door slams open like it knows I’m lying.




“LYRA ELOWEN!” Tamsin’s voice crashes into the room like a thrown rock, followed by Tamsin herself, which is more like a small, determined hurricane.




She’s breathless, cheeks flushed, dark curls pinned up in a haphazard bun that’s already losing the battle. Her dress is simple but bright—a deep blue that brings out the warm undertone of her brown skin. My cousin has always shone like a lantern in a place full of shadows.




She plants her hands on her hips, eyes blazing. “Why are you still here?”




I don’t even look up from the bandage. “Working? You know, the thing that keeps us fed?”




“Working,” she repeats flatly. “On Convergence night…”




The girl with the bandaged wrist shrinks a little under her glare. I wave a hand at Tamsin. “You’re scaring my patients.”




“You’re scaring me,” Tamsin shoots back. “Do you have any idea how hard it was to get you registered?”




Everything in me goes still.




Slowly, I lift my gaze.




“Tamsin.” My voice is very calm. “What did you do?”




She beams. “I did you a favor.”




There it is. The headache that’s been hovering behind my eyes all afternoon descends in full.




“I am going to kill you,” I say.




The girl on the stool squeaks.




“Not literally,” I add. “Probably.”




“Relax,” Tamsin says, waving off the threat as she strides deeper into the room. She smells like soap, flour from the kitchen where she works, and sharp, fierce determination. “You can’t kill me. My death will ruin the dress I brought you.”




“There is no dress,” I say automatically. “Because I am not going to the Convergence.”




A folded bundle of soft fabric lands on the table beside my jars with a heavy thump.




Tamsin raises a brow. “Really?”




I stare at the dress. Pale green. Simple cut but good fabric. Not cheap.




“Tamsin…” My voice comes out more tired than angry. “We’ve talked about this.”




“Yes,” she says. “We have. And every time, you hide here until it’s over. And every time, you pretend it doesn’t bother you when people talk like you’re cursed.”




Old Man Garron snorts from the bench. “She’s the only one keeping this side of the district alive, girl. Leave her to it.”




Tamsin shoots him a look. “And she’ll keep doing that. After the ceremony. She’s already registered; her token is with the officiant. If she doesn’t show, it’s an insult. To the Moon Goddess. To the crown. To me, who bribed three people to push her name through.”




“You bribed—?” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Tamsin.”




The girl with the bandaged wrist watches us with wide eyes. “You got chosen to go, healer?”




“Everyone can go,” I say. “If they register.”




“But she hasn’t. Ever.” Tamsin cuts in. “Because she thinks fate forgot her.”




Heat crawls up the back of my neck. “Can you not yell my deep, shameful secrets in front of the entire district?”




“There are four people here,” Tamsin says. “And Garron is half-deaf.”




“I heard that,” Garron mutters.




I blow out a slow breath and focus on tying off the bandage on the girl’s wrist. “No shifting. Rest it. If he bothers you again, come back and we’ll talk to the patrol captain.”




The girl nods quickly, eyes darting between me and Tamsin. “Thank you,” she murmurs, then slips off the stool and hurries for the door.




As soon as it shuts behind her, Tamsin pounces.




“You’re welcome,” she says.




I fold my arms. “I didn’t say thank you.”




“You were thinking it,” she says. “Underneath all that annoyed healer act.”




I glance at the dress. It’s a nice one. Not noble-level, but better than anything I own. There’s even embroidery at the neckline—small crescent shapes stitched in silver thread.




“I can’t go,” I say quietly. “You know what they’ll say.”




Tamsin softens. Her shoulders drop, and some of the fierce light in her eyes gentles. “They already say it, Lyra. They’ve been saying it since you were a child. ‘Traitor’s daughter.’ ‘Elowen curse.’” Her voice twists bitterly on the words. “Staying home isn’t stopping that.”




The name sits between us like a stone.




Elowen.




My father’s name before it became my sentence.




The air in the clinic feels tighter, the walls closer. The smell of blood and herbs and fear pressing down on my ribs. I busy my hands with cleaning the used bowls on the table, though they’re already clean. Anything to avoid looking at my cousin.




Tamsin moves closer. “Listen to me,” she says softly. “The Convergence isn’t about them. It’s about the Goddess. It’s about wolves standing under the moons and asking to be seen. And you—” She puts a hand over my ink-stained fingers, stopping their restless motion. “You deserve to be seen, Lyra. Not as his daughter. As you.”




I swallow. My throat feels too tight. “The Goddess sees everyone, Tams. Registration papers don’t change that.”




“Maybe not,” she says. “But the crown does. The council does. The rest of the pack definitely does. You can’t spend your whole life letting other people decide what you’re allowed to have.”




I pull my hand away gently. “I’m not like you.”




“I know.” Her lips twitch. “If you were like me, half the district would be on fire.”




“Exactly my point.”




She rolls her eyes. “You don’t have to dance in the front row with the nobles. Just stand at the edge. Let the moonlight touch you. That’s it.”




My chest aches. I remember, suddenly, being five years old and peeking out from behind my father’s legs as wolves in fine clothes walked past our door on their way to the ceremony. The way my father’s face had gone carefully blank. The way my mother had shut the curtains and told me stories about the Moon Goddess instead.




The year after that, there had been no ceremony for us. Just guards, and shackles, and the word traitor echoing like a crack of thunder.




“They’ll see me,” I whisper, before I can stop the words. “The nobles. The guards. The royal family. Everyone.”




Tamsin nods. “Good.”




“Not good,” I snap. “Tamsin, they see my name and they remember the trial. The whispers. The way Father refused to bow. They won’t think, ‘Oh look, a hardworking healer from the lower streets.’ They’ll think, ‘Why is she here?’ ‘Who let her in?’ ‘Is she going to betray us too?’”




Tamsin’s jaw clenches. “Then let them think it,” she says. “And then let them see that they’re wrong.”




I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “You say that like it’s simple.”




“It is simple,” she insists. “Not easy. But simple. You walk. You stand. You exist where they can’t pretend you don’t. And if they can’t handle that, that’s their problem, not yours.”




I look at her. At the fierce set of her jaw, the spark in her eyes that has gotten us both into and out of trouble more times than I can count. Tamsin has always believed the world could be pushed into shape if she just shoved hard enough.




