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CHAPTER 1 — The Bride They Rejected




Sabine Sterling knew the exact moment a sacred ceremony became an execution. 

It was not when Kael Draven failed to arrive at the appointed bell. It was not when the witnesses began to whisper beneath the moon-glass chandeliers, their voices soft as silk pulled over knives. It was not even when her sister Isolde reached up to adjust her veil and pulled the combs so tight that Sabine’s eyes stung.

It was when the binding water warmed beneath Sabine’s fingers.

Only for a breath.

Only long enough for the silver bowl to tremble on its carved pedestal and send a pale ripple through the clear surface. The water recognized her. It had recognized her in the preparation chamber before the ceremony, when Lady Marielle Sterling had held Sabine’s hands above the bowl and told her not to tremble. Sabine had felt the same small warmth then, the same answering pulse that had moved beneath her skin like a quiet animal waking.

Her mother had seen it too.

Marielle had closed her fingers around Sabine’s wrists with enough force to bruise and whispered, “Not here.”

Now, beneath the white arch of the Moonspire Binding Hall, with three hundred Silverfang witnesses watching from polished stone tiers, the water answered Sabine again.

And High Binder Selwyn saw.

His pale eyes shifted toward the bowl. His mouth thinned. The movement was so small that anyone else might have missed it. Sabine had spent her whole life learning to read small movements because people did not speak plainly around girls whose futures had already been arranged. A blink too late. A hand tightening around a cup. A mother swallowing fear before shaping it into obedience. A sister smiling while her fingers dug into another woman’s veil.

Sabine drew her hand back from the bowl.

The water stilled.

Above her, moon-glass chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling in tiers of silver and frost, each crystal filled with captured light from the previous full moon. Their glow spilled over everything Silverfang wanted strangers to admire: the white stone columns veined with pale blue, the garlands of winter roses braided with silver thread, the long ceremonial carpet scattered with crushed moonpetals, the carved wolf heads watching from the archways with jeweled eyes. Incense burned in silver censers along the aisle, sweet and sharp, a careful blend of white cedar, crushed myrrh, and moonflower oil. Beneath it, Sabine smelled hot wax, damp wool from rain-soaked cloaks, the metallic tang of binding water, and the faint animal warmth of too many wolves gathered in one sacred room.

She stood at the center of it all in a gown made for a future she had not chosen but had prepared herself to honor.

The dress was white, because promised mates entered binding rites without declared stain. The sleeves were narrow and buttoned from wrist to elbow with seed pearls. Silver embroidery climbed the bodice in branching lines meant to represent mate-thread, pack-root, and future bloodline. It was beautiful. It was heavy. It held her ribs firmly enough that each breath had to be measured.

The veil hurt where Isolde had pinned it.

Sabine kept her chin lifted anyway.

On the left side of the hall sat House Sterling: her father in his alpha robes, her mother beside him with her gloved hands folded too neatly in her lap, Sterling cousins and lesser kin arranged by rank. On the right sat House Draven, all dark collars, polished boots, and warrior stillness. Behind them rose the broader Silverfang witnesses, elders and oath-speakers, bond-law scribes, moonfire attendants, ranked families, and young wolves craning their necks for a better look at the ceremony that would join Sterling blood to Draven power.

At the far end of the aisle, the arch waited empty.

Kael was late.

Sabine had known Kael Draven since she was nine years old and he was twelve, old enough to look at her as if she were a treaty rather than a girl. He had been polite to her then. Always polite. He had taught her the correct way to stand beside him during winter court, the names of Draven captains she should remember, which elders preferred deference and which preferred silence. He had never promised love, but Silverfang did not require love from promised mates. It required obedience, alliance, heirs, and a bond strong enough to keep rival houses from tearing each other apart.

Sabine had told herself she could build tenderness from duty if duty was all she was given.

Her magic had always been quiet. That was the word people used when they wanted to sound kind.

Quiet blood.

Quiet hands.

Quiet presence.

No visible moonfire like Isolde. No silver flare beneath the skin during seasonal rites. No instinctive command strong enough to make younger wolves lower their eyes. Sabine could feel pack magic the way one felt weather behind stone walls, but it did not leap from her palms or brighten her hair or make witnesses murmur with awe.

