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THE PROPHECY
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When blood-drinkers rise from forgotten graves, When moon's children stand divided, Know this truth: the servants cannot fall Until the Maker himself is called.

Two souls bound by silver thread, Must gather what was scattered: The Cord to bind five into one, The Stone of black glass to catch the moon's face, The Bloodthorn from iron soil, The Moonpetal from celestial heights.

Upon the obsidian, crush the earth's gifts: Bloodthorn and Moonpetal together, Mix the bonded blood upon the stone, Speak the words beneath the full moon's gaze, And the Maker shall be drawn forth— Visible at last, vulnerable at last.

But know the price written in the stars: One soul must walk between the worlds, Neither living nor dead, sealer of the breech everymore.

A Note on the Prophecy:

The prophecy is incomplete—different packs hold different fragments, passed down through generations like shattered glass. The final line about the sacrifice has been lost to time, hidden by the Nightshade Pack, known only to those who guard the deepest secrets.

Ancient. Complete. Lost to time—until now.
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THE HUNT
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Fresh blood. Fresh pain.

His cheek pulsed where the thing had slammed into him.

Kael Ironwood’s paws pounded the forest floor hard enough to jar his bones. Three miles. Maybe four. He had lost count somewhere between the first scream and the moment instinct became panic.

His lungs were on fire. His muscles shook with strain. Behind him, something moved through the trees.

Hunting.

Hunting him.

The forest smeared past in streaks of black pine and skeletal oak, branches clawing at the paling sky. In wolf form, he should have been faster. Stronger. Untouchable in his own territory.

But he wasn’t, he felt it gaining on him.

Two scents cut through the cold behind him, half a mile back and gaining.

Hope for a moment, until he realized they were his enemies.

Aldric Silvermane—his scent winter pine, snow, command. Unmistakable.

And beside him, one of his warriors. Male. Scarred. Silent. Deadly.

Kael didn’t know which possibility was worse: that they had come to help him, or that they had decided to finish what the forest started.

The not knowing clawed at him harder than the fear.

He had found the tracks less than an hour before dawn.

At first he had thought bear. Then malformed wolf. Then nothing that belonged in any shape born under the moon.

The stride was wrong. The weight distribution worse. Too deep at the heel. Too long in the drag. As if whatever made them had learned to wear a body by studying bones from the outside.

And the scent—

Rot. Venom. Wet stone split open. Something chemical beneath it, sharp enough to sting the back of his throat.

Then the scream had come.

Not wolf.

Not human.

Something in between, stretched thin with agony and hunger and something else beneath both—something old enough to make instinct recoil.

So he had run.

Now Aldric Silvermane was on his trail, and if the thing behind them didn’t kill him, his uncle Gareth probably would.

Assuming there was enough left of him to drag home.

His stride faltered.

Too long. Too fast. Too hard.

He needed air. Needed to shift. Needed one second—just one—to breathe without feeling his ribs might crack open around his lungs.

But stopping meant death.

The trees broke apart.

Kael burst into a clearing blasted open by old lightning, the earth still scarred black beneath a skin of thin new growth. Burned wood jutted from the soil like broken teeth.

Trap.

Open ground. No shadow. No cover. Nowhere to vanish.

He tried to cut left.

His front paw caught on a root hidden under dead brush.

He went down hard.

The world flipped into dirt and impact and pain. His shoulder slammed first. Something tore. He tumbled in a mess of fur and snapping limbs, skidding across damp earth until he hit the far edge of the clearing in a spray of mud and leaves.

Pain burst white through his left side.

Blood flooded his mouth again. Thicker now. Warmer.

Wrong.

Get up.

Get up.

GET UP.

Kael forced himself upright with a ragged snarl, one foreleg half buckling under him. His shoulder screamed. Blood slicked his side. The clearing tilted at the edges of his vision.

Then Aldric Silvermane stepped from the trees.

Massive.

Silver-grey fur banded in moon-pale light. Ice-blue eyes that did not belong to any creature who had ever doubted his place at the top of the food chain.

Kael’s hackles shot up. His lips peeled back from his teeth.

It was meant to be a warning.

It came out closer to a plea.

A second wolf emerged beside the alpha.

Scarred muzzle. Torn ear. Grey coat rough with old battles and healed badly in places. He moved like a blade dragged slowly from its sheath. No wasted motion. No hesitation. His gaze found Kael once, assessed the blood, the injury, the distance, the possible kills—

Then moved past him.

Kael stepped back.

And back again.

His injured shoulder throbbed in time with his pulse. Blood matted the fur along his ribs. The clearing suddenly felt too bright, too exposed, too final.

This is how I die.

But Aldric didn’t lunge.

Didn’t snarl.

Didn’t even look at him for more than a heartbeat.

The alpha turned toward the forest at Kael’s back.

Stillness took him all at once.

His spine locked. His nostrils flared. Every line of him hardened into readiness so absolute it made Kael’s stomach drop.

The scarred warrior growled.

Not at Kael.

At the trees.

At whatever moved inside them.

Kael felt it then—really felt it.

That wrongness.

Not scent now. Not sound. Presence.

The woods had gone silent in the way prey fields went silent when something unnatural crossed into them. No birds. No insects. No rustle of dawn wind through pine needles.

Only that pressure.

That waiting.

Aldric looked at him then.

Ice-blue eyes meeting gold.

Run, that look said.

Now.

Kael’s body tried to obey.

The forest answered first.

A shape moved between the trees.

Too tall.

Too thin.

And when it stepped into the clearing, it smiled with a mouth built for the wrong species.
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THE AMBUSH
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The vampire dropped from above.

Not from the forest. From the canopy. Landed between them. Earth cracked beneath its feet.

Six feet tall. Lean. Wiry. Clothes torn. Blood-stained. Skin grey-white. Corpse-pale. Eyes black corner to corner. No iris. No white. Just darkness.

The smell hit like a fist.

Rot. Venom. Death that wouldn't stay dead.

The vampire smiled. Too many fangs. Too sharp. Too long.

"Wolves." Voice like gravel on bone. "Delicious."

Aldric launched.

Full force. Massive weight. Jaws aimed for throat. Should have been a killing blow.

The vampire caught him mid-leap.

One pale hand. Around Aldric's throat. Momentum stopped dead. The alpha suspended. A pup in the air.

The vampire threw him.

Aldric hit tree trunk. Twenty feet away. Sickening crack. Fell. Didn't move.

The scarred warrior attacked. Going low. Hamstringing.

Fangs found vampire leg. Tore through cloth. Through flesh.

Black blood welled up. Thick. Viscous. Poison-smell.

The vampire looked down. Curious.

Reached down. Grabbed warrior by scruff. Twisted.

Spine snapped.

Wet sound. Body hit ground. Dead weight.

Five seconds. Maybe less.

Kael stood frozen. Shoulder forgotten. Exhaustion forgotten. Everything forgotten except certainty.

He was about to die.

The vampire's black eyes fixed on him. Smile widened.

"You smell different. Special."

Step forward.

Kael's instincts kicked in. He turned. He ran.

Ten feet.

The vampire was on him.

Claws raked his back. Shoulders. Spine. Flesh tore. Something hot flooded the wounds. Poison. Venom. Fire in his blood.

Legs gave out. Hit ground. Air driven from lungs.

Vampire on top. Weight crushing. Breath cold on neck.

"I'm not going to kill you. Not yet. Too interesting."