I used to believe that too, before I learned what happens to Elowens who push back.




“Tamsin,” I say quietly. “What if the Goddess doesn’t…want me there?”




Silence fills the room, loud as a shout.




Her expression softens completely. “Lyra…”




“I mean it,” I say. The words tumble out now, too fast to stop. Years’ worth of swallowed fears finally tearing free. “What if I go, and nothing happens? What if I stand there in front of everyone, under three full moons, and the bond flares for other wolves but not me? They’ll talk. They’ll say even fate doesn’t want a traitor’s blood in the future of the pack. They’ll—”




She grabs me by the shoulders.




I shut up.




“Look at me,” she demands.




I drag my gaze up. Her eyes are bright with angry tears.




“You are not your father’s crimes,” she says. Each word is deliberate, like she’s carving it into stone. “Whatever he did—or didn’t do—that’s on him and the bastards who judged him. Not on you. You heal people who spit on your name. You mend guards who still flinch when they see your mark in the records. You’ve spent your whole life paying for something you didn’t break, Lyra. Enough.”




I blink. My vision blurs.




“But what if—”




“Enough,” she repeats. “The Goddess doesn’t make mistakes. Not with bonds. Not with lives. If you stand under those moons and nothing happens, it’s not because you’re broken. It’s because your story isn’t finished yet. And if something does happen…”




She shrugs, mouth quirking. “Then we’ll deal with that madness when it comes.”




A bitter laugh escapes me. “You say ‘madness’ like you mean it.”




“Oh, I do.” She grins suddenly. “Can you imagine? The look on those nobles’ faces if your bond snapped to someone important? They’d choke.”




My stomach lurches. “Don’t say things like that.”




“What?” She widens her eyes innocently. “You don’t want to be dragged into the royal circle? Dance with some gold-collared lordling? Have the whole court tripping over themselves because the traitor’s daughter is their new favorite scandal?”




I shove her hands off my shoulders. “Now I definitely don’t want to go.”




She laughs, bright and unbothered. “I’m kidding. Mostly. Come on, Lyra. You haven’t even had a real kiss yet.”




Heat blasts up my face. “Tamsin!”




Garron wheezes from the bench, choking on his own amusement. “Gods, girl, let the healer be.”




Tamsin grins at him. “I’m trying to. That’s the point.” She sobers, turning back to me. “Just come. Stand in the shadows if you want. You’re good at that. But at least give the Goddess a chance to surprise you.”




I exhale slowly, shoulders sagging.




I want to say no. To dig in my heels and cling to the safety of my small world. My clinic. My herbs. My predictable days and nights.




But the truth is, that safety is a lie. I’m already a name on their lists. A stain in their records. A ghost in the corners of their polished halls.




And Tamsin is right about one thing: hiding hasn’t saved me from any of it.




I stare at the pale green dress. The silver crescents stitched in a careful, slightly uneven line. Tamsin did those by hand. I recognize her stitches. She must have stayed up late to finish it, candle flickering, fingers pricked.




“Tamsin,” I say quietly. “Where did you get the coin for this?”




She shifts, suddenly fascinated by a crack in the floor. “Don’t worry about it.”




“Tamsin.”




She sighs. “I did some extra mending for the palace tailors,” she admits. “They’re up to their ears prepping gowns for the ceremony. I just…kept a bit aside.”




My chest tightens. “Your wages—”




“Are mine to spend,” she cuts in. “And I chose to spend them on you walking into that glade tonight looking like a wolf the Goddess might actually notice.”




“She already notices me,” I mutter, but my protests sound weak even to my own ears.




Tamsin’s expression softens into something almost pleading. “Please, Lyra. Just this once. If you hate it, I’ll never ask again. I’ll let you hide in this drafty little clinic until your hair is grey and the herbs grow out of your ears.”




Garron snorts. “I’d pay to see that.”




“Out,” I say automatically, pointing at the door. “You’re all discharged.”




Garron grumbles but hauls himself up, clutching his side. “You still owe me a discount, girl.”




“I just taped your ribs back together,” I remind him. “You owe me your continued ability to breathe.”




He mutters something unflattering and shuffles out, bumping shoulders with Rook, who has apparently been listening at the door. They exchange looks, then both smirk at me in the same infuriating way.




“Have fun at the Convergence, healer,” Rook calls as he leaves.




“I hope your eyebrow scars crooked,” I call back.




The door swings shut. Silence settles, broken only by the faint scratch of Tamsin’s thumb against the dress fabric.




“Well?” she says.




I sigh. Long and defeated.




“You’re not going to shut up about this, are you?”




“No,” she says promptly.




“Fine,” I say, the word torn from me like a bandage. “I’ll go. For a little while. I’ll stand at the back where no one can see me. And when nothing happens, you will not say ‘I told you so.’”




Her squeal is so loud, I flinch.




She throws herself at me, arms wrapping tight, almost knocking the breath out of my lungs. “You won’t regret it.”




“I probably will,” I mumble into her shoulder.




She pulls back, grinning so hard her cheeks must hurt. “I’ll be back in an hour to help you get ready. Don’t you dare be gone.”




“Where would I go?” I gesture around the cramped clinic. “I live here, remember?”




“Good.” She snatches the dress back up, then thinks better of it and sets it carefully on the table. “Don’t work yourself to death before the ceremony. You still have to walk there on your own two feet.”




She kisses my cheek, then darts out of the clinic in a whirl of blue fabric and determination.




I stand there for a long moment, staring at the empty doorway.




The bell over the door jingles once more as it settles, the sound oddly final.




Outside, the district hums with nervous excitement. I can hear music starting up in the upper streets, a distant thrum carried on the wind. Packs calling to one another. Wolves laughing, preening, pretending not to be terrified.




I close the clinic a little earlier than usual.




No more patients come, anyway. They’re all too busy combing their hair, adjusting their collars, pinning on charms they hope will make them more appealing under the moons.




I scrub the tables, rinse the bowls, hang fresh cloths to dry. I stack jars of salves and tinctures in straight lines, fingers moving on autopilot. Anything to keep from thinking about what comes next.




When there’s nothing left to clean, I lock the door and climb the narrow stairs to my room.