And yet she had been chosen first.

Not because she was strongest. Because she was eldest. Because House Sterling had promised her before Isolde’s moonfire bloomed at thirteen. Because contracts written in old blood were difficult to undo without causing offense.

Sabine had spent the last seven years trying not to wonder if Kael ever regretted that.

Isolde shifted behind her.

“You are breathing too quickly,” her sister murmured.

Sabine did not turn. “I am breathing.”

“Barely.” Isolde’s hands rose again to the veil. “Hold still. The left side is slipping.”

“It is not slipping.”

“It will look like it is.” Isolde stepped closer, bringing with her the scent of rose oil and warm skin and the faint bright spark of moonfire that always clung to her when she was nervous. “Everyone is staring.”

“They came to stare.”

“They came to judge.” Isolde gave a soft laugh, the kind that sounded like sisterly teasing if one did not hear the strain under it. “There is a difference.”

The combs bit deeper into Sabine’s scalp.

Sabine’s eyes watered. She refused to lift a hand and ease the pressure. “Isolde.”

“What?”

“That is too tight.”

Isolde’s fingers paused.

For one instant, her sister’s face reflected in the polished silver bowl before them: heart-shaped, lovely, framed by pale gold curls arranged with deliberate softness. Isolde wore a witness gown of moon-pale blue. Not white. A witness did not wear white to a binding unless she meant to insult the bride. Her sleeves were long and loose, embroidered with tiny stars that caught the chandelier light when she moved.

Sabine had thought them decorative when Isolde entered the preparation chamber.

Now, as Isolde’s hand hovered near the veil, the loose cuff slipped back.

A thread of binding silver flashed along the inside seam of her sleeve.

Sabine’s breath caught.

Witnesses did not wear binding silver. Sisters did not wear it to stand behind brides. Binding silver was sewn into ceremonial garments only when the wearer expected to be named in the rite.

Isolde tugged her cuff down.

Too quickly.

Sabine turned her head enough to meet her sister’s eyes.

Isolde looked away.

A slow chill moved through Sabine, colder than the stone beneath her slippers. “Why are you wearing that?”

Isolde’s lips parted. “Wearing what?”

“You know what.”

A bell sounded from the western tower before Isolde could answer.

The hall changed at once.

Whispers thinned into silence. Heads turned toward the high doors. The carved panels opened inward, and rain-scented air swept into the hall, disturbing the incense smoke. Guards entered first, four in Draven black and silver. Behind them came three council elders in white wolf pelts, their faces solemn and unreadable.

High Binder Selwyn walked with them.

Sabine’s stomach tightened.

Selwyn should have been at the dais already. The binder presiding over a promised mate ceremony waited with the bride, because the groom’s arrival completed the circle. He should not have entered with Kael. He should not have brought council elders with him.

Then Kael Draven stepped through the doors.

Every girl in Silverfang had once whispered about Kael’s beauty as if beauty were proof of virtue. He was tall and dark-haired, with the controlled grace of a wolf trained never to waste motion. His binding coat was black instead of ceremonial silver. That was the first wrongness. The second was the absence of the white mate-thread that should have been fastened across his heart and tied to Sabine’s wrist before the vows.

He walked down the aisle without looking at her.

Sabine felt something inside her chest fold in on itself, carefully and quietly, like a letter no one meant to send.

The witnesses bowed their heads as Kael passed. Not deeply. Not as they would for an alpha. But enough to acknowledge Draven power and the future he had been expected to share with her.

At the front of the hall, Kael stopped beside Selwyn.

Not opposite Sabine.

Beside Selwyn.

Sabine’s father rose from the Sterling benches. Alpha Garrick Sterling was broad-shouldered, silver-haired, and still powerful enough that younger wolves went still when his temper entered a room. His ceremonial mantle hung heavy with moon-thread and white fur. His face was composed, but his jaw worked once before he spoke.

“High Binder,” Garrick said, “this rite has already been delayed.”

Selwyn inclined his head. “The delay was necessary.”

A murmur moved through the witnesses.

Sabine looked at her mother.

Marielle sat motionless. Her face had gone the color of the winter roses braided around the columns. Her gaze fixed on Selwyn, not Kael, and fear pressed her mouth into a thin white line.