Claws dug deeper. Venom spread. Liquid fire through bloodstream. Wolf-form tried to heal. Tried to purge. Too strong. Too wrong. Too other.

Dying.

Heartbeat slowing. Vision darkening. Body shutting down.

And underneath—

A presence. Distant. Growing stronger. Female. Fierce. Searching.

Find me. Not knowing who. Not understanding why. Please. Find me when you wake.

Fangs pierced his throat.

World went black.

Something else happened then. Not death. Worse.

A tearing sensation. Deep in his chest. Like something vital being ripped away and replaced with—

Her.

Female. Unknown. Desperate. Terror matching his own. Pain that wasn't his but was. Scent bleeding through dying synapses—winter pine, moonflower, something pure and clean and right—

The bond slammed into him like a second death.

Not gentle. Not poetic. Violent. Confusing. Wrong-right-wrong. His wolf-self screaming. His human mind fracturing. Two souls colliding across impossible distance.

FIND ME FIND ME FIND ME—

He didn't know if the thought was his or hers.

Didn't matter.

The vampire's venom burned through the connection. Poisoning it. Twisting it. Making it wrong.

And then—

Nothing.
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THE AWAKENING: LYRA SILVERMANE
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Lyra bolted upright screaming.

Pain.

PAIN—

Claws raking her back. Shoulders. Spine. Tearing. Shredding. She twisted, hands scrabbling at her skin—nothing there, no blood, no wounds—but she FELT it. Felt flesh tearing. Felt something hot and wrong flooding the wounds.

Poison.

Fire in her veins. Burning. Spreading. Her wolf-self trying to purge it—can't, too strong, too WRONG—

She convulsed. Fell sideways. Hit floor. Hands shaking. Skin burning from the inside out.

The scent hit her like a fist to the throat.

Venom. Death. Rot. Chemical wrongness that made her gag. And underneath—apricots and summer rain twisted with copper-bright blood and terror and—

FIND ME—

Not her thought.

HIS.

Male. Unknown. Desperate. DYING.

His terror was hers. His pain was hers. His heartbeat slowing—her heartbeat slowing—NO, that's wrong, her heart was racing but she could FEEL his stopping and—

Another consciousness. In her head. In her CHEST. Invasive. Alien. WRONG.

She tried to push it out. Couldn't. It was hooked into her, clawed into her soul, bleeding emotions that weren't hers—

Please—

Nausea rolled through her. She retched. Nothing came up. Her body didn't know what to do with pain that had no source, with wounds that didn't exist, with a voice that wasn't a voice screaming in the space behind her ribs.

Fangs. She felt fangs pierce—not her throat, HIS throat—but the pain was HERS and she screamed again, hands clutching at her neck, finding nothing, no puncture, no blood, but the sensation was there, real, undeniable—

Dying.

He was dying and she was dying with him and she didn't know who HE was or why this was happening or how to make it STOP—

The bond.

The word surfaced through the chaos. Mate-bond. The thing her father had warned about. The thing that happened when—

NO.

She didn't know him. Didn't want this. Didn't want another soul tangled with hers, bleeding terror and desperation into her mind, making her feel things that weren't HERS—

FIND ME WHEN YOU WAKE—

The plea shattered something in her chest. Not gentle. Not poetic. Like a bone breaking. Like something vital being ripped out and replaced with—

Him.

Golden eyes. Apricots and summer rain. Terror that matched her own. Pain that was his but felt like hers. A presence that shouldn't be there but WAS, undeniable, absolute, WRONG—

And then—

Nothing.

The pain cut off like a severed rope.

Lyra lay gasping on her bedroom floor, hands still clutching her unmarked throat, body still shaking with phantom agony. Sweat soaked her nightclothes. Her heart hammered against her ribs like something trying to escape.

Silence.

The presence was gone. The pain was gone. The voice was gone.

But the certainty remained.

Someone—somewhere—had just died.

And part of her had died with him.

Lyra pushed herself upright on trembling arms. Her hands wouldn't stop shaking. Her skin felt too tight, like something inside her was trying to break free. The scent of apricots and summer rain clung to her like smoke, phantom and impossible.

She stumbled to her window and threw it open, gasping for air that didn't taste like venom and death. The cool night breeze of Silvermane territory washed over her—winter pine, moonflower, familiar and safe and REAL.

But it didn't help.

Because she could still feel it. The echo of him. The ghost of that invasive presence. The certainty that something catastrophic had just happened and she was somehow, impossibly, at the center of it.

Find me when you wake.

The words weren't hers. But they were burned into her mind like a brand.
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REDPAW TERRITORY - THE SAME NIGHT: SERA
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Sera Redpaw woke gasping, her heart hammering against her ribs like something trying to break free.

The dream dissolved the instant waking touched it.

Fragments scattered through her mind like startled birds, impossible to catch and impossible to fully lose. A silver wolf running through darkness. A wild, desperate urgency in every movement. The feeling of searching for something—someone—just beyond reach.

And a voice.

Male.

Urgent.

Close enough to ache, too far to understand.

The words had been muffled at first, as though shouted through water or blood or sleep itself. But one line remained with her, clear as moonlight and just as cold:

Find me when you wake.

Sera sat upright in bed, breath ragged, skin damp with sweat despite the cool night air drifting through the shutters. The dream clung to her not like invention, but like aftermath. Not fully real, not fully gone. Usually her sleep was mercifully empty, or crowded only with ordinary anxieties: training failures, council expectations, her father’s disappointed silences, the suffocating knowledge that her future had been discussed and decided long before she would ever be allowed to live it.

This was different.

This had not felt like dreaming.

It had felt like witnessing.

She pressed a trembling hand to her chest, trying to steady the pounding there.

That was when she caught it.

A scent.

So strange, so vivid, so wholly out of place in her own chambers that she froze.

Winter pine and moonflower.

Threaded through with apricots and summer rain.

Sera’s nostrils flared instinctively, searching for the source, but the room stood empty around her. No intruder. No open perfume vial. No bouquet left forgotten in a vase. The scent was faint, almost ghostlike, as if it had soaked into her skin inside the dream and now lingered there, bleeding slowly into waking.

She had never smelled anything quite like it.

And yet—

Something in the colder half of it touched her with a flicker of almost-recognition.

Not enough to place.

Not enough to name.

Only a strange, disquieting impression that the silver wolf in the dream had not been wholly foreign to her. As if, somewhere beneath the darkness and distance and impossible urgency, there had been something in the shape of her, the force of her, the scent of winter pine and moonflower, that tugged faintly at memory.

Someone she should know.

Or would know.

The thought slid through her so quickly she almost missed it.

Sera pushed the blankets aside and crossed to the window. She threw it open harder than necessary and leaned into the cool night air, breathing in the scent of Redpaw territory—warm earth, wild sage, bark, green growing things, the southern forests that had held her all her life.

Familiar.

Safe.

Real.

Slowly, the phantom scent thinned.

But not entirely.

It lingered somewhere beneath the familiar air, like the final note of a song she did not know she had begun listening to.

Sera stood there for a long moment, one hand braced against the sill, her pulse still unsteady.

A dream, she told herself.

Only a dream.

Strange, vivid, too intimate by half — but still only a dream. Perhaps something she had eaten too late. Perhaps stress. Perhaps the pressure of the coming betrothal, pressing at her from all sides until even sleep had begun reshaping itself around dread.

