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PROLOGUE
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The first warning did not come with claws.

It came with silence.

A wife learns the weight of a man’s silence long before other folk do. Most in Frostfang heard only our Alpha’s steady voice, saw only his broad back, his hard face, the sure hand with which he held the Vale through storm and hunger and border blood. They bowed to him and called him strong. They watched him stand in the yard with snow on his shoulders and thought nothing in this world could bend him.

They did not sleep beside him.

They did not lie under the same furs and feel the long spaces where words ought to be. They did not wake in the dark with the strange knowing that comes of a true bond and feel how a wolf can look at his mate like a starving man, then turn away as though she were the very blade laid at his throat.

I did.

My name is Nerys Calla Voss. I was twenty-six years old that winter, Luna of Frostfang by blood and oath, wife to Alpha Rhyland Ash Varek, healer by my mother’s hand and my own. I had lived half my life under the bite of Frostfang wind and the other half under its law. I knew the smell of clean snow, wolf blood, pine smoke, sickness, fear. I knew what it meant to keep a den steady when men with rank started thinking like hungry beasts. I knew how to stitch torn flesh and how to hold my tongue when elders wished to hear submission dressed as grace.

What I did not yet know was how far a marriage could crack before the sound reached the whole pack.

That morning began black and bitter, the kind of cold that settles in the joints and makes timber groan in the walls. Ironhowl Keep always spoke in winter. Stone clicked as frost took hold. Hinges muttered. The long rafters answered the wind in low old sounds that set a body on edge if she was not raised to them. I was raised to harsher music than that. Still, I opened my eyes before dawn with the taste of dread already in my mouth.

Rhyland was not in our bed.

The furs beside me were cold. Not cool from a man just risen, but cold clear through.

I lay there a moment and stared at the dark beams overhead. Our chamber had once felt too large for me. It sat high in Ironhowl Keep, with narrow windows looking over the yard and the lower dens, and a hearth big enough to warm stone. When I first came into it as bride and Luna, I had thought the room belonged to him and I was being tolerated in it out of love. Later, it became ours. Later still, it began to feel as though I had to move carefully in it again, as if some part of him had taken the welcome back without saying so.

I rose, dressed, braided my hair, and bound up my sleeves. I had always hated drifting about useless while men made decisions in other rooms. My mother said idleness invites fear to sit down and stay. So I worked. Even as Luna, I worked. Especially as Luna.

The corridor outside our chamber lay dim in the first gray light. A servant girl carrying hot water bowed low when she saw me. She was kind enough not to look at my face for too long. That had become a habit in the Keep of late. Folk did not know where to set their eyes when they looked upon me and thought of all the things a Luna had not yet given her Alpha. Chief among them, an heir.

They thought I did not hear.

I heard.

Pity has a smell. So does judgment.

I found Rhyland on the east balcony above the inner yard, bareheaded, fur cloak thrown over one shoulder, the winter air turning his breath white. He stood with both hands braced on the stone rail and looked down over Frostfang as if he meant to hold the whole Vale in place by force.

From that height I could see the black line of the forest and the pale cut of the river half frozen in its bed. Beyond it rose the ridges and the far watchfires, small orange points under a bruised sky. Frostfang Vale is not a gentle land. It is stone, pine, ravine, old ice, and thin paths that punish the unwary. It keeps weak folk humble and buries foolish ones by spring. We endure because we know what this land asks and we pay it.

Rhyland fit it too well.

He did not turn when I came to stand beside him. The bond between us stirred anyway, that deep old thread of blood-marriage and true mating. I felt him the way I feel weather before it breaks. Taut. Tired. Angry in a place so deep it had gone cold.

“You left the bed hours ago,” I said.

“The border watch sent word.”

That was all.

Not my lady. Not Nerys. Not wife. Only those six words set down between us like stones.

I folded my arms against the cold. “And?”

“A disturbance at the north ridge trail.”

“Men?”

“Perhaps.”