Not surprise.

Fear.

Sabine’s hands went cold inside her gloves.

Selwyn climbed the first step of the dais. His white robe whispered over stone. He was an old man, but not frail. Silverfang binders aged like knives kept in velvet, polished and dangerous long after their first blooding. He lifted one hand, and the hall fell silent again.

“Silverfang witnesses,” he said, his voice carrying without strain, “we gather tonight beneath moon-glass and pack law to honor the sacred nature of mate-bond, bloodline, and future strength.”

Sabine stared at Kael.

Look at me.

He did not.

Selwyn continued, “The bond between House Sterling and House Draven was promised in childhood, witnessed in council, and preserved in anticipation of this night. Yet the moon does not bend to mortal expectation. Pack law does not sanctify what magic refuses.”

A faint sound left someone behind Sabine. Isolde, perhaps. Or one of the attendants near the arch.

Sabine’s pulse beat hard enough to hurt.

Garrick’s voice came low and dangerous. “Speak plainly.”

Selwyn turned toward Sabine at last.

There was no pity in his face. Only decision.

“The moonfire has rejected Sabine Sterling’s suitability as Kael Draven’s mate.”

The hall erupted.

Not loudly at first. Silverfang was too well trained for that. The sound came as a wave of sucked-in breaths, a ripple of silk, a bench creaking under sudden movement, someone whispering a prayer too quickly. Then voices rose in pieces.

Rejected.

Impossible.

Quiet blood.

Unsuitable.

Sabine heard the words without understanding how air still moved in her lungs.

“No,” she said.

Her voice was not loud, but the word cut through the hall because she had not been expected to speak.

Selwyn’s gaze sharpened. “Sabine Sterling.”

“No,” she repeated, stronger this time. Her gloved hand lifted toward the binding bowl. “The preparation water warmed for me.”

Her mother’s fingers tightened around the edge of her seat.

Selwyn’s eyes flicked to Marielle and then back. “Preparation warmth can be caused by proximity, anxiety, or residual household magic. It is not binding proof.”

Sabine looked at Kael. “You know that is not true.”

At last, he faced her.

She wished he had not.

Kael’s expression held perfect regret. Not grief. Not shock. Not the wreckage of a man whose promised mate had just been declared unsuitable before three hundred witnesses. His eyes were calm, dark, and polished into something meant for public use.

“Sabine,” he said softly.

Her name sounded wrong in his mouth.

“You knew?” she asked.

A muscle moved near his jaw. “I knew there were concerns.”

“Concerns.”

“The council has watched the signs for months.”

“The council has watched my quiet blood for years.” Her voice shook, and she hated that it did. “If I was unsuitable, why wait until tonight?”

A whisper traveled through the benches.

Garrick stepped forward. “Kael, answer her.”

For the first time, Kael looked toward Sabine’s father. Something cold moved behind his eyes. “Because House Sterling deserved every chance to preserve the agreement with dignity.”

Dignity.

Sabine almost laughed.

The word sat in the hall like spilled poison.

Selwyn raised his hand again. “The sacred bond cannot be forced where moonfire refuses its vessel. However, pack law provides remedy when an allied bloodline remains compatible.”

Sabine turned before he finished.

Isolde had gone very still.

Her sister’s face was pale, but beneath the fear was something else. A shine in the eyes. A tremor at the mouth that was not entirely horror. One of Isolde’s hands had closed around her sleeve, clutching the hidden binding silver through the fabric.

Sabine’s stomach dropped.

“No,” she whispered.

Isolde looked at her then.

For one moment, they were children again, hiding beneath the nursery table while winter thunder shook the windows. Isolde’s small hand had been sticky with honeycake, and she had pressed it into Sabine’s palm because the dark frightened her. Sabine had promised nothing would get through the door while she was there.

Now Isolde’s eyes slid away.

Selwyn’s voice rang through the hall. “Isolde Sterling carries visible moonfire, compatible blood, and unclaimed bond status. With council approval and House Draven’s acceptance, the alliance may be preserved through her.”

Sabine could not feel her hands.

Kael turned toward Isolde.

The movement was ceremonial. Practiced. Smooth.

“Isolde Sterling,” he said, “before pack, moon, and witness, I accept you as the rightful vessel of the Draven-Sterling bond.”