Probably nothing.

And yet, as she climbed back into bed, she could not shake the feeling that she had brushed against something important.

Something alive.

Something that had reached for her across a distance she did not yet understand.

And buried inside that reaching was the shadow of another truth, faint as scent and just as difficult to hold:

the silver wolf had not felt like a stranger.

Sleep did not return for hours.
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LYRA: THE NEXT AFTERNOON
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Lyra had spent the whole of the morning trying not to think of him.

It was useless.

The dream clung to her like damp silk — golden eyes fever-bright in the dark, the ghost of a voice that had never touched the air and yet still seemed to echo inside her bones, the impossible scent of apricots and summer rain haunting her as though some part of the night had followed her into waking.

She had told her father she was going hunting.

It was not entirely a lie.

The forest received her in shades of green and silver, familiar and yet newly strange beneath the sharpened senses of her wolf-form. Three days had passed since her first shift, and still the wonder of it came upon her in waves so strong they bordered on grief. The world was no longer merely seen or heard. It was inhaled, tasted, felt against the hidden skin of her spirit. Scent came alive as language. Sound deepened into texture. The wind itself seemed crowded with stories.

She should have loved it without complication.

Instead, all morning, every path through the woods had led her back to him.

To the dream.

To the voice.

Find me when you wake.

She had woken thrashing in her bed with the words burning in her skull, her body taut with panic that was not wholly her own. When her father had asked whether she had dreamed, she had lied before she had even thought to do otherwise.

Silvermane women were known for second sight. Visions were not unheard of in her bloodline.

But this—

This she had wanted hidden.

Something low and wild inside her had curled around the dream at once, possessive and fierce.

Mine, that untamed part of her had whispered. Not theirs. Mine.

So she ran.

The rabbit she had first scented in the underbrush had long since ceased to matter, though she followed its trail a while simply for the comfort of movement. Her paws knew what to do even when her mind did not. The creature’s nervous path zigzagged through fern and root and leaf mold, and Lyra let herself slip into the rhythm of pursuit, trying to outrun the memory of gold eyes and dying breath.

The trail led farther east than she had meant to go.

Too far.

The forest thinned in subtle ways near the border. The old growth grew meaner there, branches twisted lower, the earth broken by older roots and older grudges. Even the air seemed to change. Warnings about this line had lived in her since childhood — the contested stretch between packs, where watchfulness was wiser than courage and disobedience could become bloodshed in the wrong hour.

Lyra slowed.

She was about to turn back.

Then the wind shifted.

The scent struck her so hard she nearly stumbled.

Blood.

Fresh and bright and copper-thick.

But beneath it something fouler rolled over her senses at once — rot, venom, corruption, the stink of flesh being unmade while still alive. It crawled over her tongue and down her throat with such force her wolf recoiled, every hair lifting along her spine.

And beneath all of it —

faint, impossible, unmistakable —

apricots and summer rain.

Her heart slammed once against her ribs.

No.

No, it could not be.

Dreams did not leave scent on the wind. Voices heard in sleep did not bleed into the waking forest. Wolves from fevered visions did not collapse in real places under real trees.

And yet she was already running.

Thought shattered beneath instinct. She surged forward through the underbrush with reckless speed, crashing through fern and briar, leaping fallen trunks, slipping once in the damp loam and catching herself without slowing. The scent grew stronger with every bound — blood, venom, death, and under it all, him.

The clearing opened beneath an ancient oak.

He lay collapsed at its roots.

For one suspended heartbeat, Lyra could not move.

He was there.

Not dream. Not prophecy half-formed. Not some phantom shape torn from sleep.

Real.

Bleeding. Filthy. Half-conscious. Magnificent even in ruin.

The dark timber of his fur was matted black with blood. His shoulders rose and fell in ragged, laboring pulls that looked too weak for the size of him. One side of him had nearly collapsed beneath its own weight. And his eyes—

those impossible golden eyes—

lifted to hers.

Pain had dimmed them. Venom had hollowed them. But they were his.

And the instant they met hers, the world seemed to narrow until there was nothing left in it but that gaze.

Him.

He’s real.

No birdsong. No wind. No time.

Only the terrible, shattering certainty of recognition.

His nostrils flared.

Lyra saw the change move through him — shock first, then wonder, then something so raw it nearly undid her where she stood.

Relief.

His mouth opened slightly. Not a snarl. Not quite. Something softer, stranger. The smallest low sound escaped him, half-whine, half-broken breath.

Then his eyes rolled back.

His great body sagged sideways.

And Lyra’s paralysis broke.

She lunged for him, shifting even as she moved, wolf dissolving into skin and breath and trembling human hands. She hit the ground on her knees beside him hard enough to bruise, reached for his head, his shoulder, the thick blood-wet fur at his neck—

And the instant her fingers touched him, the world tilted.

Heat burst through her.

Not only warmth. Connection.

It went deeper than nerves, deeper than skin, deeper than thought — down into the architecture of her, into the hidden places that had never belonged to anyone but herself. Something there opened. Something there answered. It felt as though every atom in her body had suddenly begun singing the same note.

The bond snapped fully into place.

Not gently.

Violently.

As if the shape of her soul had been rewritten between one heartbeat and the next.

Her breath caught in her throat.

Inside her, the wolf that had only lately begun to stir lifted its head and spoke with terrible, primal certainty.

Mine.

Then, fiercer:

Ours. Mate.

Lyra recoiled as if struck.

“What—” she gasped aloud, the word thin and shaking. “What?”

She had never heard her wolf before.

Not like that. Not as voice. Not as thought with teeth.

But there was no time to be afraid of it.

She forced herself to look at his wounds.

Three deep gashes tore across his ribs, black-edged and ugly, the flesh around them already going wrong beneath the skin. The smell coming off them was enough to turn her stomach — poison thick and acrid, death working patiently through living blood.

Vampire venom.

She knew it at once, not because she had seen it, but because every story she had ever heard recoiled inside her at the sight of it. It did not simply kill. It consumed. Rotting from the wound inward, it turned strength against itself until the body forgot how to remain alive.

It was inside him now.

Working.

Winning.

She should have run for help immediately.

Instead she tore broad green leaves from the undergrowth and pressed them against the worst wound with hands that would not stop shaking.

“Stay with me,” she whispered, hating the tremor in her own voice. “Please. Just—just stay with me. I’ll get help. I’ll—”

His eyes cracked open.

Gold met silver.

And though his lips barely moved, she heard him all the same — not through the air, but through that newly broken-open place where their souls had become entangled.

You. I dreamed you.

Her breath shattered.

“How?” she whispered. “I don’t understand. I don’t even know who you are.”

But his eyes had already gone distant again. His breathing hitched. The venom was spreading faster now, black lines advancing beneath skin and fur in slow, terrible threads.

Panic rose sharp and absolute.

There was only one chance left.

Mira.

Lyra shifted back into wolf-form in a rush of bone and instinct, seized him carefully by the scruff, and began to drag.

He was enormous — easily twice her weight, maybe more — but terror made her strong, and the bond made her savage with refusal. She hauled him inch by inch through root and mud and dead leaves, muscles screaming, lungs burning, the taste of venom so strong in the air she gagged around it.

Behind them, his blood marked the earth in dark, wet streaks.

Above them, the forest closed in.

But beneath the rot, beneath the poison, beneath the metallic stench of dying flesh, one scent held.

Apricots.

Summer rain.

