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THE HEALER RETURNS

✦  Rowan  ✦

The border wall of Ironmoon Territory smelled the same as it always had. Pine resin, cold stone, and the faint copper edge of wolf-magic bleeding off the boundary wards. Rowan Ashford had spent six months trying to forget that smell. She had failed at that the same way she had failed at most things she tried not to feel.

She did not slow the wagon.

"You've gone quiet," Mira said from the bench beside her, her dark braid whipping sideways in the mountain wind. "You only go quiet when you're deciding something dangerous."

"I'm not deciding anything." Rowan kept her eyes on the road. The pass narrowed ahead, stone walls rising on either side until the sky was a pale grey ribbon overhead. "I've already decided. I'm here."

"You're here," Mira agreed. "You're also gripping those reins hard enough to leave marks."

Rowan loosened her fingers one by one. Behind them, in the canvas-covered bed of the wagon, something stirred — a small, warm sound, barely a murmur, that unlocked every muscle in Rowan's chest the way nothing else could. She didn't look back. Looking back would mean stopping, and she couldn't stop.

The border sentinels were expecting them. That alone told her Ironmoon's intelligence network was as sharp as it had always been. Two wolves in partial shift-state, eyes catching the flat winter light like mirrors, stepped into the road and held up their hands. Rowan drew the mare to a halt.

"Healer Ashford." The taller sentinel's voice held the particular flatness of someone reading from a memorized script. "By order of His Majesty the Alpha King, you are granted passage to the Neutral Quarter of Ironmoon Keep. Your companion and" — his gaze shifted to the wagon's covered bed, and Rowan held very, very still — "your belongings are covered under the same passage. You are not to enter the Keep's main halls without escort."

"Understood," Rowan said. She kept her voice like stone. Like something that had no history with this place, no scar tissue where the gate used to be home.

The sentinel stepped aside. She clicked her tongue at the mare and the wagon rolled forward, through the gap in the wall, into Ironmoon.

Mira waited until the sentinels were well behind them before she exhaled. "They didn't check the wagon."

"No."

"That was lucky."

"That was deliberate." Rowan guided the mare around a rut in the pass road. "Caden gave the order. He's curious, not careless. He wants to know what I'm hiding before he confronts me about it." She paused. "He's always preferred to have information before conversations."

Mira was quiet for a moment. "And you're going to let him find out his own way?"

"I'm going to find the right moment." Which was not a lie, exactly. It was simply a truth that had not yet located itself in time. "I need to see what we're dealing with before I hand him anything he can use."

The sound from the wagon came again — a low, questioning noise, the kind that meant hunger was fifteen minutes away from becoming announcement. Rowan's body responded without her permission, the specific ache of a nursing mother on a schedule disrupted by six hours of travel. She had perhaps twenty minutes before Lyra's patience gave out entirely.

"We need to stop soon," Mira said quietly.

"I know. The Neutral Quarter first. I'll find us a tent placement."

The Neutral Quarter of Ironmoon was exactly what it sounded like — a strip of flat land just inside the border wall where non-pack members, traders, and travelers were permitted to operate. It had grown since she'd last been here. The Rift was doing that, she supposed: driving displaced wolves and their families toward whatever safety remained, clustering them at the edges of the still-functioning territories. She counted at least forty makeshift structures as the wagon rolled in — canvas tents, repurposed cart frames, one ambitious construction of lashed pine that might generously be called a hall.

And everywhere, the signs she had been dreading. A young man sitting on a crate with his hands pressed to his knees, shaking — not from cold, but from the effort of keeping his shift contained. A woman whose eyes had gone amber and wouldn't go back, staring at the ground as if the ground might tell her what to do. Two children playing nearby who kept glancing at their mother and then away, playing harder, the specific determined performance of children pretending everything was fine.

The Rift. It was worse than Elder Vynn's letters had described.

Rowan set the brake on the wagon, climbed down, and began unloading her healer's kit before Mira had finished tying the mare.

"You," she said, approaching the shaking young man. He looked up. His eyes were half-shifted — wolf-gold bleeding into human brown, pupils elongating in a way that must have been painful. "When did the shift lock?"

"Two days ago." His voice was hoarse. "I can feel it wanting to complete but it won't — it just stops halfway and holds."

"Have you eaten?"

"Not much."

"That's first." She had travel rations in her left kit pocket and she pressed them into his hands before he could protest. "Eat. Then I'm going to look at you."

She moved to the woman with the amber eyes next. The woman flinched at her approach, and Rowan stopped, crouched down to her level, made herself smaller. "I'm a healer," she said. "I'm not pack. You don't have to be afraid of me."