Isolde stepped forward too quickly.

That was what betrayed her.

Not her gown. Not the binding silver hidden in her sleeves. Not the way she had pulled Sabine’s veil too tightly, as if preparing to remove a crown from someone else’s head. It was the speed. Isolde did not gasp. She did not hesitate. She moved like a woman answering a cue.

The hall saw it too.

Sabine heard the whispers sharpen.

Isolde reached the dais and extended her hand. The sleeve slipped again. Binding silver gleamed openly now along her wrist, already threaded for a mate-tie.

Sabine turned to her father.

Garrick’s face had darkened with fury, but he did not move.

“Father,” Sabine said.

His eyes met hers.

There was pain there. Shame. Rage.

But not action.

“Father,” she said again, and this time the word broke.

Garrick looked toward the council elders flanking Selwyn. One of them, Elder Voss, shook his head once. A warning. A command. A reminder of laws already invoked behind closed doors.

Garrick’s fists curled at his sides.

He stayed where he was.

Sabine looked at her mother.

Marielle had one hand pressed to her mouth. Tears stood in her eyes, but fear held her still as firmly as chains.

Sabine understood then that something had happened before this night. Something she had not been told. Something that had moved through council chambers, family rooms, and private bargains while she stood obediently in dress fittings and practiced vow responses.

Everyone who should have protected her had arrived already defeated.

Kael took Isolde’s hand.

A thin glow of moonfire sparked under Isolde’s skin, delicate and silver-blue. The witnesses sighed as if beauty could make betrayal holy.

Kael turned back toward Sabine.

“Sabine,” he said, and now his voice warmed with public mercy. “This was never meant to shame you.”

A sound moved through her throat. It might have been a laugh if there had been anything left in her capable of humor.

“No?”

His expression tightened. “You have served the alliance with grace. No one will forget that.”

Served.

As if she had been a cup passed from one table to another.

“The council will provide for your dignity,” Kael continued. “There are houses where quiet blood is not a failing. You will not be cast aside.”

“Only replaced.”

His eyes cooled.

Selwyn stepped in smoothly. “Mind your tone, child.”

Sabine turned on him. “Do not call me child in the hall where you just sold me.”

The witnesses stirred.

Isolde flinched. “Sabine.”

Sabine looked at her sister’s hand still held in Kael’s. “How long?”

Isolde’s mouth trembled. “Do not do this.”

“How long were you dressed for my ceremony?”

Color climbed Isolde’s throat. “You are making this uglier than it has to be.”

Sabine took one step toward her. Guards shifted along the walls. “It was ugly before I named it.”

Isolde’s eyes flashed. There was the sister Sabine knew beneath the softness, the one who hated being second, who smiled when elders praised her moonfire too loudly, who cried when anyone suggested Sabine’s promised bond mattered more than Isolde’s visible power.

“You had years,” Isolde said.

The hall went quiet.

Sabine stared at her. “What?”

“You had years as the chosen one.” Isolde’s voice shook, but she did not retreat. “Years of everyone telling me not to outshine you because you were Kael’s promised mate. Years of Mother lowering her voice when my moonfire came in because it might make things difficult. Years of pretending your quiet blood was enough because the contract named you first.”

Sabine felt each word land with physical weight.

“I did not write the contract,” she said.

“No. You only stood inside it.”

Kael’s fingers tightened around Isolde’s hand. Not affection. Warning.

Isolde swallowed.

Sabine saw it. The quick flicker of discomfort. The way Isolde’s brightness dimmed for half a breath when Kael’s grip closed. Then Isolde lifted her chin and turned the pain into pride.

“You are jealous,” Isolde said loudly. “And you are humiliating yourself.”

The words did what they were meant to do.

The hall shifted against Sabine.

Jealousy was easier to accept than conspiracy. A rejected woman’s bitterness was simpler than a council’s corruption. Around her, witnesses leaned into the explanation with visible relief.

Sabine’s cheeks burned.

She looked at the silver binding thread on Isolde’s sleeve. “You were prepared before Selwyn made the announcement.”

Selwyn’s voice cracked like a staff against stone. “Enough.”