The scent that had haunted her sleep.

The scent that now seemed to thread itself through every breath she took.

No longer dream.

No longer mystery.

Now it meant him.

And though she did not yet know his name, she knew with a certainty that felt older than language itself that whatever lay ahead of her life had just shifted around the weight of his.
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SILVERMANE TERRITORY: MIRA’S COTTAGE
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By the time Mira’s cottage came into view between the trees, Lyra’s whole body was shaking.

The journey back had become a blur of effort and instinct. Roots tore at her paws. Wet leaves clung to her legs. Her breath came in sharp, ragged bursts around the weight of him. More than once she had nearly lost her grip on his scruff when the ground dipped or his body dragged wrong across the earth. Each time panic lent her strength enough to pull again.

The scent of blood was everywhere now.

It soaked the trail behind them. It slicked her muzzle and tongue. It drowned the forest until even the clean green smell of pine and moss had gone thin beneath it.

And still, beneath the blood and the venom and the rank corruption of what had touched him, his true scent remained.

Apricots.

Summer rain.

Alive, somehow, beneath all that death.

The cottage stood dark at the edge of the compound, half-swallowed by trees and moonshadow, its herb garden silvered beneath the night. Relief came so suddenly Lyra nearly collapsed under it.

Mira.

Please.

She broke from the tree line into the clearing at a stumbling run, then shifted before she reached the porch, wolf dissolving into skin and shaking human limbs. She hit the ground on bare feet, breathless and filthy, one hand gripping Kael’s blood-matted scruff, the other braced uselessly against his shoulder as if sheer contact might keep him from slipping farther away.

“Mira!”

Her voice tore out of her raw enough to startle night birds from the nearest branches.

“Mira—help me!”

The door flew open.

Mira stood framed in lamplight, one hand still on the latch, the other half-raised as though she had been reaching for something when Lyra’s cry split the night. Her eyes found Lyra first — mud-streaked, half-dressed, wild with fear — then dropped to the massive wolf crumpled at her feet.

For one heartbeat, she did not move.

Lyra watched understanding change her face in stages.

Alarm.

Recognition of injury.

Recognition of venom.

And then something deeper, colder, older.

Not panic.

Not simple shock.

The moment a healer understands that whatever has arrived at her threshold has come carrying more than blood.

“Inside,” Mira said.

The word snapped through the clearing like command made flesh.

“Now. Table.”

Lyra did not remember how they got him through the door.

Only fragments remained later — Mira at his other side, shoulder braced under his weight; Kael’s body dragging heavily between them; his head lolling once against Lyra’s side so that his scent rose warm and terrible against her skin; the cottage floorboards groaning beneath his mass as they half-lifted, half-pulled him toward the treatment table near the hearth.

The lamplight made everything worse.

The blood was darker indoors. The wounds deeper. The black veining beneath his fur more visible now, spreading out from the torn flesh in ugly branching lines as though something inside him were cracking apart.

Mira crossed to the shelves at once, her movements swift and exact. Cloth. Bowls. Bone scissors. Jars of silver-leaf salve. Moon-root tincture. A pot already simmering near the fire. Her hands moved with the old terrifying calm of someone long practiced in touching death and making it wait.

“Hold him steady.”

Lyra obeyed at once.

Her hands sank into his fur near the shoulders. He was still warm — too warm. Not the honest heat of exertion, but the dry, wrong heat of poison-driven fever. At the touch, a faint tremor moved through him, and the bond answered inside her like a struck wound.

Still here.

Still alive.

Mira cut away the worst of the blood-matted fur with efficient hands, then began washing the wounds with water that steamed faintly in the cold air of the room. Kael’s body jolted once, a low sound dragging from his throat even unconscious.

Lyra flinched as though the cloth had touched her own flesh.

Mira noticed.

Of course she noticed.

But she said nothing yet.

Not until she had cleared enough blood to see the wounds fully.

Then her hands slowed.

Only by a fraction.

Enough.

Lyra felt dread rise like ice water through her chest.

Three deep slashes tore across his ribs and back, their edges blackening, the flesh around them already shadowing grey beneath the skin. The bite at his throat was worse up close than it had looked in the forest — inflamed, dark, and threaded with that same wrongness spreading inward.

Mira reached for a jar of silver-leaf paste and began pressing it carefully along the wound margins.

That was when she smelled him fully.

Lyra saw the moment it happened.

Not because Mira spoke.

Because her face changed.

Barely.

A tightening around the eyes. A shift in the mouth. A breath taken too carefully.

Under the blood.

Under the venom.

Under the grave-stink of the thing that had hunted him—

Ironwood.

Old cedar. Wet timber. Mountain air.

And beneath even that, the truest part of him still fighting to survive:

apricots and summer rain.

Warmth pulled through ruin.

Then Mira’s gaze flicked to Lyra.

To the blood on her arms.

To her bare skin.

To the way his scent clung to her and hers to him.

Winter pine and moonflower tangled through apricots and rain until it no longer smelled like accident or rescue alone.

It smelled like claim.

Like the moon had already touched this room before either of them had found words.

“Lyra,” Mira said.

Her voice came out quiet.

Too quiet.

Where are you find him?”

“Near the border.” Lyra’s own voice sounded thin and wrecked. “Something attacked him. I think it was vampires. The smell—”

“I know what attacked him.” Mira did not look up as she reached for moon-root and crushed it into the silver-leaf with the back of a spoon. “Where?”

Lyra swallowed against the dryness in her throat.

“The eastern border,” she said. “Near the old oak grove.”

Mira’s hands stopped.

Only for an instant.

But in that instant the whole cottage seemed to hold its breath.

The old oak grove.

Lyra did not know why that mattered — not fully, not yet — but she saw a shudder move through Mira so faintly that someone who had not loved her all her life might have missed it.

Recognition.

Not of him alone.

Of consequence.

Mira resumed her work, but something had changed in the room. The air felt heavier now, denser with all the things not yet being said.

“Let me tend to his wounds,” she said at last, and though her words were measured, there was a grave finality in them now. “Then we will talk.”

Lyra nodded too fast.

She was beyond speech anyway. Every beat of her heart felt tied to the shallow rise and fall of his chest. Every pause in his breathing seemed to stop the world outright.

Mira pressed the moon-root mixture into the wound at his side. The black veins beneath the skin quivered once in answer. Kael’s body arched hard enough to rattle the table, and this time his eyes opened — only a sliver, only for a moment, but enough.

Gold.

Clouded by pain. Burning with fever. But gold.

They found Lyra instantly.

Not Mira.

Not the ceiling.

Her.

The bond flared so sharply she sucked in a breath.

His mouth moved.

No real word came.

But she felt him anyway, not through hearing, but through that bruised, impossible place now buried beneath her ribs.

You.

Her fingers tightened helplessly in his fur.

“I’m here,” she whispered, though she did not know if she was reassuring him or herself. “I’m here.”

His eyes slid shut again.

Mira’s gaze lifted to Lyra’s face then, and whatever she saw there made her expression soften for the smallest, saddest instant before the healer’s mask returned.

“Boil more water,” she said. “And bring me the red jar from the shelf. Not the blue.”

Lyra moved at once, grateful for something to do that was not simply stand there and feel him hurt.

The cottage had gone close and hot with blood, herbs, steam, and fear. Outside, the wind moved softly through Mira’s moonflower beds. Somewhere beyond the walls of the room, pack life still went on in ignorant quiet.

