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I learned early that a wolf could belong to a pack and still have no place in it. Blackthorn Pack called me one of their own when they needed my hands. When a warrior split his skin open on the training stones, they called for Selene. When a child burned with fever, they called for Selene. When an elder’s joints locked in winter, when a hunter’s shoulder came loose, when a mother bled too much after birth, they called for Selene. But when the feasting tables were laid, my seat was near the door. When the young wolves danced under the full moon, no one reached for my hand. When noble daughters practiced Luna bows in the courtyard, I stood at the edge with a basket of clean bandages and pretended I did not know what wanting felt like. That was the way of Blackthorn. A wolf was measured by blood, by rank, by strength, and by how many powerful names stood behind her. I had none of those things. I had a small healer’s cot, my aunt Mara’s sharp tongue, and a pair of hands that knew how to stop bleeding. For most of my life, I told myself that was enough. A useful girl was harder to throw away. I was twenty-three the winter the Blood Moon came early. The old ones said a Blood Moon did not rise without wanting something in return. It pulled secrets from graves. It stirred wolves that had slept too long. It turned mates toward each other or tore them apart before the whole pack could blink. I did not believe all of it. That was what I told myself, at least. I stood behind the infirmary that evening with my sleeves rolled to my elbows, washing blood from a copper bowl while cold wind crawled through the pines. Blackthorn Mountain rose behind the packhouse, black and proud against the darkening sky. The great house sat on its ridge like a king who had never needed to ask forgiveness. Black stone walls. Iron balconies. Torches burning along the paths. Guards at every gate. Below it, the rest of us lived in smaller homes, worker cottages, healer rooms, storage sheds, kitchens, barracks.

Useful places for useful wolves. My aunt Mara came out of the cottage carrying a bundle of dried feverleaf. She was forty-nine, but worry had made her look older in the dim light. Silver threaded through her short black hair. Her hands were rough from years of healing other people’s sons and daughters. Her face was the first face I remembered after my parents died. “Stop scrubbing that bowl like it insulted your mother,” she said. I looked down. The copper already shone clean. “It had blood in the rim.” “It always has blood in the rim. This is an infirmary, not a chapel.” I smiled because she expected it. Mara liked her humor dry and her grief buried. She had taught me both. Beyond the healer’s yard, the pack was preparing for the Blood Moon Ceremony. Servants carried lanterns to the courtyard. Young warriors dragged fresh logs toward the fire pits. Noble daughters walked in pairs with their hair dressed and their throats scented with oils. Their gowns flashed through the trees like bright birds. Red. Gold. Deep green. Moon white. I wore a plain gray dress under my healer’s apron. Mara caught me looking. Her mouth tightened. “Do not start.” “I did not say anything.” “You never have to.” That was the trouble with being raised by a woman who knew every quiet place inside me. She heard wishes before I spoke them. She saw shame before I named it. “The ceremony is for everyone,” I said. “The ceremony is for those who can afford to be seen.” “That is not law.” “No,” Mara said, folding the feverleaf into her basket. “It is worse. It is custom.” Custom ruled Blackthorn more tightly than law.

Law said every wolf had the right to food, shelter, protection, and healing. Custom decided who received those things with kindness and who received them like a favor that could be taken back. Law said fated mates were sacred. Custom said an Alpha needed a Luna worthy of standing beside him. I knew what that meant. Every girl in Blackthorn knew. A worthy Luna came from strong blood. She had family wealth, political use, a trained wolf, polished manners, and a face the pack could admire without whispering. She did not smell of herbs and smoke. She did not sleep behind the infirmary. She did not carry the name Vale, a name that had become small and plain after my parents died. My parents. Even now, the thought of them felt like touching an old bruise. I had been five when the border fire took them. That was what I was told. A raider attack. A storage house in flames. Two ordinary pack workers too slow to escape. My mother, Elira, had sung while cooking. My father, Damon, had carried me on his shoulders when the path iced over. Those were the only pieces I owned. Everything else came from Mara, and even Mara gave memories the way wolves gave food in famine. Small portions. Never enough to live on. “You are drifting,” Mara said. I blinked and set the copper bowl upside down on the drying rack. “I was thinking of them.” Her hands stopped moving for a moment. Only a moment. “Thinking of the dead before a Blood Moon is poor wisdom.” “I do not have much wisdom. I am low-ranking, remember?” “Do not use their words in your mouth.” The snap in her voice cut clean. I looked at her. Mara turned away first.