“No.” Sabine turned, lifting her voice so the benches could hear. “If the moonfire rejected me tonight, why was my sister dressed for binding before Kael entered? Why did High Binder Selwyn arrive with council elders instead of waiting at the dais? Why did the preparation water warm for me before witnesses were brought in?”

The hall erupted again, louder this time.

Selwyn’s face changed.

Not much. But enough.

The smooth authority hardened into alarm.

“Sabine Sterling,” he said, “you are overwrought.”

“I am observant.”

“You are grieving.”

“I am awake.”

Kael released Isolde’s hand and stepped down from the dais. “Sabine, stop.”

She faced him. “Did you know before tonight?”

He came closer, lowering his voice as if privacy still existed between them. “Do not make me answer that here.”

The last fragile thing inside her broke cleanly.

“You already answered.”

Kael’s eyes darkened. “You do not understand what is at stake.”

“I understand that you let me stand here in bridal white while my sister wore binding silver under her sleeves.”

His mouth tightened. “There are obligations larger than personal pain.”

“And yet my pain is the only thing everyone keeps asking to behave.”

A few witnesses murmured approval before catching themselves. Sabine heard it. So did Selwyn.

The high binder lifted both hands. The silver rings on his fingers flared with pale light.

“Sabine Sterling has disrupted sacred mate law before witness and moon,” he declared. “For her own safety, and for the sanctity of this rite, she will be removed until the council determines proper correction.”

Correction.

The word emptied the air from the room.

Two guards stepped away from the wall.

Sabine stepped back.

Her hip struck the pedestal holding the binding bowl.

The silver vessel rocked.

Water sloshed over the rim, cold at first as it spilled across her glove. Then heat surged through the wet fabric into her skin. Sabine gasped. Beneath her palm, the bowl shuddered violently enough that the moonpetals floating on the surface spun apart.

The clear binding water darkened.

Not red. Not black.

A deep silver shadow bloomed from the place where Sabine’s fingers touched the rim. It spread through the bowl in curling threads, swallowing the reflection of the chandeliers. The scent of incense vanished beneath something older and sharper: rain on stone, cold iron, and the strange clean smell of air before lightning strikes.

The guards stopped.

The witnesses fell silent.

Sabine could not move her hand.

The water pulled at something beneath her skin. Not painfully. Not gently either. It recognized her with a force that made her knees weaken. For one terrible heartbeat, she thought she heard a woman’s voice beneath the surface of the bowl, muffled by water and distance.

Do not let them name chains as vows.

Selwyn moved fast.

He struck the bowl with the heel of his hand, breaking Sabine’s contact. Water spilled down the pedestal and splashed across the polished floor in dark, shining streaks.

“Contamination,” Selwyn snapped.

No one breathed.

He turned to the witnesses, raising his voice. “The rite has been contaminated by emotional instability and ungoverned blood response. Remove her.”

Kael’s polished mask cracked.

It was brief, but Sabine saw the raw thing underneath.

Not disgust.

Not pity.

Fear.

Then hunger.

He looked at the spilled water as if it had revealed a door he had been searching for in the dark.

Sabine backed away.

One guard reached for her arm.

Her body moved before thought could catch up. She grabbed the edge of her veil and yanked. Pain tore through her scalp as combs ripped free. The veil came loose in a rush of white netting and pearl pins. She flung it into the guard’s face.

He cursed.

The second guard lunged.

Sabine ducked beneath his arm, nearly slipping in the spilled binding water. Her shoulder struck the pedestal. The silver bowl crashed to the floor behind her, ringing against stone.

“Sabine!” her mother cried.

Sabine looked toward her.

Marielle had risen at last. One hand stretched over the distance between them, fingers shaking, face broken open with terror.

For a moment, Sabine almost ran to her.

Then she saw Selwyn turn his head toward Marielle.

A warning passed between them.

Marielle’s hand faltered.

Sabine understood enough.

Not everything. Not yet. But enough to know that her mother’s fear had roots deeper than tonight.

“Sabine,” Kael said.

He was coming down the steps now, no longer performing regret. “Do not run.”

She laughed then, once, because he had finally said something honest.

She turned and ran.

The side passage behind the Moonspire Binding Hall had been built for women no one wanted to watch leaving.