That made me look at him. “You have a pack full of sentinels and a Beta who can speak in full sentences. Must I pull the truth from you by hand now?”

His jaw tightened. In the weak light the scar along his neck looked darker than the rest of him. He had taken that wound before we married, in the old eastern fight that made wolves start calling him savage behind his back and to his face both. He wore the name as though it were nothing. He wore most wounds that way.

“Do not start with me before sunrise,” he said.

There was no heat in it. That made it worse.

I leaned on the rail and looked out into the Vale because it was easier than looking at my husband when he had that shut face on. “I do not start things, Rhyland. I finish what other folk leave bleeding.”

He gave a low breath through his nose. Not laughter. Not peace. “There is tension at the outer lines. Winter makes fools of men.”

“Winter does not write letters to elders in the middle of the night.”

His head turned then, slow and sharp. “Who said anything of letters?”

No one had.

That told me enough.

I held his gaze. “So there were letters.”

He looked away first. My Alpha. My husband. The man who had taken my blood in both hands before Moonwell spring and sworn that what struck me would strike him, and what honored me would honor him. That man had started hiding things from me in careful little silences, one at a time, until I could feel the wall of them standing between us.

“Whatever it is,” I said, quieter now, “I would rather hear it ugly than smell it on the pack by noon.”

His hand flexed on the rail. I knew those hands too well. They had held me soft and held me down and held me through grief. They had also broken ribs, snapped a man’s wrist, and once crushed a goblet in counsel because an elder kept speaking over me as if I were not present. There had been a time when I never doubted that if the whole world turned against me, Rhyland would bare his teeth first.

That was the cruel part. I still remembered that man clearly.

He said, “There is unrest among the outer families. Stores are tighter than they should be. Garrik wants a full count.”

“Garrik always wants a full count when he means to count loyalties instead of grain.”

At that, Rhyland’s mouth almost moved. Almost. “You are not wrong.”

“Then say the rest.”

He did not.

The cold bit through my dress and cloak. Under it sat an older ache, one I had carried for months and named in six different ways before I gave it its true one. Fear.

Not fear of battle. Not fear of winter. Not fear of loss. Frostfang folk are born beside those things and suckle them with their first milk.

It was the fear of feeling my husband pull away while everyone else still called us strong.

He pushed off the railing. “I have yard reports.”

“Of course you do.”

That came out harsher than I meant. He paused. The bond tightened between us, not in tenderness but strain.

“There are things you do not know,” he said.

I let that sit.

Then I answered, “There always are when men think law is too fine a thing for a woman to hear.”

His eyes flashed amber for a beat. “Do not do that.”

“Do what? Speak plain?”

He stepped closer. He was always big, but in anger or restraint he seemed to gather even more of the room into himself. “You know damned well I have never treated you as less.”

The words should have soothed. They only made me tired.

“No,” I said. “Not less. Only apart.”

His face changed then, just enough for me to know the strike had landed. Good. I had no wish to wound him for sport. But I was past dressing pain in silk just to keep peace.

Before either of us could speak again, the yard bell rang once below.

Oren’s signal.

Rhyland moved at once. Duty always gave him a path where feeling did not.

“I will send for you if the infirmary is needed,” he said.

I laughed once, low and ugly. “If?”

He did not answer. He was already gone down the stair, a dark shape moving fast through the dim.

I stood alone on the balcony long enough for the cold to take my fingers numb.

Then I went to work.

The lower halls of Ironhowl smelled of banked fire, old fur, wet boots, and the morning cook pots starting up. Folk bowed as I passed. Some with warmth. Some with too much care. The difference matters. Warmth comes from love or trust. Care comes from fear of saying the wrong thing.

In the stores room I checked winter herb tallies, willow bark, fever moss, dried root, clean bandage cloth. Maeven taught me years ago that a healer who trusts another person’s count deserves the shortages she finds. So I counted my own shelves. I made notes. I marked what the Blackpine dens would need if the river iced early. I asked after two mothers near birthing and a child with lung rattle in the lower cluster. Work steadied me.