The attic is small, but the sloped ceiling and single round window make it feel almost cozy. The bed is narrow, the blanket patched. Shelves line the walls, crowded with books and bundles of dried plants—my own little forest of brown and green.




I set the dress on the bed and sit beside it, touching the fabric like it might bite.




The pale green looks…beautiful, actually. Soft against my calloused hands. The silver crescents catch the fading light from the window, glinting like tiny moons.




I swallow hard.




“This is ridiculous,” I tell the room. My voice sounds strange up here, alone. “I’m a healer, not a debutante. No one’s going to notice me at a ceremony full of nobles and warriors and—”




Kings.




Princes.




My stomach twists.




I’ve never seen Prince Kael in person. Only glimpsed him from far away once, years ago, when his procession passed through the district on the way to the border. Armor gleaming, wolf-men marching in tight formation. His presence had rolled over us like a wave, heavy and suffocating, even at a distance.




He’s not for people like me.




None of them are.




I tug the laces of my everyday tunic loose, fingers suddenly clumsy. The mirror propped against the wall catches my reflection—the same as always.




Dark hair braided back in a simple plait. Brown skin smudged with herb stains. Ink on my fingers from writing prescriptions earlier. Eyes too big for my narrow face, shadows under them from too many late nights and too much worry.




Average. Forgettable.




Safe.




Mostly.




I strip down to my underthings, trying not to think about what I’m preparing for. My wolf paces inside me, restless, ears pricked toward some distant call. She remembers the pull of the moons, the way the pack’s energy will swirl tonight. It always stirs her, even when I stay home.




I pull the dress over my head.




The fabric slides over my skin like water, cool and light. It settles around my hips, the skirt brushing my knees. The neckline is modest but flattering. The color makes my skin look warmer, my shoulders less bony.




I turn in front of the mirror, suspicious.




It’s not bad.




Tamsin even accounted for my tendency to forget jewelry; there are tiny beads sewn into the collar, catching the light.




I smooth my hands down the front, feeling my heart thud against my ribs.




What am I doing?




I should be here, in my clinic, stocked for any accidents that might happen tonight. Spirits know there will be plenty. Drunk wolves, rejected wolves, wolves who can’t handle their bond snapping to someone they didn’t expect.




Instead, I’m going to be one of them.




Or, more likely, I’ll be standing at the very back, watching bonds flare for everyone else.




I sit on the edge of the bed and bend to pull on my boots. They’re plain, slightly scuffed, but sturdy. The dress hides most of them anyway.




Something glints on the windowsill.




I look up.




A small, circular piece of metal lies there—the Convergence token Tamsin mentioned. It shouldn’t be here; she said the officiant had it. But then, Tamsin has never cared much about how things are supposed to work.




I pick it up.




It’s heavier than it looks. A simple disc of dull silver, etched with three overlapping moons. My thumb fits into the groove worn smooth by generations of hopeful wolves.




My name is scratched into the back, neat and precise.




Lyra Elowen.




I stare at the letters until they blur.




“There,” I say softly, to no one. “You see me. Don’t you?”




The moons on the token catch the last light of the setting sun. For a heartbeat, it looks like they glow.




Stupid, I tell myself. Just a trick of the light.




Still, I close my fingers around it and hold it tight, feeling the chilled metal warm against my palm.




Down in the streets, voices are rising. The sound swells, a living thing. Wolves moving toward the sacred glade. Toward the ritual circle where fate is revealed and futures are sealed.




My heart beats faster in my chest, matching the rhythm of their steps.




“You’ll regret this,” I whisper to my reflection.




She looks back at me, pale green dress and uncertain eyes, with something fierce and fragile coiling under her ribs.




Maybe I will.




But for the first time in a long time, I am about to step into a place where everyone will see me.




Not just as a healer. Not just as a traitor’s daughter.




As a wolf.




I slip the token into the pocket Tamsin cleverly sewed into the dress’s seam.




Then I stand, square my shoulders, and head for the door.




The moons are rising.




And whether I’m ready or not, I’m going to meet them.








  
  
  Chapter Two – The Shadow Wolf Prince Returns
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(Kael)




Blood smells the same everywhere.




On the Shadow Border it’s layered with damp earth and burning pine, smoke clawing at the back of your throat. In the Lower Howl District it’s sharper, cut with cheap spirits and city grime. In the palace yards it blends with dust and sweat.




Out here, it’s just blood.




“Formation!” I roar, voice rough from smoke. “Rook, left! Jace, with me! Don’t let them circle!”




The patrol snaps together. Even half-singed, my wolves move the way we drilled into them—tight, efficient, dangerous.




Three rogues burst from the burning treeline, eyes glowing an ugly, too-bright red. Their movements are jerky and wrong, foam hanging from their jaws.




Drugged. Again.




My wolf surges up, eager, furious. I let him bleed into my limbs; the world snaps into perfect focus. Every heartbeat, every footfall, every spark from the fire is painfully clear.




The first rogue lunges for Rook’s exposed side.




I’m already moving.




Steel clears my scabbard with a hiss. I step across Rook’s path and meet the rogue head-on, the impact shuddering up my arm. His breath stinks of chemicals and rot. I turn my wrist and the blade bites into his shoulder, hot blood spattering my face.




“On your feet,” I growl at Rook without looking back. “You fall, they feast.”




Rook grunts, scrambling upright, claws digging ruts in the dirt.




To my left, Jace slams into another rogue, the two of them crashing together in a tangle of fur and teeth. Bones crunch. The fireline behind them roars, hungrily eating through dry underbrush.




The third rogue has enough sense to go for our weakest flank. He darts toward a skinny scout fighting to keep his footing, lips peeled back in a snarl.




NO, my wolf snaps, the word a raw sound in my skull.




I pivot, momentum carrying me into a low slide. The rogue leaps; I slash upward. Steel kisses his belly, tearing him open. He lands badly, legs folding. Jace shakes his own opponent once, hard, and there’s an ugly crack as a neck gives way.




The last rogue wheels back toward me, stumbling, fury driving him forward even as his insides try to spill out.




He barrels into my chest; we slam together. His weight drives me back a step, claws scrabbling for purchase on my shoulders. His teeth snap inches from my throat.




My wolf surges.




We slam our forehead into his snout.




Bone cracks. He reels.




