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PROLOGUE

	(POV: Rowan)

	They say scent never lies.

	For a wolf, it is the most fundamental truth. Scent is history, identity, desire. It is the story of a killing frost on pine needles, the warmth of a lover on clean sheets, the acrid tang of an enemy’s fear. While words can be twisted and appearances can deceive, the complex, invisible language of scent remains pure. Unassailable.

	For generations, the Silverpine Pack staked its very future on this single, sacred truth.

	The curse, laid down by a witch scorned and a heart broken, had bound us to it. Every autumn, under the weeping eye of a blood moon, our daughters were blindfolded, stripped of their sight, and forced to choose a mate from the alpha-bloodline males based on scent alone. 

	An irreversible, mystical bond forged in darkness. It was a tradition warped into a cage, a ritual of unity that had become a generational sentence to loveless duty. My own mother was a testament to its cruelty, a vibrant woman who had faded into a pale, silent ghost in the background of her own life, shackled to a man she never chose.

	I was the spare daughter. The one who was never meant to matter. My sister, Sage, was the prized one, the gentle healer groomed for this sacred duty. 

	I was the one who ran wild, the one who smelled more of the forest than of the pack, the one who watched from the shadows as life was slowly, systematically drained from the women around me.

	But scent, for all its supposed honesty, can be misinterpreted. It cannot tell you of a desperate, impulsive plan hatched in the pre-dawn gloom. 

	It cannot speak of a sister’s terror, or of a love so fierce it would rather choose exile than see another soul condemned to a half-life. 

	It cannot reveal a last-minute switch in the chaotic darkness of a ceremony; a desperate gamble made in the name of freedom.

	I followed a scent that night. A scent of pine and rain and wild, open spaces that called to the most primal part of my soul. I followed it, believing I was saving my sister.

	I was wrong.

	I had stumbled into the one truth the curse was designed to prevent. I had found a soul that recognized my own. And in doing so, I had set in motion a chain of events that would either shatter our world or save it.

	They say scent never lies. But that night, under the blood moon, I became a lie. And it was the most honest thing I had ever done.

	 




CHAPTER 1: The Spare Daughter & The Switch

	(POV: Rowan)

	The splintered floorboards of the cabin bit into my bare feet, a familiar cold that did nothing to quell the frantic energy thrumming up from the room below. It was the sound that had clawed me from sleep. A choked, ragged gasping, like an animal caught in a snare.

	Sage.

	I found her huddled on the hearth, a pale ghost in the pre-dawn gloom, her body wracked with tremors that seemed to shake the very dust motes from the air. 

	The scent of her panic was a sharp, metallic tang in the small space, cutting through the familiar smells of dried herbs and woodsmoke. 

	Her wheat-blonde hair was a tangled mess; her hands knotted so tightly in her sleeping tunic that her knuckles were bone-white peaks in a frail mountain range.

	"Breathe, Sage," I said, my voice rougher than I intended. I knelt before her, forcing her icy fingers to uncurl from the fabric. They felt like twigs, ready to snap. "You're safe. It's just the cabin."

	Her soft gray eyes, wide with a terror that had no place in this quiet corner of the territory, finally focused on me. "It's in three days, Row. Three days." Her whisper was a sliver of glass. "The moon. The ceremony."

	Of course. The great, sacred farce. Our pack’s most hallowed tradition and its most insidious poison. For centuries, the curse laid by a scorned witch had dictated our lives. 

	Under the autumn equinox’s blood moon, the eligible females of Silverpine, blindfolded and stripped of sight, were forced to choose a mate from the alpha-bloodline males by scent alone. 

	An irreversible, mystical bond forged in darkness and duty. A life sentence. Our own mother was a testament to that, a faded watercolor of a woman, shackled to a man she never loved, her vibrancy draining away year by silent year until she became just another shadow in a home full of them. 

	Sage was groomed for this, the prized older daughter, the pack healer. I was just the spare. The one who ran off to track wildlife for the state forestry department, the one who smelled more of pine sap and dirt than of pack propriety.

	"I know when it is," I clipped, chafing her hands to force some warmth back into them. "And you will walk in, you will choose someone tolerable, and you will survive. It’s what we do."

	A sob tore from her throat, raw and broken. "I can't. What if it's Alric? His scent… It's like rot and cruelty. I can't be bound to that, Rowan. I love Derek."

	Derek. A kind, steady scout with eyes the color of warm earth. A wolf whose rank made him invisible to the curse’s rigid requirements. A man who deserved her.