Sabine had learned that from an old attendant when she was fourteen, during a lesson on ceremonial history that had not been meant to interest her. The main aisle was for brides, victors, heirs, and honored dead. The side passage was for failed rites, fainting witnesses, disgraced daughters, and rejected mates whose families wished to preserve the appearance of mercy.

Tonight, it saved her life.

She shoved through the narrow arch behind a curtain of winter roses, tearing thorns across her sleeve as shouts exploded behind her. The passage beyond was dark except for blue witchlight set into shallow wall niches. The air changed at once. The hall’s incense faded behind damp stone, old dust, and the sour bite of extinguished candle smoke.

Her slippers skidded on the narrow floor.

The gown trapped her knees.

Sabine gathered fistfuls of white silk and ran harder.

Behind her, men shouted orders. Boots struck stone. Someone called for the east doors to be sealed. Someone else shouted for the bride to be contained.

The bride.

Even now, they used the word as if it still belonged to her when they wanted something to seize.

Sabine reached the first turn and slammed one shoulder into the wall because she was moving too fast. Pain burst down her arm. She kept running. Pearls fell from her torn sleeve and scattered behind her like small bones.

A memory flashed sharp and useless through her panic: Isolde at twelve, chasing her down this same passage during a winter festival, both of them breathless with stolen cakes hidden in their skirts. Sabine had known the turns better then because she had loved old corridors and forgotten doors. Isolde had followed, laughing, trusting Sabine not to let them get caught.

Sabine stumbled.

Her chest clenched so violently she almost stopped.

Then a guard shouted her name from the passage mouth.

She ran on.

The corridor forked near the old robing rooms. Left led toward the family galleries. Right led toward the rejected brides’ exit, a narrow stair descending to the lower gardens. Sabine went right.

Her hands shook so badly she nearly missed the latch at the stair door. It was old iron, half hidden beneath flaking white paint. She wrenched it open and plunged down the steps.

Cold air rose from below.

The stairwell smelled of rain and moss.

Her breath tore in and out of her lungs. The gown dragged at her legs, heavy now with spilled water and mud from the corridor threshold. Halfway down, her heel caught in the hem. She pitched forward and caught the wall with both palms, scraping skin against stone.

Voices echoed above.

“She went this way!”

Sabine looked down at the gown.

Beautiful. Heavy. Useless.

She grabbed the front panel with both hands and tore.

The fabric resisted at first, then ripped from knee to ankle with a sound that made her flinch. She tore again, widening the split until she could move. The cold air struck her legs through silk stockings. She kicked free of one slipper and left it on the step.

At the bottom of the stair, another door waited.

Sabine shoved it open.

Rain hit her face.

The lower gardens of Moonspire Hall spread beneath the ceremony wing in terraces of white stone, silver hedges, and winter roses trained over iron trellises. Beyond them lay the outer lawns, the carriage court, the old orchard, and the forest road that led toward the northern hunting grounds.

Sabine had walked these gardens every spring with her mother.

Tonight they were a maze of wet leaves, slick steps, and moonlight broken by storm clouds.

She ran into the rain and nearly fell again when her remaining slipper slid on moss. She kicked it off without stopping. Cold stone shocked her bare feet. Thorns caught the torn hem of her gown and pulled until fabric ripped behind her.

The high bells began to ring.

Not the slow silver peal of marriage.

Not the bright cascading notes that should have announced a successful bond.

The bells struck hard and fast from the western tower.

Hunt bells.

Sabine stopped for half a breath beneath a dripping arch of roses, her chest heaving, rain running down her face and beneath the collar of her gown.

They were hunting her.

Her own pack.

Her own blood.

Above the garden wall, the Moonspire Binding Hall blazed with light. Shadows moved behind the tall windows. The ceremony would still be happening inside, perhaps. Selwyn might be cleansing the contaminated bowl. Kael might be taking Isolde’s hand again. The witnesses might be persuading themselves that Sabine had proven her unsuitability by running.

Her father had not stopped them.

Her mother had reached too late.

Her sister had stood ready.

Something hot and broken rose in Sabine’s throat. She swallowed it because grief would make her slow, and slow would get her dragged back through the same side passage built for women no one wanted to watch leaving.

A door opened above.