I wrench my arm free and drive my blade between his ribs, angling up. His body goes stiff, then limp. We stagger for a heartbeat before he drops at my feet, dead weight on trampled grass.




Fire snaps behind us, throwing sparks into the night. A whole line of trees is burning now, flames licking up trunks and leaping from branch to branch. The ground under them looks damp and dark in patches.




They laid accelerant. This wasn’t random.




Someone planned this.




Someone with maps and patience and access.




Inside, my wolf snarls one word.




Traitor.




Later, I tell him. We keep our wolves breathing first.




“Status!” I shout, chest heaving.




“Three down,” Jace pants, shaking blood from his muzzle. “Six wounded. Everyone alive.”




For now.




“Fall back,” I order. “We’re not dying of smoke because you idiots are too proud to retreat. Get the wounded on sleds. Move.”




There’s a heartbeat of hesitation—the old instinct to finish the kill—but rank wins. They obey, ripping down small saplings and cloaks, lashing together crude sleds. We haul the unconscious onto them as gently as we can.




The rogues’ bodies we drag away from the trees. Oil, spark, flame. They burn quickly, adding their stench to the rest. Whatever they were before someone turned them into tools, they were still wolves once. They get fire and ash, not a slow rot in the dirt.




“Almost there,” Rook grunts what feels like a lifetime later, dragging one end of a sled beside me.




The mountain path rises under our boots, winding along the river toward the palace. Behind us, the Shadow Border glows in places where fire still crawls through underbrush, a dark scar between our territory and the wildlands beyond. It hums under my skin, the way it always does—warning, waiting.




Above it, three pale shapes are climbing behind the haze.




The triple moons.




My wolf pushes hard against my skin, restless. He wants what the rest of the pack wants tonight—moons, music, the thick hum of pack magic, the chance for the bond to snap to someone who smells like home.




I shove him down.




We both know the council already has a name picked out for my future. They didn’t ask the Goddess for it; they calculated it.




We crest the last rise and Moonspire Palace comes into view, carved straight out of the mountain. Towers and arches reach for the sky, windows spilling warm light. Silver banners hang from the walls, the royal crest glinting faintly—howling wolf and crescent moon.




Music drifts from somewhere beyond the outer wall. Laughter. A drumbeat. The Convergence is already drawing wolves to the sacred glade.




Of course it is.




“Captain!” a gate guard calls when he spots us, eyes widening at the blood, the soot, the sleds. “Your Highness—”




“Get the healers,” I cut in. “Rogue attack at marker fifteen. Fire again. And send word to the Queen that I’m back.”




He blanches and bolts through the archway.




We pass under stone teeth into the courtyard. The palace closes around us, cutting off the sight of the burning trees. The sudden switch from smoke and shadow to polished stone and lamplight makes my head swim.




Inside, everything is too bright. Too clean. My wolves look wrong here, bleeding on smooth flagstones.




Healers spill from the infirmary, pale robes flaring. They move fast, efficient, taking the wounded from us, assessing damage, barking orders. The sharp sting of alcohol and herbs rolls over the copper tang of blood.




“You brought them back alive,” one healer murmurs as she takes the sled handles from me. Her gaze flicks to my split knuckles, then up. “We’ll take it from here, Your Highness.”




“That’s why I pay you,” I say.




She doesn’t flinch at my tone. Just nods and moves away.




When the last of my wolves is out of my hands, some of the steel in my spine loses its tension. Not much. Just enough for my wolf to suck in a breath that isn’t all smoke and rage.




The moons are higher now.




Their pull presses at the back of my eyes, a slow thrum in the air.




“Your Highness.”




That smooth, measured voice makes my jaw tighten before I even turn.




Lord Varric approaches, dark blue robes perfectly arranged, silver hair tied back without a strand out of place. He smells of ink and incense and old money.




“Lord Varric,” I say. “Nice night for a stroll.”




His gaze tracks over me—soot on my cheek, damp hair, shirt half undone under my armor. His mouth tightens. “And you’ve had quite the…evening.”




“Rogues,” I say. “Marker fifteen. They knew our exact patrol path and had fire ready. Again.”




He clasps his hands behind his back. “We will, of course, investigate any lapses in security.”




“At dawn?” I ask. “After the Convergence? After the border is done burning?”




His eyes harden, just for a second. “The Tri-Lunar Convergence is not an event we can move around on a schedule, Your Highness. It is the holiest night of the cycle. The pack expects their prince to stand with them under the moons. Their confidence in the crown—”




“—isn’t worth much if we’re dead,” I say flatly.




For one heartbeat, all the palace noise seems to fall away.




Then he smooths his expression into council-neutral again. “We have patrols in place, wards strengthened, priests performing the rites,” he says. “The border will survive one night. Our people, however, need to see you. They need to see that you are ready to accept the bond the Goddess offers. The optics—”




“I said I would attend,” I cut in. “I didn’t say I’d enjoy it.”




“Enjoyment is a luxury,” he murmurs. “Attendance is…not. The carriages are nearly ready. You have time to make yourself presentable. Her Majesty asked me to remind you that Lady Seris will be waiting.”




Of course she will.




The council’s favorite solution, wrapped in silk and ice.




“I’ll be there,” I say. The words taste like iron.




“Excellent.” He inclines his head. “Do try not to keep the moons waiting.”




He glides away, robes whispering.




My wolf paces again, scraping claws along the inside of my lungs.




We should be there, he growls. Where the pack gathers. Where she is.




“There is no ‘she,’” I mutter.




A servant carrying a stack of folded cloaks startles. “My lord?”




“Nothing,” I snap. “Watch where you’re going.”




He flattens himself against the wall as I shoulder past, heading down a side corridor toward my rooms.




The palace hums around me. Nobles in expensive fabric and polished boots drift toward the main hall, laughing too loudly, nerves shining through the cracks. Servants dart between them with trays and cloaks, doing the real work of moving a kingdom.




More than one glance follows me. Some respectful. Some cautious. Some quietly resentful that their prince reeks of smoke instead of perfume.




A tall mirror on the wall catches my reflection as I pass.




Dark hair tied back, still damp. Gold eyes burning brighter than the sconces. Soot smeared along my jaw like war paint. A streak of someone else’s blood at my throat.




The Shadow Wolf Prince.