Inside, fate had come bleeding to the healer’s table.

And as Mira worked silver-leaf and moon-root into poisoned flesh while Lyra ran shaking hands over jars and cloths and fire, one truth settled over the cottage like a second shadow:

the true wound carried through the door that night was not only venom.

It was the life they would not be allowed to keep untouched after this.
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REDPAW TERRITORY - THAT NIGHT
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Sera woke with a scream caught halfway between sleep and prayer.

For one blind, terrible instant, she did not know where she was.

Heat still clung to her skin. Fever heat. Wrong heat. Her body ached as though she had not been lying in her own bed, but inside another creature’s suffering. The stench of venom still filled her lungs — thick, bitter, corrupted, the smell of something ancient and unnatural forcing its way through living blood. She gagged and pressed a trembling hand to her mouth.

No blood.

No wound.

Only darkness.

Her chamber lay still around her, all moon-shadow and cold stone and the faint stirring of curtains in the night air. But the dream had not released her fully. It hung about the room like smoke after fire, clinging to the walls, to the sheets, to the inside of her own skin.

No.

Not a dream.

A vision.

Sera pushed herself upright on shaking arms. Her nightdress clung damply to her body. Her heart pounded so hard it hurt.

She had been there.

Not watching from a merciful distance, as she sometimes did in lesser visions, but caught inside it — inside the fever, the poison, the terror. Inside the body of a male wolf fighting not to die on a healer’s table while venom turned his blood against him.

He had been enormous, dark-furred, his frame trembling with the effort of remaining in the world. Blood matted the heavy timber of his coat. Black veins spread beneath torn flesh like cracks through winter ice. Every breath had seemed dragged up from some pit beneath death itself.

And beside him—

Sera shut her eyes.

The image returned at once.

A silver wolf.

Not fully wolf, not fully woman, but both at once in the fever-bright logic of prophecy. Silver eyes. Human hands lit faintly with healing. Blood on her wrists. Desperation in every line of her body.

“Stay with me,” she had whispered.

Not with dignity.

Not with ritual calm.

With the raw, breaking voice of someone already belonging to the loss she was trying to prevent.

Sera’s breath caught.

Because now that she was awake — now that the dream had loosened just enough to let recognition in — she knew that voice.

She knew the way the silver wolf held herself, all fierce devotion and refusal. She knew the shape of that grief, the stubborn set of those shoulders, the moon-pale eyes sharpened by love and fear.

Lyra.

The certainty hit her so hard she nearly folded in on herself.

Not a stranger.

Not some nameless silver ghost dragged from prophecy.

Lyra.

Lyra, who had run beside her through Redpaw fields when they were cubs.

Lyra, who had shared secrets under blankets and laughter in training yards.

Lyra, whose silver eyes had always looked too bright for ordinary life.

Lyra, who had never belonged to gentleness, only to loyalty fierce enough to wound whoever loved her.

Sera pressed her hand hard against her mouth as if she could stop the truth from entering her.

It did not help.

Then the moment came back — the one that had torn the vision open and left her shaking in its ruins.

The male had opened his eyes.

Gold.

Warm even through fever. Aching. Alive in a way that made the whole vision feel suddenly unbearable.

He had looked at Lyra.

And the bond had struck.

Not like the songs said.

Not as blessing or moonlight or gentle recognition.

It had fallen like lightning.

A violent, sacred thing. Rightness so complete it became catastrophic. Sera had felt it hit her too, not because it belonged to her, but because prophecy had forced her close enough to witness what no outsider was ever meant to stand inside.

Two souls finding one another in blood and venom and terror.

Two lives answering each other across impossible distance.

Lyra had gone still.

The male had gone still.

Their eyes had locked, and in that locked gaze Sera had felt the precise instant the world changed shape around them.

The mate-bond did not arrive.

It claimed.

Bright. Absolute. Irrevocable.

The scents had risen around them at once, so vivid they lingered even now in Sera’s throat and lungs.

Apricots and summer rain.

Winter pine and moonflower.

Warmth and frost. Rain and moonlight. Two truths meeting and becoming something larger than either one alone.

Something sacred.

And beneath the terrible beauty of it came another truth, colder than the venom itself.

That wolf was meant for someone else.

The knowledge landed in her not as thought, but as wound.

She was supposed to marry him.

Promised by treaty. Bound by pack ambition. Sent toward him by her father’s will and Redpaw’s needs.

And yet the moon had already spoken.

Not her.

Never her.

Lyra.

The name moved through her like grief given shape.

Not only because the future had shifted.

Because it was Lyra.

Because all at once the vision had become personal in the cruelest possible way. Not some distant prophecy. Not some unnamed wolf in a story no one had yet told. Her friend. Her oldest friend. The girl who had shared her childhood. The girl now kneeling over a wolf Sera somehow knew she was being sent toward.

Sera pressed both hands hard against her chest.

It still hurt there, as if the bond had not only passed before her eyes, but through her.

A sound escaped her — small, broken, almost angry.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood too quickly. The room tilted. She caught herself against the carved post and stayed there, breathing through the dizziness, the sweat cooling on her skin.

No.

No, she would not do this.

Would not let herself break apart over a wolf she had never met. Would not become ridiculous with jealousy over a sacred thing that had never been hers to claim. Would not hate Lyra for being chosen, not when whatever had happened in that vision had looked more like terror than blessing.

But the grief was already there.

Not romantic. Not petty.

Something stranger. Sharper.

The pain of standing outside a sacred thing while being told it was meant to belong to you. The pain of seeing your oldest friend at the center of a future that might ruin you both.

Sera crossed to the window and threw it open. Cold night air spilled in, carrying the scents of pine, frost, and distant woodsmoke from the sleeping compound below. It should have steadied her.

It did not.

The moon hung over Redpaw like a pale wound in the dark.

Nothing outside had changed.

And yet she knew, with the dreadful certainty true visions always left behind, that something had shifted tonight not only in dream, but in the fabric of the world itself.

Somewhere beyond the black line of the forest, a wounded male still fought to remain among the living. Somewhere, Lyra bent over him with blood on her hands and desperation in her mouth. Somewhere, beneath moonlight and poison and pain, the future had split open.

And Sera had seen it happen.

She gripped the windowsill until her fingers hurt.

The prophecy was no longer old language murmured in ceremonies or whispered by elders around winter fires.

It was moving.

It was alive.

And for reasons she could not yet understand, it had chosen to drag her into its center.

Sera closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, the room remained the same. The moon remained where it was. The walls had not changed.

Only her future had.

And somewhere inside that knowledge, beneath fear and grief and the first terrible shape of surrender, another truth had begun to form:

this would not merely wound her.

It would ask something of her.

Something she was not yet ready to name.
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SILVERMANE TERRITORY: MIRA’S COTTAGE

[image: ]




By the time Mira finally stepped back from the table, the cottage had gone dim with evening. The last of the daylight had thinned to a bruised grey beyond the windows, and the room now belonged mostly to firelight and shadow. The hearth hissed softly beneath the hanging kettle. The air had grown thick with the smell of blood, herbs, sweat, and the bitter silver-edge of the remedies Mira had packed into the wounds.

For now, it had been enough.

Not to heal him.

Not yet.

Only to keep death waiting.