That was how it always went when my parents came too close. A door in her face closed. She would not open it, no matter how softly I knocked. “I only meant,” I said, quieter, “maybe they would have wanted me to attend properly tonight.” “They would have wanted you alive.” The answer came too fast. The wind moved between us. A wolf howled from the northern ridge, long and warning. Patrol changing. I knew the sound. Knew most sounds in Blackthorn. Armor buckles at dawn. Kitchen bells at fifth hour. Council horns. Training whistles. The infirmary bell. The way silence changed when Alpha Kael Draven crossed a room. I had seen him that morning from a distance. Everyone noticed when Alpha Kael entered the courtyard. He was twenty-eight and built like the mountain had chosen him for its own. Tall. Broad. Dark blond hair kept short enough for war, long enough for women to praise. Icy blue eyes. A face too hard to be called beautiful, though people did. Power sat on him like a cloak. He had become Alpha three years before, after his father died in a border challenge. Since then, Blackthorn had grown richer, stricter, colder. The warriors adored him. The elders approved of him. The lower ranks feared him. I had no reason to think he knew my name beyond the healer records. Still, when he passed the infirmary that morning, his head had turned. Just once. His eyes had found mine across the yard. Something in me had gone still. Not soft. Not sweet. Still. Like every hidden part of my body had lifted its head to listen. Then Elder Cassian Thorne had spoken beside him, and Kael had looked away. That should have been the end of it.

I was good at making endings out of small humiliations. It was a skill poor wolves learned young. Mara stepped closer and took my wrist. Her fingers pressed lightly against my pulse. “What is it?” I asked. “You tell me.” “Nothing.” Her eyes narrowed. “Selene.” “I am tired.” “You are always tired. That is not what this is.” I pulled my hand away and reached for the clean cloths. “You worry too much.” “I worry the proper amount for a girl who thinks wanting something means it belongs to her.” My throat tightened. “That was cruel,” I said. Regret moved across her face, but she did not take the words back. Mara was many things. Tender when I was sick. Fierce when others looked down on me. Careful with money. Careless with her own sleep. But she was never easy. She had raised me like danger was waiting outside every door, and maybe she had been right. In Blackthorn, danger often wore council robes and smiled with all its teeth. A burst of laughter came from the path. Lyra Voss walked past the healer’s yard with three other high-ranking women. She wore a gown the color of fresh cream, with gold thread around the sleeves. Her pale blonde hair fell in perfect waves. Green stones glittered at her throat. She was everything Blackthorn liked. Beautiful in the correct way. Polite in public. Cruel only when no one important was listening. Daughter of a military bloodline. Trained from girlhood to stand beside power and make it look noble. Her gaze slid over me. Then stopped.

“Selene,” she said, sweet as sugared wine. “You are working tonight?” I dipped my head because lower ranks dipped their heads to Voss daughters. “Yes, Lady Lyra.” “How loyal.” Her friends smiled. “Some of us are born to serve. It is a blessing when we accept it.” Mara’s body went rigid beside me. I kept my face calm. That was another skill. When people cut you often enough, you learned not to give them the pleasure of seeing blood. “May the moon bless your ceremony,” I said. Lyra’s smile sharpened. “Oh, I believe she will.” She looked toward the Blood Moon courtyard, where the Alpha platform had been dressed in red silk and black banners. Then she looked back at me. “You should come watch if your aunt allows it. It may be a night worth remembering.” The words sounded harmless. They were not. After she left, Mara muttered something old and unkind under her breath. I almost laughed. “That was not very healer-like.” “I am a healer, not a saint.” “She wants Kael.” “Half the unmated women in this pack want Kael. The other half want the safety that comes with him.” “And Lyra?” Mara’s eyes stayed on the path where Lyra had gone. “Lyra wants the crown beside his chair.” “There is no crown in Blackthorn.” “No,” she said. “Only teeth.” The sun dropped behind the mountain. Shadows lengthened between the pines. The Blood Moon had not risen yet, but its coming pressed on the air. Even the wolves in the barracks were

restless. I could smell iron, smoke, pine sap, crushed herbs, and under it all, something deeper. Something ancient. Like rain on stone that had been buried for a hundred years. Mara touched the small moonstone charm at her own throat. She rarely wore it where others could see. Tonight it sat outside her collar, pale against her dark dress. “Why are you wearing that?” I asked. Her hand closed around it. “No reason.” “That is a lie.” “Then let it be one.” “Mara.” She looked at me with such fear that I forgot the rest of my question. For a moment she was not my sharp aunt with a basket of herbs. She was a woman standing before a grave. A woman hearing footsteps from a night she had never escaped. “If anything feels wrong tonight,” she said, “you come to me.” “Everything feels wrong before a Blood Moon.” “I mean it.” “So do I.” Her grip tightened around the charm. “Do not drink anything handed to you by anyone outside this house.” I stared at her. “Do not go alone with council guards. Do not let Cassian question you. Do not stand too close to the Alpha platform.” A cold thread moved through me. “Why would Cassian question me?” Mara looked past me toward the ridge. Elder Cassian Thorne stood at the far end of the healer’s yard.