They started calling me that after my fifth campaign along the border. The council liked how it sounded in proclamations. Wolves in the lower ranks liked that I actually showed up to fight instead of sending them out while I stayed home.




I never asked for the title.




My rooms are blessedly quiet.




Leather, paper, steel and oil—that’s what they smell like. A formal black jacket and silver shirt are laid out on a chair, boots polished until I can see my reflection in them. Someone’s folded my ceremonial sash with almost insulting precision.




I strip the last of my armor off, the breastplate thudding onto the stand. My tunic is stuck to me with sweat. It peels away with a wet sound. Cool air hits hot skin, drawing a hiss from between my teeth.




Scars cross my chest and stomach, white lines against bronze. Some thin, some jagged, one ugly puckered circle where a spear went in and came back out. Every one a story.




They’re easier to carry than the stories the council tries to write for me.




I scrub at the basin until the water turns dark, then pink, then almost clear. Soap stings where skin is split. I welcome the burn. It’s real.




A knock comes.




“Enter,” I say, drying my face.




The door opens and my mother steps in.




Queen Eldra’s presence always changes a room, even when she does nothing but breathe. Tonight she’s wrapped in deep green, hair woven back with silver threads, crown sitting like it grew out of her skull. The weight of her gaze is heavier than the metal.




“You’re hurt,” she says, looking me over.




“Not in any way that matters,” I say.




She hums, unconvinced, and reaches up, thumb brushing just under my cheekbone. Power hums under her touch, soft and warm, easing a sting I didn’t realize was there. When she pulls her hand back, there’s blood on her fingers.




“Not in any way that matters,” she repeats dryly.




“It’s gone now.”




She wipes her fingers clean. “Fire again?”




“Yes.” I pull the clean shirt over my head. “And they knew our adjusted route. Again.”




Her eyes sharpen. “You think—”




“I think someone with access to patrol maps and schedules keeps getting very convenient amnesia,” I say. “Our enemies don’t guess this well. They’re being fed.”




She studies me for a long moment. “We’ll dig,” she says at last. “Quietly. Carefully.”




“After the ceremony.”




Her mouth twists. “After the ceremony.”




Anger pushes against my ribs. “Sometimes I think the only thing that would make the council cancel one of their sacred nights is a burning palace.”




“Don’t say that where they can hear you,” she says. “They’d only be offended you suggested anything might dare to burn their carpets.”




I huff out a thin laugh.




She steps back, looking me over as I button the shirt and shrug on the jacket. Her hands move automatically, smoothing a seam, adjusting the collar, like she used to when I was a boy.




“You hate being stared at,” she says softly.




“I hate being used as a prop,” I correct. “Staring I can live with.”




“The pack doesn’t see you as a prop,” she says. “They see you as proof.”




“Proof of what?”




“That the crown still stands. That the line continues. That the Goddess hasn’t abandoned us.” She meets my eyes. “Tonight, they need that. They need to see their future king under the moons with them, trusting Her to do what the council cannot.”




My wolf pricks his ears. The word future sits in my chest like a stone.




“The council seems fairly sure what She’s going to do,” I say. “They’ve been saying ‘Lady Seris, future queen’ for years.”




Her lips press together. “The council has always confused their wishes with Her will.” She pauses. “What will you do if they don’t match?”




I don’t look away.




“I’ll listen,” I say.




To what, exactly, I’m not sure. The moons. The bond. The wolf snarling in my chest like he knows something I don’t.




She nods once. “Good.”




She moves to the door, then glances back. “Duty matters,” she says. “But so does what you can live with when you look in a mirror. Remember that, when the time comes.”




“No pressure,” I say.




She smiles, quick and tired. “Pressure makes diamonds. Or it breaks rock. We’ll see which you are.” She opens the door. “The carriages are waiting.”




When she’s gone, the room feels larger and emptier.




I fasten the moon-crest clasp at my throat. The formal jacket feels too light, too fragile, like it could tear if I breathe too hard.




At the threshold, I pause, hand on the latch.




My wolf is right there, pressed against my ribs, buzzing like a live wire.




What? I ask him.




He answers with sensation instead of words—wet earth, crushed herbs, rain hitting hot stone. A scent I don’t know and crave as if I’ve been starving for it my whole life.




The image flashes through me and vanishes, leaving my fingers tight on the door.




“Fine,” I mutter. “We’ll see.”




The main courtyard is chaos wrapped in ceremony.




Carriages line up under torchlight, wheels rattling as grooms shift them into position. Nobles in silver and jewel tones move in bright clusters, laughter a little too sharp at the edges. Guards in polished armor stand at attention, pretending not to be jealous of the ones assigned to the glade itself.




At the center of it all, Lady Seris waits.




She looks every inch the picture the council wants—tall, poised, wrapped in a silver gown that glitters like frost. Crystals scatter light along the bodice. Her dark hair falls in a perfect sheet down her back, a thin circlet resting on her brow.




Her eyes find me the second I step out.




“Your Highness,” she says, gliding toward me. “Back from the border just in time. I was starting to worry you’d make the Goddess jealous of your priorities.”




“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I say. “She takes offense faster than you do.”




Her smile sharpens for half a heartbeat, then smooths. “Fortunately for you, I have a longer tolerance for your…eccentricities.” Her gaze skims over my clothes, the cleaned skin, the faint shadows under my eyes. “Busy night?”




“Rogues at marker fifteen,” I say. “They knew our route. Had fire ready.”




“Again,” she echoes, just as my mother did. Her eyes flick toward the distant mountains, thoughtful. “Then it is good you’re here now. The border will still be there tomorrow. The triple moons…” She lets the sentence trail off, implying they might not.




She steps close enough for her perfume to wrap around me—cool, floral, expensive. My wolf lifts his head, sniffs, then lays it back down with a bored huff.




No spark. No pull. No shift in the air.




Nothing.




Seris’ fingers slide around my forearm before I decide whether to offer it. “Walk with me,” she murmurs. “They’re all watching. You’ll calm them.”




Smile, she adds under her breath.




I bare my teeth in something that might pass.




We move toward the foremost carriage. My mother stands off to one side, crown catching torchlight, expression unreadable. Our eyes meet briefly. Something like warning passes through hers.