The black veining beneath the skin at his ribs had stopped spreading so quickly. His breathing, though still ragged, no longer sounded as though each breath must be stolen back from the grave by force. The fever still burned in him, but less wildly now, its heat no longer rising in violent waves. He remained unconscious, stretched across Mira’s treatment table in a ruin of dark fur and bloodstiffened muscle, but the immediate danger had eased just enough for silence to creep back into the room.

Lyra sat on the stool beside him, her hands stained dark to the wrist, her braid half-fallen loose, her face pale with exhaustion. She had not moved farther than arm’s reach from him since dragging him through the door. Even now, one hand rested lightly against the heavy fur of his foreleg, as though she feared that if she broke contact, his life might follow.

Mira saw that too.

She saw everything.

For a while, she said nothing. She crossed to the washbasin instead and rinsed the worst of the blood from her hands. The water clouded pink, then darker, before she tipped it out into the earth just beyond the threshold and returned. She hung a fresh bundle of moonwort near the hearth to dry. She checked the simmering tincture. She laid out clean cloths for the next round of care.

Only when the room had settled into the uneasy stillness that follows crisis did she finally turn back to Lyra.

Her niece had not realized yet that the day had changed.

The bright shock of afternoon was gone. Night had gathered itself beyond the garden, and the first true dark stood pressed against the cottage walls.

“His breathing has steadied,” Mira said at last.

Lyra’s head lifted too quickly, hope and fear tangling at once across her face.

“He’s going to live?”

Mira’s expression did not soften. Not because she was cruel, but because false comfort had no place in rooms like this.

“He is stable for now.”

The words landed carefully between them.

For now.

Lyra lowered her gaze at once, as though she understood everything Mira had not said aloud. Her fingers tightened slightly in his fur.

Mira watched her another moment.

Then she crossed the room and set the fresh cloths down on the table beside the poultice bowl. Firelight trembled across the old wood. Outside, the wind moved softly through the herb rows. Somewhere deep in the forest, an owl called once.

Only then did Mira ask it.

“Where did you find him?”

The question entered the room quietly, but it changed the air all the same.

Lyra went very still.

Not startled — she had known this would come. Perhaps had been waiting for it since the first frantic moments passed and the work no longer demanded all speech be practical.

She did not answer at once.

Mira did not repeat herself.

The wolf on the table gave a faint shuddering breath, and in the silence that followed, Lyra’s hand moved instinctively against his leg, as though soothing him even now.

“At the eastern border,” she said at last, her voice low and roughened by weariness. “Near the old oak grove.”

Mira’s eyes lifted slowly to hers.

For one suspended moment, the only sound was the crackle of the hearth and the soft rattle of Kael’s breath.

“That is contested ground,” Mira said.

Lyra nodded once, almost imperceptibly.

“Between us and Ironwood.”

The name hung in the room like something old and bitter disturbed from its sleep.

Ironwood.

The pack that had taken Liara from them twelve years ago. The pack whose scent had clung to torn flesh and border blood and a grief that had never truly left their family. The pack Lyra had been taught to fear and resent before she had been taught enough history to understand why.

“No,” Lyra whispered.

But even as she said it, her eyes had already gone back to him — truly back to him, with all denial stripped away now that exhaustion had hollowed her defenses.

The dark timber of his fur, nearly black where the blood had dried thickest. The breadth of him, the sheer heavy muscle of the Ironwood line. The leather cord half-hidden beneath the fur at his throat. The small iron charm hanging there, catching the firelight in dull glints.

The sigil.

Mira had noticed it hours ago.

She had also noticed the scent.

Not only Ironwood beneath the blood and venom and damp forest rot.

But him.

Apricots and summer rain.

Warmth dragged through ruin.

And Lyra too — winter pine and moonflower — tangled into him now so deeply it no longer smelled like rescue alone.

Mira folded the damp cloth in her hands with unnecessary care.

“He could be a scout,” she said quietly. “A border-runner. A spy.”

Lyra’s head came up at once.

“He was dying.”

“I know.”

“We couldn’t leave him there.”

The answer came too fast, too fiercely, and they both heard what lived underneath it.

Not duty.

Not mercy alone.

Mira looked at her fully then.

At the blood dried on her skin. The exhaustion pulling her face hollow. The terror she had been outrunning all day. The way her body kept leaning toward the table as though some invisible cord tethered her there.

And beyond all of that, the scent itself — impossible to mistake now that the first chaos had passed.

Fresh bond.

Her mouth softened before she could stop it.

“Oh, little moon,” she murmured.

The old endearment broke on the air between them.

Lyra’s throat worked.

Her hand slipped downward until it found his paw — massive, fever-warm, heavy as fate beneath her fingers. The moment she touched him, Mira saw the small change in her face. Not imagined. Not performative. Something cellular, immediate, soul-deep.

There it is, Mira thought, and felt grief rise old and sharp beneath her ribs. There you are.

“I dreamed him,” Lyra whispered.

The confession came out like something torn from too deep inside to be called back.

“Three nights. I dreamed him before I found him. I heard him. I felt him dying.” Her eyes shone now, but the tears had not yet fallen. “And when I touched him—”

She stopped, because she did not need to finish.

Mira knew.

The room knew.

Even the dark seemed to know.

“You should have sent for your father,” Mira said, though without force. They both understood she was naming the shape of the world, not rebuking the heart.

Lyra’s fingers clenched around the wolf’s paw.

“I know.”

“But you did not.”

“No.”

The answer was almost soundless.

Mira looked at her a long time then, and in that looking she saw too many years at once: Liara laughing in sunlight, then broken and carried home; Aldric howling grief to the moon; three-year-old Lyra asking questions no one could bear to answer; and now this — the daughter of that wound sitting in her cottage with an Ironwood wolf beneath her hand, already bound to him by something older than hatred and stronger than caution.

History had not repeated itself.

It had changed shape.

Which, Mira thought with a weary ache, was perhaps more dangerous still.

At last she exhaled slowly and set the folded cloth aside.

“For tonight,” she said, and her voice had gone heavy with consequence, “he lives.”

Lyra bowed her head, and only then did the first tear slip loose.

Mira stepped closer and laid one hand gently against the back of her niece’s shoulder.

“For tonight,” she repeated, softer now, “that will have to be enough.”

Outside, the last of the light disappeared completely, and night gathered itself over the healer’s garden.

Inside the cottage, the wounded wolf breathed on.

And between Lyra’s hand and the fever-hot weight of his paw, the future waited in silence for its next wound to open.
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SERA WOKE WITH BLOOD in her mouth and someone else’s terror still beating in her chest.

For one blind, breathless instant, she did not know where she was.

The scream that had dragged her from sleep seemed still to echo through the room, though no sound remained now but her own ragged breathing and the faint stir of curtains at the window. Moonlight lay cold across the floorboards. The chamber around her was unchanged — stone walls, dying fire, the carved bed she had slept in since childhood — and yet the dream still clung to it all like smoke.

Not her blood.

Not her scream.

Someone else’s.

Someone she could not reach.

Someone she could not save.

Sera pushed herself upright, one hand pressed hard against her mouth as though she might still taste the copper there. Her heart battered against her ribs. Her hands trembled when she lowered them to her lap.

The vision was already fraying at the edges, but not fast enough.

A silver wolf running through darkness.

A male voice calling to someone just beyond her hearing.

The scent of winter pine and moonflower twined with apricots and summer rain until it became something almost unbearable in its rightness.

And beneath all of it, a wrongness so deep it turned her stomach.