He was tall and thin, wrapped in black council robes despite the wind. His white hair was tied neatly at the nape of his neck. His eyes were so dark they seemed empty. Two guards waited behind him. I had not heard him approach. That frightened me more than it should have. “Mara Vale,” he said. “The council requests additional feverleaf for the ceremonial chamber.” Mara lowered her head. “I will send it.” “I asked for it now.” There it was. The old game. Power pretending to be need. Mara picked up the basket. “Selene, go inside.” Cassian’s gaze moved to me. I felt it like cold fingers at my throat. “No,” he said softly. “Let the girl bring it.” Mara’s face hardened. “She has work.” “She has legs.” One of the guards smiled. My cheeks warmed, but I took the basket from Mara before she could argue. Pride was a dangerous thing for low wolves, but I had some. Not much. Enough to hurt me. “I will take it,” I said. Mara’s hand caught my sleeve. Her nails pressed through the cloth. Cassian saw. Something like interest touched his face. “You guard your niece closely.” “She is all I have.” “A poor reason to smother a grown wolf.” Mara said nothing.

I wished she would. I wished she would tell him I mattered, not because I was useful, not because I was all she had, but because I was me. The wish was childish. I hated it for that. Cassian turned and began walking. I followed with the basket held against my chest. The guards moved behind me. Blackthorn’s main path climbed from the healer cottages toward the packhouse and ceremony grounds. The stones were old and uneven. Torches burned in iron brackets. Wolves stepped aside for Cassian. They did not step aside for me. I had to move around them, careful not to brush fine gowns or polished boots. At the courtyard entrance, I saw the ceremonial platform fully prepared. My steps slowed. The Blood Moon courtyard was older than the packhouse. A wide circle of pale stone marked with runes no one had carved in living memory. Around it stood seven black pillars, each one wrapped tonight with red cloth. At the northern edge rose the Alpha platform. Kael stood there with Garrick Stone, his Beta. Garrick was huge, shaved-headed, scarred over one brow, and built for violence. Kael stood beside him in black formal leathers, shoulders squared, face unreadable. Then the wind shifted. His scent struck me. Cedar. Snow. Smoke. Steel. My knees weakened. The basket slipped. I caught it before it fell, but feverleaf scattered across the stone. A few wolves laughed. Kael’s head turned. His eyes locked on mine. The world narrowed.

Sound faded to a low, thick hum. My wolf, quiet little thing that she had always been, rose inside me with a force that made my vision blur. She did not speak in words. She had never been strong enough for that. But I knew what she knew. Mate. No. I gripped the basket so hard the handle bit my palm. No, no, no. Not him. Not Alpha Kael Draven. Not the man every powerful family wanted. Not the man who needed a Luna with soldiers behind her name. Not the man who could ruin me with one look if the pack guessed what my body had already understood. Kael took one step down from the platform. Cassian turned sharply toward him. The elder’s face changed. Not much. Just enough. He had seen. Fear moved through me, raw and fast. Kael’s mouth parted. His eyes, usually cold as winter glass, burned with something I could not name. Recognition. Hunger. Shock. Anger, maybe. At me. At himself. At the moon for choosing badly. I bent quickly to gather the fallen herbs. My hands shook. A boot stopped near my fingers. Not Cassian’s. Kael’s.

The courtyard went quiet in pieces. First the nearest servants. Then the guards. Then the noble daughters. I did not look up. If I did, something would be born that I could not kill. “Selene Vale,” Kael said. He knew my name. That should not have hurt. It did. “Alpha,” I answered. My voice sounded steady. That made me proud for half a second. “Stand.” An Alpha command did not need shouting. It entered the bones. I stood. Up close, Kael was worse. Not handsome in the soft way poets liked. He was too hard for that. Too controlled. His eyes were blue enough to look cruel even when he was not trying. A faint scar crossed the edge of his jaw. His wolf watched through him. Mine leaned toward him. Traitor. The mate bond pulled like a wound being opened. His nostrils flared. He knew. Fully now. Behind him, Lyra had gone very still. Cassian stepped beside Kael. “Alpha, the council is waiting.” Kael did not look away from me. For one impossible moment, I thought he might say something. Something kind. Something terrible. Something that would make the whole pack turn its eyes on us and change my life before I was ready.