I step into the carriage with Seris.




The door shuts. Hooves clatter. The palace begins to roll away behind us.




We pass through the main gate and onto the road that winds down toward the forest. Other carriages follow in neat lines behind, lanterns swaying. The city unwraps around us—stone giving way to packed dirt, tidy streets narrowing, lanterns glowing in crooked windows.




Wolves spill from doorways in their best clothes, moving in the same direction we are. Some bow their heads as we pass. Some just stare, eyes bright. Some don’t look at all.




My gaze slides toward the edge of the Lower Howl District as we rattle past.




The buildings there are smaller, older, leaning into each other like tired wolves. Laundry hangs between them. Music drifts from an open window—a fiddle, a drum, voices raised in a rough harmony.




One narrow cross-street opens briefly between structures.




A door hangs there, under a small, weathered sign with a faded healer’s mark.




As we roll by, the door opens.




A woman steps out, locking it behind her.




She wears a pale green dress that doesn’t quite hide the sturdy boots on her feet. Dark hair pulled into a simple braid. She checks the lock twice, then slips something small and silver into a pocket at her hip.




Moons etched into metal. A Convergence token.




She lifts her head.




Our carriage is almost past her, but for a heartbeat, the wind shifts.




Her scent hits me.




Herbs. Clean soap. Rain cooling hot stone. Under it all, the unmistakable edge of wolf. Not noble incense, not polished court life—raw earth, healing hands, stubborn life in a place that tries to crush it.




My lungs forget how to work.




My wolf slams upright.




MINE.




The word isn’t thought. It’s pure instinct, ripping through me like lightning. The world narrows to the green dress, the braid, the way her hand curls around the pocket where she hid the token.




Then the carriage jolts forward. Buildings slide between us. The scent thins, then disappears, eaten by dust and perfume and distance.




“Are you all right?” Seris asks sharply beside me. “You went…still.”




I drag in a breath that feels like swallowing gravel.




“I’m fine,” I say, but my voice sounds wrong to my own ears.




Out beyond the carriage window, under the climbing moons, a healer from the shadows walks toward a ceremony she never wanted.




And every part of me that has ever obeyed a command or bowed to duty suddenly feels like a chain about to snap.
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(Lyra)


By the time I reach the end of our street, my legs are already regretting every life choice that led to me wearing a dress and boots at the same time.


“Stop walking like you’re heading to an execution,” Tamsin mutters at my side. “You’re scaring the pups.”


“There are no pups,” I say, staring straight ahead.


“Yes there are,” she says. “The butcher’s twin terrors. They just ducked behind that barrel when you glared at them.”


I drag my gaze sideways.


Two small faces peek over a rain-warped crate outside the butcher’s shop. Wide eyes. Smudged noses. One of them is gnawing on a strip of dried meat like it’s his last meal before war.


When they see me looking, they squeak and vanish again.


“I’m not glaring,” I say.


“You look like someone stole your last bandage,” Tamsin says. “Try…glowing. You know. Mystical. Hopeful. Slightly horny.”


I choke. “Tamsin.”


“What?” She bumps my shoulder with hers. “You’re going to a mate ceremony. You can at least act like the idea of not dying alone doesn’t disgust you.”


“I’m more concerned with not dying at all,” I mutter.


We weave through the gathering flow of bodies heading in the same direction. Wolves from every corner of the district drift out of doorways and alleys, drawn like metal filings toward a magnet. The air hums with nerves and cheap perfume and too-loud laughter.


Some are dressed in careful finery—pressed shirts, borrowed jewelry, dresses let out at the seams. Others are simply clean, hair combed, wearing their best version of themselves. A few already smell like they pre-gamed the ceremony with hard liquor.


Above it all, the moons climb slowly, pale shapes brightening as the sky deepens to indigo. The rains that threatened earlier have slunk away north. The air is clear and cool, every scent sharp.


My wolf prowls under my skin, restless.


She doesn’t speak in words. If she did, I’d probably be more of a mess. But she pushes images and urges through my thoughts—flickers of the glade, the taste of moonlight, vague impressions of running with others under a sky that feels too big and too close at once.


“I should have brought more herbs,” I say, mostly to fill the space between my ribs. “For calming. To pass out to the ones who panic when their bonds snap.”


“You’re not going as a healer tonight,” Tamsin says. “You’re going as you.”


“I don’t know how to be ‘just me,’” I say. “That’s the problem.”


She laughs softly. “Sure you do. You’re doing it right now. Overthinking and walking in a straight line.”


“You make that sound like a personality flaw.”


“Not a flaw,” she says. “A…signature.”


I want to be irritated. It’s safer, usually. But a small part of me, traitorous and warm, is grateful for her teasing. It keeps me from curling into myself and walking backward.


We reach the main road.


Here, the crowd thickens. Wolves from higher up the mountain join the flow—better fabrics, shinier buttons, jewelry that isn’t painted tin. A pair of warriors in fine, dark coats stride past, talking about patrol rotations. A gaggle of giggling young wolves cluster behind them, pretending not to stare.


One of the warriors glances over as we pass. His gaze flicks to my dress, my face, then drops to my hands.


He sees the ink stains and herb marks and knows what I am.


Something in his shoulders eases.


“Healers,” he says to his companion. “Glad they’re sending more this year. Last Convergence almost killed my sister.”


“Because she mated with an idiot,” the other man says. “He panicked and shifted right there in the circle. Nearly took her head off. They’re fine now, though. Can’t keep their hands off each other.”


They laugh and move on.


I look down at my ink-smudged fingers.


“I could still bring a small kit,” I say.


“I brought one,” Tamsin says. “Don’t worry. I knew you’d try to turn this into a clinic shift.”


“You’re impossible,” I say.


“You’re welcome,” she says.


We’re almost at the district border when the first carriage almost runs me over.


The road narrows as it curves around a cluster of buildings, forcing wolves and wheels into close quarters. I’m too busy watching an older she-wolf in a beautiful orange wrap argue with her mate about whether their youngest is “too young to stand in the outer circle” to notice the carriage bearing down.


Hooves clatter. Wheels rattle. Someone shouts.


Tamsin jerks me back by the arm.


A sleek black carriage flashes past, wood shining, lanterns swinging. The crest on the door glints in the lamplight—a wolf’s head and crescent.