Men spilled into the upper garden.

“There!”

Sabine ran.

She crossed the first terrace, bare feet slapping wet stone. A thorn branch tore across her cheek. She tasted blood and rain. The winter roses blurred white on either side of her, their petals bruising under her hands when she shoved through them. Behind her, boots pounded down the garden steps.

“Sabine Sterling!” a guard shouted. “By order of High Binder Selwyn, stop!”

She did not.

The outer lawn opened ahead, dark and shining under rain. Beyond it stood the old orchard, its black branches tossing in the wind. If she reached the trees, she might lose them for a few minutes. If she reached the northern hunting road, she might find the stream path. If she followed the stream far enough, she would reach the old boundary woods.

The Blackwater.

Her stomach clenched.

No Sterling crossed Blackwater. No Silverfang daughter entered Vale land unless she wished to start a blood feud or vanish into enemy teeth.

Another bell joined the first.

Then another.

The whole western tower rang with the hunt.

Sabine gathered the remains of her gown and sprinted across the lawn.

Halfway to the orchard, she heard Isolde’s voice.

“Sabine!”

It came from the terrace behind her, high and strained.

Sabine looked back.

She should not have. That single glance nearly cost her footing. She saw her sister beneath the garden arch, rain striking her uncovered hair, Kael’s black coat draped over her witness gown. Isolde had one hand pressed to her middle as if the binding thread there hurt her.

For a moment, the distance between them filled with everything neither of them had said when it might have mattered.

Isolde took one step forward.

Kael appeared behind her.

His hand closed around her wrist.

Isolde stopped.

Sabine saw the small wince. The quick dimming of moonfire under Isolde’s skin. The way Kael leaned close and said something Sabine could not hear over the rain.

Isolde’s face tightened.

She did not come down the steps.

Sabine turned away.

The orchard swallowed her.

Branches whipped her arms and face. Mud sucked at her feet. The torn veil, still caught somewhere in the back of her hair, dragged behind her until a branch snagged it. Her head jerked back. Pain flashed white through her scalp.

She reached up, grabbed the veil, and tore it free.

For one heartbeat, she stood in the rain holding the ruined length of bridal netting in both hands.

Then she dropped it into the mud and ran toward the dark line of the trees while the hunt bells screamed behind her.








  
  
CHAPTER 2 — Across the Blackwater




By dawn, Sabine had learned that exile had a sound: wet branches snapping behind her and wolves calling her name like a crime. 

The forest had no pity for a woman in bridal silk.

Every thorn seemed to know she had been dressed for ceremony, not flight. Brambles hooked into the torn hem of her gown and dragged at her knees. Low pine branches slapped rainwater against her face. Roots rose beneath the mud like hands trying to trip her. More than once, she stumbled hard enough to bite her tongue, and the taste of blood mixed with the rain running over her lips.

She had stopped feeling her feet sometime before the sky began to pale.

At first there had been pain. Sharp stones. Frozen mud. Pine needles ground into the soles of her bare feet. Then came heat, then throbbing, and now only a deep, distant numbness that frightened her more than pain would have. She did not know how far she had run from Moonspire Hall. She knew only that the hunt bells had faded behind her long before midnight, replaced by horns, then shouts, then the long, coordinated calls of Silverfang wolves moving through their own woods.

They did not need lanterns to track her.

She carried the binding hall on her skin.

Moonflower oil. Incense. Spilled binding water. Her own blood. The damp silk of a rejected bride.

She had tried to wash the scent from her wrists in a stream hours ago, but the cold had made her fingers clumsy, and the water had only woken the dark memory of the silver bowl. She could still feel the heat where the binding water had touched her glove. She could still see Selwyn’s face when the clear surface darkened beneath her hand.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

Sabine shoved between two wet firs and stumbled into a shallow hollow carpeted with dead leaves. Her knees threatened to fold. She caught herself against a tree trunk, bark scraping her palm, and bent over as her breath tore out of her.

Behind her, far enough to be hidden but close enough to hear, a man shouted, “She crossed the lower ridge.”

Another voice answered, “The scent turns east.”

“She is circling.”

“No,” a third said, colder than the others. “She is running for Blackwater.”

The hollow seemed to tighten around her.

Sabine lifted her head.