Instead, his face closed. “Take the herbs to the chamber,” he said. The words were simple. The message was not. You are a servant. Serve. I lowered my head. “Yes, Alpha.” The courtyard breathed again. I walked past him, every step a small act of not breaking. Inside the ceremonial chamber, Cassian took the feverleaf from me himself. His fingers brushed mine. They were cold. “Strange night,” he said. I kept my gaze down. “Yes, Elder.” “Blood Moons have a habit of confusing weak wolves. Making them imagine a place above their station.” My stomach tightened. “I imagine nothing.” “No?” His voice softened. “Good. Imagination can be fatal.” I looked up then. I should not have, but anger had always made me foolish when fear could not. Cassian smiled. There was no warmth in it. “You have your mother’s eyes,” he said. The chamber seemed to tilt. “My mother?” His smile vanished as if it had never been there.

“A common saying. Daughters often do.” He turned away. “Go back to your aunt.” I left before my legs could fail. Outside, the moon had begun to rise. It was not red yet. Just swollen and pale behind the clouds, waiting. Mara was pacing in the healer’s yard when I returned. She caught my face between both hands before I could speak. “What happened?” “Cassian said I have my mother’s eyes.” All color drained from her face. I forgot Kael. Forgot Lyra. Forgot the pull still burning under my ribs. “What does that mean?” I asked. “Nothing.” “You always say that when it means everything.” “Selene.” “No.” My voice broke. “Do not shut the door again. Not tonight.” Mara closed her eyes. For a breath, I thought she would tell me. About my mother. My father. The fear she carried like a blade under her clothes. The moonstone charm. The warnings. The way Cassian looked at me as if I was not a healer’s assistant but a problem unfinished. Then the infirmary bell rang. Once. Twice. A patrol emergency. Mara opened her eyes. The healer returned to her face like armor. “Inside,” she said.

I swallowed every question because wounded wolves did not wait for orphan girls to understand their lives. Together, we hurried into the small healer’s cottage behind the Blackthorn infirmary. The fire was low. The shelves smelled of lavender, feverleaf, and old smoke. Clean bandages waited in stacks. My plain gray apron hung by the door. Mara handed it to me. My fingers closed around the cloth. Outside, boots thundered up the path, carrying blood and trouble toward our door. And somewhere above the black pines, the Blood Moon kept rising.
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Chapter 1: The Healer’s Shadow
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Blood always arrived before the truth did. The first warrior fell through our infirmary door with two guards holding him upright and red running down the side of his ribs. His boots dragged mud across the floor. Pine needles clung to his trousers. His face had gone the gray-white color of winter dawn. Mara moved before anyone spoke. “Table,” she ordered. The guards obeyed her because blood made rank quiet for a little while. I tied my apron with hands that still remembered Alpha Kael’s scent. Cedar. Snow. Smoke. Steel. It sat inside me like something I had swallowed by mistake. “Selene,” Mara snapped. I turned. “Boiled water. Clean thread. The deep needle.” The world narrowed back to what I knew. Water. Thread. Needle. Pressure. Breath. Stop the bleeding first. Ask questions later. The warrior groaned as they lifted him onto the table. Garrick Stone’s patrol mark was stitched into his sleeve, black thread on gray leather. Border patrol, then. Northern ridge. That explained the mud and the frostbite along his fingers. “What happened?” Mara asked. “Rogue trap near the old quarry,” one guard said. “Wire under the snow.” Mara cursed under her breath. I pressed folded cloth to the wound. The warrior bucked, teeth bared. “Hold him,” I said. One of the guards looked at me as if he disliked taking orders from my mouth. “Hold him,” Mara repeated, colder. He held him.

That was how it worked. My words needed Mara’s shadow to become useful. The cut was ugly but clean enough. Deep through muscle, not through the belly. Lucky. Painful, but lucky. The warrior’s eyes rolled toward me. “Am I dying?” “Not tonight,” I said. “Promise?” A strange ache moved through me. Men who would ignore me at a feast begged me for promises when death came close. “I promise if you stop fighting my hands.” His mouth twisted. “Bossy little healer.” “Alive little warrior,” I answered. Mara made a sound that might have been approval. For the next hour, the infirmary filled with the damage of Blackthorn pride. Two torn shoulders. One broken wrist. A bite mark gone purple around the edges. A young scout with blood in his hair and fear in his eyes. Nobody said rogue trap after the first guard. That silence had weight. Something had gone wrong on the ridge. Something they did not want lower wolves hearing. I worked until my fingers cramped. I cleaned wounds, packed herbs, tied bandages, and held a boy’s hand while Mara set his wrist. His name was Pellen. He was seventeen and trying not to cry because three older warriors stood nearby. “Look at me,” I told him. His wet eyes found mine. “When the bone moves, curse at Mara. It helps.” Mara did not look up. “Curse at me and I will set it twice.” Pellen gave a broken laugh. Then Mara pulled. He screamed into his teeth. I held his hand through it. When it was done, he
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