She shut her eyes.

At once the fragments sharpened again.

A cottage hidden among the trees.

A wounded male wolf half-lost to fever and venom.

A silver-eyed girl leaning over him with blood on her hands and desperation in her mouth.

And the instant their eyes had met—

Sera’s chest tightened.

The bond.

Not softly. Not like the old songs told it, all moonlight and blessing and gentle recognition. It had fallen like lightning through the dark, violent in its certainty, sacred in a way that left no room for argument. Even as witness, even trapped only in dream, Sera had felt the force of it go through her like a blade.

Two souls knowing.

Two lives altering around each other in a single heartbeat.

She had woken gasping from that moment with tears drying cold at her temples and the ache of something lost pressing so hard beneath her ribs she had almost believed the grief was her own.

What is happening to me?

The dreams had begun three nights ago.

At first they had been vague enough to dismiss — flashes of color, a sense of unease, the ordinary feverish nonsense that could follow too little sleep or too much worry. But each night since, they had sharpened. Deepened. They no longer felt like dreams at all.

They felt like witnessing.

“Sera?”

Her mother’s voice came soft through the doorway.

Sera startled and looked up.

Elena stood framed in the half-dark, one hand resting against the doorframe, her robe gathered close against the chill. The moonlight caught the lines beside her eyes, the quiet weariness in her face. There had always been strength in Elena Redpaw, but it was the strength of women who endure rather than command — the kind that leaves its mark in patience and silence and the shape of one’s mouth around words never fully spoken.

“Another nightmare?” Elena asked.

Sera swallowed and forced air back into her lungs.

“I’m fine,” she said.

The lie came too quickly.

Elena crossed the room anyway and sat on the edge of the bed beside her. The mattress dipped under her weight. She smelled of wool, cedar, and the faint lavender oil she used before sleep.

“You’ve been waking like this for days,” Elena said gently. “That is not nothing.”

Sera drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, suddenly young enough to hate the posture.

“It’s probably stress.”

“About your father?”

Sera laughed once, though there was no humor in it.

“When is it not about my father?”

Elena said nothing to that.

Sera stared toward the window, where the trees beyond the compound stood black against the pale sky.

“The alliance,” she said at last. “The betrothal. The way everyone speaks of it as though it were already done, already settled, already no longer mine to feel anything about.”

“The marriage was arranged for the pack,” Elena said carefully.

“I know it was arranged for the pack.” The bitterness in Sera’s voice surprised even her. “For trade, for land, for access, for stability, for all the things men name when they are trying to make sacrifice sound noble. I know what it is for.” Her throat tightened. “That doesn’t make it easier to be the thing given.”

“Elena—”

“No.” Sera’s voice softened at once, regret flickering across her face. “I’m sorry. I know you understand. I know you do.”

Her mother’s hand found hers.

For a long moment, Sera only let herself be held.

Then, because the question had been pressing against her bones for days now and sleep had made her too raw to keep pretending, she said, “What if I don’t know what I want anymore?”

Elena turned toward her fully.

Sera swallowed hard.

“I’ve spent so long being the daughter he expects, the heir he can trust, the wolf who says yes when duty is placed in her hands, that I don’t know if there is anything left in me that belongs only to myself.”

The room went still.

Outside, a branch scraped softly against the outer wall.

Elena’s fingers tightened gently around hers. “What do you want now?”

Sera looked down at their joined hands.

The answer came more easily than she expected.

“I want to understand these dreams.”

Her voice dropped lower.

“I want to know why I keep waking as if something has been torn out of me. Why I feel grief for wolves I’ve never met. Why it feels as though something terrible is already moving toward us, and I have been made to stand in its path.”

Elena’s face changed.

Not drastically. But enough.

The concern there deepened into something nearer fear.

“What do you see?” she asked quietly.

Sera hesitated.

Then she gave the truth as best she could.

“A silver wolf,” she said. “Ice-blue eyes. She feels... important. Not only to the dream. To everything in it. And a male wolf — dark, wounded, fevered. They are bound somehow. Not only emotionally. Not merely by desire.” She pressed her hand lightly to her chest. “It feels sacred. Inevitable. Ancient.”

Elena’s breath caught.

“Mate-bonded,” she whispered.

“Maybe.” Sera frowned. “But more than that. It feels like the bond is part of something larger. As though whatever is happening between them is tied to something old. Something already in motion.”

Her mother was quiet for a long while.

“Have you told your father?” Elena asked.

“No.”

The answer came flat and immediate.

“If I told him I was dreaming of wolves I do not know and futures I cannot explain, he would think I was grasping for escape. Or worse — that I was trying to use prophecy to get out of duty.”

Elena did not deny it.

That hurt more than contradiction would have.

Sera rose from the bed and crossed to the window. She pushed the curtain aside and looked out over the sleeping territory. Familiar roofs. Familiar walls. Familiar darkness.

And all of it felt suddenly too small.

“My whole life is being arranged around a wolf I have never met,” she said. “And meanwhile something in my sleep is telling me that the future has already gone elsewhere.”

Behind her, Elena stood.

When she spoke again, her voice had changed — softened, yes, but weighted now with memory.

“Your grandmother dreamed before she died.”

Sera turned.

“What?”

Elena stepped closer, the moonlight catching on the silver threaded through her hair.

“She used to wake with warnings in her mouth and death in her eyes. She saw things before they came to pass. Your father called it intuition. Coincidence. Pattern-reading.” Elena’s gaze held hers. “I always thought it was more than that.”

Sera’s pulse kicked painfully harder.

“You never told me.”

“You were a child.” Elena’s mouth tightened. “And after she died, there were enough ghosts in this house already.”

Sera stared at her.

The room felt different now, as if the old women of her blood had leaned closer in the dark.

“If these dreams are real...” she whispered.

Elena did not look away.

“Then they are not being sent without reason.”

A chill moved through Sera so sharply she had to brace one hand against the windowsill.

“The betrothal,” she said slowly. “If what I’m seeing is true, if this bond is real—”

“Then we must be careful,” Elena said, and there was iron beneath her softness now. “Very careful.”

Sera searched her face.

“Careful of what?”

“Of men who would sooner dismiss prophecy than let it interfere with politics. Of power that believes it can overrule what the moon has already chosen. Of speaking truth into ears that have already decided what they want to hear.”

The words settled into Sera with frightening clarity.

She looked back toward the trees.

The scents from the dream still haunted her, ghostlike and impossible.

Winter pine and moonflower.

Apricots and summer rain.

Two lives meeting somewhere beyond her reach while she sat trapped in a room built for a future that suddenly felt false.

“I’m scared,” she said.

The admission came small.

Not because the fear was small.

Because naming it made her feel twelve years old again, standing at the edge of some old grief too large to cross.

Elena came to her then and gathered her close.

“I know,” she murmured.

Sera let herself lean, if only for a moment.

They stood together in the moonlight, mother and daughter, while beyond the walls the forest whispered in its own dark language. Somewhere out there, under another roof or beneath another stand of trees, the future was already taking shape.

And Sera, with her father’s bargain hanging over her and prophecy bleeding into her sleep, understood with cold and perfect certainty that the old stories were no longer stories.

Something had begun.

Something sacred.

Something terrible.

And whether she willed it or not, she had already been drawn into its center.
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REDPAW: SUMMONED
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Three days later, Sera was summoned to her father’s study.