For a little while.

Then Garrik arrived.

He walked with his cane that morning, though I had seen him go without it when pride or spite called for strength. Elder Garrik Thorne Varek had a heavy face and an old wolf’s patience. He was not the sort of man who wasted words or anger. He saved both until he could place them with care. That made him more dangerous than loud fools.

“My lady Luna,” he said, dipping his head exactly as much as courtesy required and not a fraction more.

“Elder.”

His eyes swept the shelves, the open ledger in my hand, the baskets waiting to go out. “Up early.”

“Winter does not sleep because rank wishes it.”

“Plain as ever. Your mother had the same tongue.”

The mention of Sabine Voss tightened something in me. My mother had been dead ten years. Some still spoke of her with reverence, some with caution, and a few as if even in death she had managed to leave trouble behind her.

I kept my face still. “If you have come to audit willow bark yourself, I fear I will disappoint you. I have no seat prepared.”

His mouth thinned, not quite smiling. “I came to say there will be counsel before noon.”

“On stores?”

“On the matters pressing the pack.”

A careful answer. Too careful.

I set down my charcoal stick. “And those matters are what today?”

“Border movement. Supply strain. Murmurs among the outliers. The usual stew that comes when weather turns and bellies remember fear.”

“Then why do you sound pleased?”

That earned me a real look.

He clicked his cane once against the floorboards. “You are quick, Lady Nerys. That has always been one of your strengths.”

“And my faults?”

“I am sure you know them already.”

He left before I could decide whether I preferred him cruel in the open. Perhaps I did. Open cruelty is easier to answer than courtesy with a knife hidden in it.

When he was gone, I stood very still and listened to the silence he left behind.

There were things in Frostfang a Luna was expected to do and things she was expected not to say aloud. She was meant to keep den peace, guide the women’s circles, see to stores, soothe grievance, tend the weak, advise her Alpha in private, and stand beautiful and steady in public. She was not meant to smell politics on the air and name it before old men had finished wrapping it in finer words. She was not meant to ask why the question of heirs had become a question of legitimacy. She was not meant to notice when certain wolves lingered over old bloodlines as if ancestry might be sharpened into a blade.

I noticed.

By midmorning, the Keep had fully woken. Boots struck the corridors. Messengers ran. Two sentinels came in from the yard with torn cloaks and faces set hard, but no one yet came to the infirmary. That meant wounds were being hidden until numbers were known or fear was controlled. Both were bad signs.

I found Tavin near the west stair arguing with one of the gate men. My brother had grown tall enough to look our father in the eye and foolish enough to think that made him immortal. He had our dark hair and our mother’s mouth when anger found him.

When he saw me, he cut off the quarrel and came straight over. “You heard?”

“I heard almost nothing. Which means I heard enough.”

His nostrils flared. “Outer watch says three patrol routes were crossed in the night.”

“By rogues?”

“That is what Oren says he hopes.”

“And what do you say?”

He lowered his voice. “I say men do not leave steel cuts in pine bark by accident.”

I looked at him sharply. “Steel?”

He nodded once. “One of the runners swore he smelled forged iron.”

That sat wrong in my bones at once. Wolves kill with fang, claw, hand, bow, and axe when needed. Steel itself was not strange. Steel hidden in wild sign was.

“Did you tell Rhyland?”

“Rhyland knows enough to wear grooves in the yard stones and bite heads off anyone who speaks too slow.”

That sounded like my husband, yes. I might have smiled on another day.

Tavin glanced around, then leaned closer. “There is more.”

“Always.”

“I heard Selka Mire Rowan arrived before dawn.”

I kept my face smooth. “And?”

He stared at me as if I had asked whether the river was wet. “And she did not come for the weather.”

Selka. Tall, pale, polished, bred from one of the old allied lines that liked order more than truth. I had met her often enough in seasonal gatherings and knew the look she wore when she measured a room. Cool. Quiet. Never hurried. The kind of woman men call graceful when they mean dangerous in a way that lets them keep admiring her.