Royal.


For one dizzy second, I’m close enough to see inside.


A man’s profile. Strong jaw, shadowed cheekbone, dark hair tied back. Broad shoulders under formal black. Gold at his throat.


His head is turned away—but then, as we pass, something must pull his attention sideways.


He looks.


Our eyes don’t meet. The angle is wrong. But his gaze cuts toward the window, sharp and sudden, like someone slapped him.


And even through the glass, even in that heartbeat, I feel it.


A drag at the deepest part of me.


My wolf lunges forward, pressing paws against my ribs.


There.


The word isn’t spoken. It’s more like a surge of hunger, of need, of recognition aimed directly at that shadowed figure.


Then the carriage is gone, rolling ahead, swallowed by the bend in the road and the bodies between us.


I stumble.


“Whoa,” Tamsin says, tightening her grip. “Careful. I know you hate nobles, but trying to get run over to avoid them is a bit much.”


“I didn’t…” My mouth is dry. “I wasn’t…”


My heart is pounding too fast. I press a hand to my chest, feeling the echo there. The place where something tugged.


Herbs. Smoke. Steel. The scent lingers in my nose, impossible and immediate. It’s faint, blurred by horse and sweat and dust, but under it is something sharper. Alpha-wolf. Shadow and command.


My wolf paces, tail high, ears pricked.


“What?” Tamsin asks, looking around. “Lyra?”


“Nothing,” I say quickly. Too quickly. “It’s nothing. Just—got dizzy for a second.”


She narrows her eyes. “You look like you swallowed a sparkstone.”


“I’m fine,” I say. “Really.”


“Mm.” She doesn’t sound convinced. “If you start foaming at the mouth, I’m dragging you back to your clinic.”


“Deal,” I say weakly.


We keep walking.


I try to get my breath back, my pulse under control. It’s just nerves, I tell myself. Carriages always make me feel weird. They represent everything that isn’t for people like me. It’s natural to freak out when nearly flattened by one carrying gods know who.


Still. The pounding in my chest doesn’t quite go away.


The higher we climb, the more the city changes.


The crooked roofs of the Lower Howl give way to taller, straighter buildings. Stone replaces wood. The smells shift—less fried onions and sewage, more polished floors and expensive spices. Laughter turns silkier, edged with practiced boredom.


Wolves from old families move here. Their clothes fit better. Their jewelry actually shines. They walk like the world owes them space.


Tamsin straightens her shoulders and lifts her chin. I copy her without thinking, even as my inner wolf balks at the unfamiliar glossy sheen of it all.


“Don’t stare at them like they’re exotic animals,” she mutters. “They can smell fear.”


“I’m not afraid,” I say.


“Liar.”


“I’m…cautious.”


“Same thing.”


We pass under a stone arch carved with moons and running wolves. Beyond it, the road widens and dips toward the trees.


The sacred glade sprawls ahead, a dark shape cupped in the bowl of the mountain. Lanterns swing from branches, casting soft gold light over worn stone and trampled grass. The trees here are older than the palace, older than the city. Their trunks twist like they’re listening.


Wolves already fill the clearing. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.


The sight hits me like another physical blow.


A ring of standing stones encircles the central space, each one carved with ancestral runes. The grass inside that circle is short and soft—worn down by generations of paws and bare feet. At the very center, a slightly raised platform where the officiants and royal family will stand.


Beyond the stones, wolves spread out in concentric lines. The inner circle—the ones closest to the ritual center—shine more than the rest. Nobles in silver and silk. Warriors with polished armor. High-ranking families from the upper city.


We in the lower ranks know our place.


Tamsin tugs my hand. “Back here,” she says. “We’ll get a good view near that big rock. You can hide behind it if you panic.”


“I don’t panic,” I say. “I…strategically withdraw.”


“Sure,” she says. “Strategically withdraw your ass over there.”


We skirt the edge of the glade, squeezing between groups of wolves and little clusters of lanterns. The energy in the air crackles. Wolves laugh too loudly, talk too fast, glance up at the moons, at each other. Some pairs stand close, shoulders pressed; already-bonded mates who still come to bask in the shared magic.


I pass a group of young wolves my age, maybe a little older, all dressed in matching dark blue. Their scents are similar—siblings. The tallest of them bumps his friend’s shoulder, nodding toward the inner circle.


“Don’t stare,” his friend hisses. “You’ll look desperate.”


“We are desperate,” another mutters. “I’m twenty-three. If the bond doesn’t snap tonight, my mother will start arranging introductions with every slightly single cousin within three packs.”


“Better that than never having anyone at all,” the first one says. “Imagine being unbonded forever. Having to…you know, choose.”


They all wrinkle their noses, as if the idea of choosing to love someone without a magical bond repulses them.


I look away quickly.


Tamsin finds us a spot near a moss-covered boulder at the farthest edge of the glade. It shelters us from one side, a cluster of stout trees from the other. We can see the central circle through the shifting bodies and flickering lanterns, but we’re not right up against it.


This is as close as I’m ever going to get, probably.


“Here,” Tamsin says, pulling me into position. “Perfect. You can pretend to be a tree if you want.”


“I might,” I say.


“Here’s your kit.” She presses a small leather pouch into my hand. “Balm for fainting. Herb sachet if someone starts hyperventilating. Your favorite anxiety tea blend. And before you say anything, I know what that look means. Yes, I used the last of the good chamomile. You’re worth it.”


“I should be charging you for my emotional labor,” I mutter, but my fingers close around the kit all the same.


The ground under my boots is cool and damp. The air smells like pine needles, wet moss, wolves, and something faintly metallic—magic, starting to stir.


There’s a dull chime somewhere near the center. A pair of officiants in pale robes climb onto the central platform. Their faces are hidden under cowls, but their voices carry.


“Wolves of Lunaris,” one calls. “Brothers and sisters, sons and daughters of the Moon. Tonight, under the rare grace of three full moons, we gather to stand before Her and ask that bonds be revealed, futures woven, and paths aligned.”


A murmur ripples through the crowd. Some wolves bow their heads. Others shift their weight, impatient.


The officiant continues. “You come from many streets and many bloodlines. But tonight, all stand equal before the goddess. The bond does not care for titles. It sees only truth.”