The woman's amber eyes tracked to her wrists, where the rune-marks were visible below her rolled sleeves — abstract shapes, like script in a language no one had spoken aloud in four centuries. Not wolf-marks. Not witch-marks exactly, either. Something older, something that sat between the two natures she carried.

"What are you?" the woman asked.

"A hybrid." Rowan kept her voice easy. "Wolf and witch. I know that sounds like something from a story. I promise I'm not dangerous." She tilted her head. "Unless you're something that needs killing. Are you something that needs killing?"

A ghost of something moved across the woman's face — not quite a smile, but close. "No."

"Good. Neither am I. Now let me see your eyes."

She worked for two hours straight. The young man's shift-lock released with the application of a specific grounding rune drawn in healer's ink across his sternum — her rune-marks warming along her arms as she worked, the familiar heat of her hybrid magic moving through her hands like a second pulse. The woman's amber lock was deeper, more distressing; Rowan couldn't fully resolve it today, but she could anchor it, give the woman's wolf-nature something to hold onto while the external pressure of the Rift pulled at everything.

It was while she was finishing with the woman that she felt it.

Her rune-marks didn't just warm. They blazed.

All seven of them, from wrist to elbow on her left arm and from elbow to shoulder on her right, lighting up white-gold and shuddering as if something enormous had pressed its hand against the outside of a window she was standing at. She gasped — not from pain, from the sheer volume of it, the magnetic pull of the Rift's energy surging against her hybrid nature like a tide against a sea wall.

"Healer?" The woman gripped her arm.

"Fine," Rowan said, which was not quite true. She steadied herself. The light faded to a faint glow and then went dark, but the echo of it stayed in her bones — a deep, geological hum, like Ironmoon itself was vibrating at a frequency just below hearing. "I'm fine. The Rift's close to a rune-site here, isn't it."

"The eastern rune," the woman said. "Half a mile that way. They say you can see the crack in the ground from the ridge."

Half a mile. And it was pulling at her hybrid nature from half a mile away. Elder Vynn had been right. The deterioration was accelerating.

She was still processing that when Mira appeared at her elbow, face carefully neutral in the way that meant something required immediate attention. "The little one," Mira said simply.

Rowan was moving before Mira finished the sentence.

She slipped into the wagon's covered bed and pulled Lyra from her nest of blankets with the ease of six months of practice — one hand under the head, one supporting the back, the whole small weight of her settling against Rowan's chest like a key into a lock. Lyra was not crying. She rarely cried. She simply fixed Rowan with a steady, ancient stare from eyes the colour of a winter sky, and made a small sound of reproach.

"I know," Rowan murmured into the dark curls. "I know. I'm here."

Lyra's hand came up and pressed flat against Rowan's collarbone. On the inside of Lyra's tiny wrist, barely visible against her warm brown skin, two faint shapes glimmered — not tattoos, not birthmarks. Rune-marks, the first two, still forming. Still growing into what they would eventually be.

Rowan pressed her lips to her daughter's forehead and breathed her in — milk and woodsmoke and something that was just Lyra, just this specific impossible person who had assembled herself out of two broken things and come out whole.

"You're going to be so much trouble," Rowan told her softly. "You already are and you can't even walk yet."

Lyra made the small sound again. Agreement, possibly.

It was Mira who appeared in the wagon's opening, eyes going carefully past them to the camp outside. "Rowan," she said, her voice dropping. "One of the sentinels just broke from his post. Heading back toward the Keep at a run."

Rowan looked up. Stilled.

She had known, of course, that her rune-marks activating in the Neutral Quarter would be noticed. Ironmoon's sentinels were trained to log exactly this kind of paranormal signature. She had perhaps overestimated how long she would have before they reported it.

She settled Lyra more securely against her chest. "How long until he reaches Caden?"

"Thirty minutes. Maybe less if he shifts."

Thirty minutes. She looked down at her daughter's silver-winter eyes, the rune-marks on the tiny wrist, the dark curls that were not hers.

"All right," she said. She kept her voice very steady. "Then we have thirty minutes to get organized before everything gets complicated."

She climbed out of the wagon with Lyra tucked against her, handed her to Mira, and went back to her patients. If Caden was coming, she would not be caught idle. She would be caught doing what she came here to do.

Let him come to her this time.

❖  ❖  ❖
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THE KING REMEMBERS

✦  Caden ✦

The maps on the war room table had been redrawn four times in the past two months, and none of the redraws were improvements.

Caden Voss stood at the table's head and studied the latest iteration: three territories shaded in the grey-black of cartographers' shorthand for contested ground, a dotted line indicating the Rift's current frontier, and seven red marks for the blood-rune sites — four of them circled, meaning active deterioration. Two months ago there had been two circles. The month before that, one.