“Let her arrive,” I said.

Tavin gave me a look of pure younger-brother disgust. “You are too calm.”

“No. I am too watched.”

That shut him up for a beat. Then he muttered, “I do not like this, Nerys.”

“Neither do I.”

He reached for my arm and squeezed once, hard. “If anyone speaks against you in counsel—”

“Then you will do nothing wild.”

His mouth opened.

I cut him off with a look our mother used to use on us both. “You will not hand old men a reason to call our line unruly. Do you understand me?”

He hated when I was right.

He looked away first. “Aye.”

“Good.”

The great hall doors opened then, and a servant called for all principal household members to attend the early meal before counsel. That was no comfort. Folk who mean to strike often prefer witnesses near.

The hall was all timber smoke, hanging furs, long tables, and winter light cut thin through narrow windows. Wolves moved in clusters, rank sorting itself without being named. Sentinels together. Quartermasters near the middle. Lower den heads along the side tables. Elders placed where all could see them. Rhyland at the high board, a dark hard shape beneath the carved beam that marked Alpha place.

There was a seat for me to his right.

There was also Selka, seated three places down among honored guests, pale as frost and calm as a knife laid flat.

I felt the room feel me.

So this was how it would be. Not with open insult. Not yet. With placement. With glances. With the kind of pressure meant to make a woman doubt her own senses before any charge is ever spoken.

I crossed the hall without haste and took my seat.

Rhyland did not look at Selka. He did not look at me either. His attention stayed on the runner kneeling before the board, mud still frozen on his boots.

That frightened me more than if he had glanced once.

Because silence, again, was doing its work.

The runner spoke low. I caught fragments only. North ridge. Trees marked. Two men missing. Blood on snow. Then Rhyland asked a question I did not fully hear, and the runner answered in a voice that carried farther than he meant it to.

“Not beast blood, my lord. Ours.”

The hall shifted around that one.

Rhyland rose at once. Oren followed. Garrik pushed back from the board with less surprise than I liked. Men moved. Orders were given. No one shouted. Frostfang is not a pack that startles loud. It hardens first.

I stood too.

Rhyland finally looked at me.

There are moments a marriage narrows to one glance. I have learned that since. This was one of them. In his face I saw fear, fury, resolve, and something else I had not wanted to name until then.

Distance chosen on purpose.

“Nerys,” he said, and the whole hall seemed to wait on what came after.

I let him hear the cold in my own voice. “Yes, my Alpha?”

The title hit him. Good.

He came down from the board toward me, not close enough to touch. Never close enough now, unless night had stripped him raw enough to forget caution. “Go to the infirmary. Maeven will need hands.”

There it was. Duty. The one place we could still stand beside each other without speaking of all else.

“Are the wounded already inside the walls?” I asked.

“Soon.”

“How many?”

His pause was too short for honesty and too long for comfort. “Enough.”

I held his gaze. “Do not lie to me again today.”

His eyes changed. Gold burned near the pupils, then settled. “Then do not ask me for what I cannot yet give.”

The words struck deeper than he meant. Perhaps deeper than I let show.

Because what was it I had been asking of him these last months, if not truth given before it was too late? Not comfort. Not softness. Not pretty words before sleep. I had wanted him to look at me and say plainly what beast was crouched at the edge of our life.

He had not.

Very well.

I dipped my head once, the bow due an Alpha in public. “As you command.”

I turned before he could answer.

The walk from the great hall to the infirmary was not long, but it felt like crossing from one life to another. Past the lower hearth. Past the armory turn. Down the stone passage where the air grows sharper from snow brought in on boots and blood washed from flagstones. I knew that way with my eyes shut. I had walked it as girl, apprentice, healer, Luna. There are halls in a keep that make a person by repetition. That one made me more surely than the Alpha chamber ever did.

Maeven was already there when I entered, sleeves rolled, gray-streaked hair bound back, basin water set to warm.

She looked at me once, took in whatever sat on my face, and wisely chose work over comfort.
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