	Then it happened. Sage gasped, her back arching as if struck. She clutched at her chest, a low moan escaping her lips. "It's starting again. The pain."

	Phantom bond pains. A cruel trick of the magic, a physical manifestation of the approaching ceremony, her body already reacting to a bond that hadn't even formed. It was the final push. 

	The thought, wild and reckless, had been circling the edges of my mind for weeks, but the sight of my sister’s agony solidified it into something sharp and real. An idea born of pure, protective impulse.

	"I'll do it," I said. The words fell into the tense silence, heavy as stones.

	Sage’s head snapped up, her expression a mess of confusion and hope. "Do what?"

	"I'll take your place." The plan tumbled out of me, a chaotic rush of logic and desperation. "We're built the same. In the darkness, under the blindfold, no one will know. They'll be too caught up in the drums and the chanting and the reek of alpha arrogance. I’ll go in, find the cruelest bastard in the circle, Alric, and I’ll take the bond. He can have me. You can have your life."

	She stared, horrified. "No. Rowan, they'd exile us. Or worse. It's a violation of the most sacred law."

	"What’s more sacred? A corrupt tradition that creates generations of misery, or your chance at happiness?" I grabbed her shoulders. "Look at me. I’m already on the outside. Most of them barely remember I exist. It’s always been 'Sage's sister.' Fine. Let the spare be useful for once."

	We talked it through, the logistics shockingly simple. A swapped cloak in the shadows. The chaos of the ceremony would be our cover. The only real problem was the scar. A jagged, silvery line on my left wrist from a childhood shifting accident, as distinctive as a signature.

	"I'll wrap it," I said, already picturing the leather cord. "Sage, this is the only way."

	She looked from my determined face to the window where the first hints of dawn were staining the sky a bruised purple. 

	The phantom pains had subsided to a dull ache, but the fear remained. Finally, with tears tracking clean paths through the grime on her cheeks, she nodded. A single, jerky motion.

	We embraced then, a fierce, desperate clinging. We were two sides of the same coin, her gentleness and my fire, and we were about to risk everything on a single, impossible toss. 

	I held my sister, the only person in the world who had ever truly seen me, and whispered against her hair, my voice thick with a resolve I didn't know I possessed.

	"I'm the spare," I said again, the words a vow. "Let me do this one thing that matters".

	***

	Three nights later, the blood moon bled across the sky, a wounded eye hanging directly over the Sacred Clearing. It painted the ancient pines in crimson and shadow, the air thick with the metallic tang of magic and anticipation. 

	The entire Silverpine Pack was here, their forms shifting and restless around a massive central bonfire that spat embers toward the heavens. Drums pounded a rhythm that vibrated deep in my bones, a primal heartbeat that echoed the howling chants rising from the elders.

	The switch was a blur of motion and terror. A moment of shared darkness behind the Healer’s tent, a quick exchange of cloaks, a whispered, "Be safe," and then I was being herded forward with the other maidens, my sister’s gentle herbal scent clinging to the fabric around me. 

	A rough linen blindfold was tied over my eyes, plunging me into a world of pure sensation.

	It was overwhelming. The roar of the fire. The thrumming of the earth. And the scents. Gods, the scents. A wall of them hit me, sweat, cloying perfumes meant to entice, pine from the trees, and the thick, sharp current of fear rolling off the girls beside me. 

	I was led into the circle of alpha-bloodline males, my heart hammering a frantic counter-rhythm to the drums. My task was simple: find Alric. His scent was unmistakable, a cloying mix of stagnant water and something predatory.

	I walked the circle, my tracker's senses on high alert, filtering through the olfactory chaos. I passed scents of oak and leather, of frost and musk. 

	Then, a wave of something so compelling it stopped my breath. It wasn't Alric’s rot. This was clean and wild and utterly arresting, the scent of pine needles crushed after a hard rain, of rich, dark earth, and of a storm gathering over a mountain peak. 

	My inner wolf, a creature I usually kept on a tight leash, stirred and stretched, purring with a deep, instinctual recognition. It was a pull, primal and absolute, that had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with instinct. I found the hand that belonged to the scent and took it.

	The world exploded.

	It wasn't a gentle connection; it was a detonation. A mystical current, sharp and brilliant as silver lightning, shot up my arm, branding a path straight to my soul. 

	I gasped, my knees buckling at the sheer, unbridled intensity of it. A matching gasp echoed from the man whose hand I held. 

	The bond snapped into place, an irrefutable, metaphysical chain locking us together for eternity.