I snort quietly.


Tamsin elbows me. “Don’t sass the holy man,” she whispers. “He’s the one who marks the official scrolls. If you get a bond, you want it written legibly.”


“I doubt his handwriting can cancel my curse,” I whisper back.


“Stop saying that,” she says fiercely. “You’re not cursed.”


I don’t answer. The word is carved too deep.


“All unmated wolves who have registered for the Convergence,” the officiant calls, “step forward. Enter the ring of stone. Find your place. Breathe. Wait.”


The crowd shifts.


Around us, wolves begin to move toward the inner circle—some with purpose, some hesitating, all drawn by a thread I can almost see.


My heart leaps into my throat.


This is it.


“You’re going,” Tamsin murmurs.


“Right,” I say.


I don’t move.


She sighs, grabs my elbow, and gently steers me away from the rock.


“What if I collapse?” I whisper.


“I’ll prop you up,” she says.


“What if I throw up?”


“Try not to aim at anyone important,” she says. “Now go.”


We reach the line of standing stones. Up close, they’re taller than I thought—each one twice my height, carved with spirals and symbols worn smooth by centuries of hands. The air feels different as I pass between them. Thicker. Charged.


My skin prickles. My wolf stretches, pressing her nose against my ribs like she’s scenting something on the other side.


A woman in ceremonial robes stands just past the stones, a slate board in her hands. “Name?” she asks as I approach.


My throat locks.


“Elowen,” Tamsin says behind me. “Lyra Elowen.”


The officiant’s assistant looks up sharply. For a heartbeat, something flickers in her eyes. Recognition. Pity. A shadow of old gossip.


She checks her board, finds my name. The Convergence token I carry in my pocket burns cold suddenly, like someone dropped it into snow.


My hands want to curl into fists.


The assistant hesitates a fraction longer than she did with the wolves ahead of me. Then she steps aside.


“Enter,” she says.


The word is simple. Heavy. Final.


I step through.


The noise of the outer circle seems to fade, replaced by a low, distant thrum. My pulse? The pack’s? The rising of the moons? I can’t tell.


Wolves stand in scattered clusters and solitary points throughout the open space. No one touches. That’s one of the unspoken rules—until the bond snaps, you stand alone.


I head for the far edge of the inner ring, as close to the stones as I can get. The center feels too bright, too exposed. Here, at least, the shadow of a carved monolith falls partially over me.


I can still see the platform.


Servants in palace colors bustle about, preparing it. A row of chairs is set just off to one side for the royal family. The officiants confer in low tones.


“Breathe,” I tell myself.


I suck in a breath. Air fills my lungs, sharp and cool, scented with pine and expectation.


My wolf paces.


She’s calmer than I am. Curious. Attentive. Less concerned with embarrassment, more with…something else. Something like hunting. Like waiting at the edge of a clearing for something worth chasing.


“You’re okay,” Tamsin’s voice floats faintly from the other side of the stones. “You look great. Try not to fall. If you do fall, twist so you don’t land on your face.”


“Very helpful,” I mutter under my breath.


I can’t see her from here; the standing stones block my view. But knowing she’s just beyond them, arms probably folded, eyes sharp, helps.


The officiant raises his arms.


“Tonight,” he intones, “we stand under the gaze of all three of Her faces—Watcher, Weaver, Warrior. Those who seek their bonds, open your hearts. Those who do not, stand as witness and send them your strength.”


Wolves all around me shift their weight, roll their shoulders, stretch their necks. Some close their eyes, faces turned upward. Others stare straight ahead, jaws clenched.


I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.


I settle for unclenching my fists and letting my arms hang loose at my sides. I tilt my face up, eyes half-closed, and let the moons blur into three pale halos through my lashes.


Light spills through the branches, painting the glade in silver and shadow. It caresses my skin like cold water. My wolf inhales deeply, drawing it in.


Something in my chest…loosens. Just a fraction.


“Bonds will snap when they will,” the officiant says. “You will know. Do not doubt. The pull will be unmistakable.”


A low, nervous laugh ripples across the glade.


Unmistakable.


I think of the man in the carriage. The way my wolf lunged when his scent caught on the air. The way my heart stuttered like it was trying to leap out of my chest.


That was…nothing. Just nerves. Bad timing. A fluke.


This is different.


This is ritual. Magic. Goddess.


Right?


Drums begin somewhere near the trees—slow, deep beats that vibrate up through my boots. A flute joins in, weaving a thin melody over the top. Wolves start humming under their breath, voices blending into a low, wordless song.


Pack magic.


It’s always been there, in the background. In the way the lower district breathes together when trouble comes. In the way a howl from the border echoes through streets and is answered in kind. But here, focused, it’s overwhelming.


I close my eyes fully.


For a moment, there is nothing but sound and scent and the thrum of blood.


My father brought me here once, before the trial.


The memory comes unbidden—strong hands lifting me so I could see over the adults’ heads, the moons bright, his voice in my ear.


“Do you feel it, little wolf?”


I hadn’t, really. I’d been too tired, too overwhelmed. I’d faked it for his sake, nodding and saying yes as if the Goddess had whispered secrets in my ear.


Now, without meaning to, I whisper, “If you’re up there and listening…please don’t make this worse than it already is.”


Silence answers.


Then—movement, near the platform.


I open my eyes.


The royal family is arriving.


A hush falls. Wolves shift to clear a path as a line of palace guards in polished armor strides in, formation tight and precise. They take position around the central space.


Behind them, four figures.


The king and queen walk side by side. He’s shorter than I expected, his beard shot through with grey, crown resting lightly on thinning hair. His presence is steady, not overwhelming. She—Queen Eldra—is taller, her bearing so effortlessly regal the air seems to bend around her. Green gown. Silver threads in her dark hair. A quiet power that makes lesser wolves straighten without realizing it.


Beside them, a younger woman—probably the king’s sister or a cousin, dressed more simply, eyes bright and curious.


And the Crown Prince.


He is…


Bigger.


Closer, he seems larger than he did in my memory of the carriage—a presence that fills space even when he’s just walking. Broad shoulders in a black formal jacket, moon-crest at his throat. His hair is tied back neatly now, the soot and blood I glimpsed earlier gone, but there’s a hardness in his



























































































































































