She knew what it meant before she crossed the threshold.

The messenger’s voice had been too careful. Too neutral. Her father’s beta had not quite met her eyes when delivering the command, and that, more than anything, told her what waited inside.

The betrothal was moving forward.

Sera crossed the corridor with her spine straight and her pulse beating too hard beneath her skin. The visions still clung to her in fragments — blood, venom, silver eyes, a wounded male with gold-bright gaze, and Lyra bent over him with the kind of desperate devotion Sera had never once been allowed to imagine for herself.

When the guard opened the door, the scent of oak, ink, leather, and old smoke washed over her.

Alpha Darius Redpaw sat behind the great desk carved from black oak, maps and sealed documents spread before him in careful order. Morning light fell across the scars in his face, whitening them, deepening the stern planes of his expression. He did not rise when she entered.

He only looked at her once and said, “Sit.”

Sera obeyed.

She folded her hands in her lap to hide their trembling.

For a moment, the only sound in the room was the soft crackle of the hearth and the whisper of parchment beneath her father’s hand. He finished reading whatever lay before him, set it aside, and fixed her with the calm, businesslike gaze he used when speaking of land disputes, supply routes, and winter losses.

“The Ironwood alliance has been finalized,” he said. “You will leave in two days to meet your betrothed. The ceremony will take place within the week.”

The words landed like iron.

“So soon?”

She had not meant to speak, but the question escaped before she could cage it.

Darius’s eyes narrowed.

“Is there some difficulty I should know of?”

A hundred answers rose in her throat.

Yes.

That something is already wrong.

That the future I keep seeing does not belong to me.

That somewhere out there the moon has already chosen.

That I have watched Lyra stand inside a sacred thing I am being told to approach as duty.

But none of those were answers she could safely give.

“No, Father.” She forced her voice into calm. “Only... I had thought there might be more time.”

“To prepare?” he asked.

There was an edge in the word that told her he had already decided what her answer should be.

Sera lifted her chin. “To understand what is being asked of me.”

A long stillness passed over his face.

“You have known of this match for months.”

“I have known what my duty was said to be.” Her fingers tightened invisibly against each other. “That is not the same as understanding it.”

Darius leaned back in his chair and studied her with the cool, hard regard that had unsettled grown wolves at council tables.

“Your understanding is not the thing upon which this alliance depends,” he said. “Ironwood holds the eastern territories. Their trade routes, their hunting grounds, their strategic position — all of it becomes accessible through this marriage. Do you understand what that means for Redpaw?”

There it was.

Always Redpaw.

Always survival.

Always the pack first, the person last.

“And I am the price,” she said quietly.

The silence that followed was suffocating.

Her father rose then and came around the desk. The room seemed smaller when he stood over her. His scent rolled over her — pine smoke, wolf, authority, the heavy weight of generations.

“You are my heir,” he said, and his voice had gone quiet in the dangerous way it did when anger was being held on a short leash. “Do not speak of yourself as though you are some helpless thing bartered in a market.”

His gaze did not soften.

“You were born for more than your own wishes. You were born to carry this pack when I no longer can. That means sacrifice. That means duty. That means accepting that your life was never meant to belong wholly to you.”

Sera stared at the dark grain of the floorboards so he would not see too much in her face.

Duty.

The word scraped at her now in a way it never had before.

Because three nights ago it had still seemed possible — cruel perhaps, unwanted certainly, but possible — that she might simply endure the shape of the life chosen for her. Marry where she was told. Stand where she was placed. Learn to make peace with a stranger and call that adulthood.

But the visions had changed that.

They had shown her Lyra, and in Lyra there had been no calculation. No treaty. No father’s will. Only terror, devotion, and the fierce, ruinous freedom of loving where the soul had already gone.

Sera had never been given that kind of choice.

Lyra had not chosen safety.

Lyra had not chosen obedience.

Lyra had not chosen what would best serve a council table.

And still, somehow, the moon had chosen with her.

The knowledge opened something raw inside Sera — not bitterness toward Lyra, never that, but grief of a quieter, crueler sort.

The grief of understanding that one girl had been shaped all her life for duty, while another had been met in the dark by love.

“And what of happiness?” she asked at last, the word sounding almost foolish in the room between them. “Does that count for nothing?”

His expression shifted — not into cruelty, but into something colder, more immovable.

“Not when weighed against the lives of hundreds.”

The answer should not have hurt.

She had known it long before he spoke. She had been raised on it. Fed the language of duty with her first lessons and her first ceremonies and every winter gathering where bloodline mattered more than longing.

And still it hurt.

Darius laid one hand on her shoulder. Heavy. Warm. Unyielding.

“Your betrothed is a good wolf,” he said. “Strong. Honorable. He will not shame you.”

No, Sera thought, bitterness moving through her like dark water.

But what if he has already been claimed by something truer than any vow you can make him speak?

The vision rose again in merciless clarity.

A wounded male wolf opening gold eyes beneath fever.

Lyra bent over him, frantic and shining with some desperate grace.

Their scents winding together until they became indivisible.

The bond striking into place with the violence of fate.

Mate-bonded.

The male in the vision had already been chosen.

And Lyra — Lyra, with her silver eyes and winter scent and stubborn, loyal heart — had not stood before that choice weighing duty against desire. She had simply reached for him. With both hands. With all of herself. As though love were not a luxury but instinct. As though the soul could still move before the world laid its harness over it.

Sera still did not know the name of the wounded wolf.

Only that he existed.

Only that he had been chosen.

Only that the future arranged for her was beginning to feel like a lie told too late.

“Father,” she said carefully, forcing her voice not to shake, “if... circumstances were to arise—circumstances that altered the terms of the match—would there be room for reconsideration?”

Darius’s hand stilled on her shoulder.

“What circumstances?”

Sera chose each word as though stepping over thin ice. “Any that would make the marriage... unwise. Or impossible.”

His eyes narrowed further.

“The alliance is not a courtship to be reconsidered on sentiment. The terms have been negotiated. The vows will be made.” His voice hardened. “Unless your betrothed is dead, this marriage will proceed.”

The finality of it fell like iron.

Unless he is dead.

Not unless the moon has already spoken.

Not unless prophecy has already moved ahead of politics.

Not unless your daughter is being sent toward a future already broken before it begins.

Only death, then.

Only catastrophe visible enough for men to name.

Sera lowered her gaze before her father could read too much in it.

“I understand,” she said.

The words tasted of ash.

“Good.” Darius returned to his desk, gathering documents already more interested in treaties than in her silence. “You leave in two days. Take whatever attendants are proper. When you arrive, you will conduct yourself with dignity worthy of Redpaw.”

He looked up once more, and there was steel in the glance.

“Do not embarrass me. Do not embarrass this pack. Whatever private uncertainty you feel, bury it before you cross into Ironwood territory.”

“Yes, Father.”

She rose because she knew she had been dismissed, though he never said the words.

Sera crossed the room without faltering. She opened the study door with steady hands. She closed it quietly behind her.

Only then, alone in the corridor with the cold morning light stretched pale across the stone, did she let herself stop.

Her breath caught once.

Twice.

By the time she reached her chambers, the tears were already falling.

Not the wild kind.

Not the kind that leave a body broken on the floor.

Silent ones.

The kind that come when grief is too proud to beg for witness.

She shut the door behind her and pressed her spine against it, staring into the stillness of her room as the vision rose once more behind her eyes:
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