"The Redclaw Alpha is requesting military support," Councillor Drest said. He was a tall, angular man with the bearing of someone who had been right about enough things in his life to become insufferable about it. "His pack's eastern woods are entirely lost. The feral wolves there aren't just uncontrolled — they're aggressive. Three civilians injured in the past week."

"I know," Caden said.

"He's talking about putting them down. The feral wolves."

"I know that too." Caden kept his eyes on the map. There was a particular quality of silence that a war room acquired when the person at the head of the table was holding something back, and he was currently generating it in abundance. "Tell him to hold. No lethal action against pack members while there's any possibility of reversal."

Drest's mouth tightened. "And if there isn't? A possibility of reversal?"

"Then I'll revisit the order." He said it with the flat finality that ended conversations, and Drest had enough self-preservation to let this one end. Sable, at Caden's right hand, said nothing — she had the particular talent of being exactly as present as a situation required and no more, which was one of the reasons he'd made her his second. She was watching him now, not the map. He could feel it.

He didn't look at her.

The meeting resolved itself as meetings did, with action items distributed and no one fully satisfied. The other council members filed out. Drest lingered at the door, the way he always did when he wanted the last word and couldn't quite figure out how to claim it, and then thought better of it and left.

Sable waited until his footsteps had faded before she spoke.

"You've been staring at the Neutral Quarter marker for twenty minutes."

Caden had not been aware he'd been doing that. He looked down and confirmed it — his gaze had, at some point without his conscious instruction, settled on the small circle that indicated the Neutral Quarter's position inside the border wall. The Neutral Quarter where, according to the raven that had arrived forty minutes ago and that he had not mentioned in the meeting, a wolf-witch hybrid with rune-marks visible to the naked eye had arrived by wagon and begun treating refugees.

He knew one wolf-witch hybrid.

He knew exactly one.

"There's a healer at the border," he said.

Sable was quiet for a moment. Then: "What kind of healer?"

"The kind with rune-marks." He straightened from the table. "The kind Elder Vynn has been telling me for two months is the only solution to the Rift deterioration." He paused. "The kind I—"

He stopped. There wasn't a clean way to finish that sentence. The kind I sent away was the factual version, and the factual version was a barb he'd been carrying for six months and had not found a way to remove.

"Go," Sable said.

"The afternoon reports—"

"Will be here when you get back." She met his eyes steadily. Sable was perhaps the only person in Ironmoon who could meet his eyes with something other than deference or challenge. "Go, Caden."

He rode alone, which his security detail considered catastrophic and which he considered non-negotiable. The path from the Keep to the Neutral Quarter was twenty minutes at a canter through the lower mountain forest — a route he knew well enough to ride without thinking, which was fortunate, because he was not thinking about the route.

He was thinking about a morning six months ago.

The council chamber had been full. It was always full for formal mate-bond proceedings — the seven pack representatives, the elder council, the record-keepers, the ceremonial witnesses. Caden had stood at the head of the chamber in full formal dress and done what kings did: he had weighed the needs of his kingdom against the wants of his own chest, and he had chosen the kingdom.

He had looked at Rowan Ashford across the width of the chamber floor and he had said the words.

By the laws of Ironmoon and the accord of the Seven Packs, I sever the bond between this wolf and myself. I find her bloodline insufficient to the demands of the Luna's seat. The bond is ended. Let it be witnessed and recorded.

He had said them clearly. Without hesitation. He had practiced them enough that the hesitation was entirely internal, a silent tearing that he had been careful not to let reach his face.

What he had not practiced for was Rowan's face.

He had expected tears, or rage, or the particular devastation of someone whose world had just been rearranged without their consent. He had rehearsed responses to all of those. What she'd given him instead was a stillness — a complete, glassy quiet, her green eyes going not wounded but simply empty, as if she had taken everything she was and stepped back from the window, and what remained facing him was just the surface.

She had said nothing. She had dipped her head to the council — not to him, to the council — and she had walked out.

He had not seen her since.

He heard the Neutral Quarter before he saw it — the low hum of displaced lives, too many people occupying too little space, the specific acoustic signature of a community assembling itself from necessity rather than choice. He dismounted at the edge of the encampment and led his horse on foot, his hood up, his marks of rank absent. He was here to see, not to be seen. Not yet.

He found her because of the crowd. There was a small, dense cluster of people near the centre of the camp, and at its heart a woman was crouched beside a sitting figure, her hands moving with the unhurried certainty of someone who had performed this action a thousand times. Caden stopped.
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