Blackwater.

Even as a child, she had known the name before she understood maps. It was the border mothers used in warnings and old soldiers used in curses. Do not wander north after dusk. Do not follow foxfire through the pines. Do not cross where the stones turn black. Do not speak to Vale wolves if they call from the other bank.

No Sterling crosses Blackwater and returns clean.

Her father had said that once when she was ten and had followed a hunting party too far along the northern stream. Garrick Sterling had found her beside a treaty post carved with two wolf heads facing away from each other, Silverfang pale and Vale dark. He had not shouted. That had made the warning worse. He had carried her home in silence and told her afterward that some borders were drawn not to separate land, but to keep old graves from opening.

Sabine pressed a hand to her ribs and forced air into her lungs.

Behind her, a branch cracked.

She pushed away from the tree and ran.

The forest thickened as she moved north. Silver-barked birches gave way to black pine and old hemlock. The ground sloped downward, slick with moss and rain. The sky had shifted from night-black to a dim, colorless gray, but very little light reached the pathless undergrowth. Fog gathered low between the trunks, curling around her ankles and hiding stones until she stepped on them.

Her gown slowed her again.

Sabine stopped only long enough to grab the ruined skirt in both hands. The silk had been torn from knee to ankle the night before, but the back panels remained heavy, soaked through, clinging to her legs. She twisted the fabric hard and tore upward. The sound was ugly in the quiet, a ripping gasp that seemed too loud beneath the trees.

She tore again.

Pearls scattered into the mud. Silver embroidery split. The gown that had taken three seamstresses six weeks to finish came apart beneath her shaking hands. She stripped away the trailing panels until the skirt hung ragged above her knees, the underlayers shredded and stained. Cold air struck her bare legs. She used one torn strip to bind her left foot where a deep cut had begun to bleed again, then wrapped another around her wrist where the hunter’s thorns had scored her skin during the night.

Her hands shook so hard that the knot slipped twice.

“Keep moving,” she whispered.

Her voice sounded rough and unfamiliar.

A howl rose behind her.

Not close. Not far enough.

Sabine ran again.

The ground dropped more steeply. Water began to speak beneath the forest sounds, first as a murmur, then as a rush. The Blackwater did not roar like a mountain river. It moved with a deep, steady force, as if the land itself breathed through it. When the trees finally broke apart ahead, she saw a dark ribbon of water cutting through stone and fog.

She stopped at the edge of the bank.

For a moment, all the fear in her became still.

The river was wider than she remembered from childhood warnings, though she had never stood this close before. Black reeds crowded the Silverfang side, their wet heads bowed under rain. The water ran dark over a bed of smooth stones, not truly black, but deep brown and green where the dawn could not enter. Across the river, the far bank rose into Vale territory, thick with pine and gray rock. Mist clung there differently, heavier, as if the trees on that side exhaled secrets and kept them close.

Between the banks stood the treaty stones.

They rose from the river in a crooked line, flat-topped and slick, each carved with old runes worn by water and weather. The nearest bore the Silverfang crescent. The next bore nothing she could read. The third, farther into the current, had a dark wolf’s head cut into its face.

Vale.

Sabine’s body knew the danger even before thought formed. Her skin tightened. The stories of Nightvale came back in pieces: wolves who moved without sound, heirs who wore shadows like cloaks, warding magic that could swallow trespassers whole, old claims made before blood and river and never undone.

If she crossed, she might die.

If she stayed, she would be taken home.

Home.

The word struck her with such bitterness that she almost choked on it.

Moonspire Hall. Isolde’s hidden binding silver. Her father’s stillness. Her mother’s terrified silence. Kael’s hand closing around Isolde’s as if Sabine had been the mistake in a ceremony designed for someone else.

Behind her, men crashed through the trees.

“There!”

Sabine turned.

Three Silverfang hunters broke from the forest, rain-dark cloaks snapping around their legs. They were not ceremonial guards. These were border men, lean and mud-spattered, with knives at their belts and tracking cords wrapped around their wrists. One carried a silver capture chain. The sight of it sent a cold, clean terror through her.

“Sabine Sterling,” the lead hunter called. “Stop where you are.”

She backed toward the reeds.

The hunter lifted one hand, palm outward, as if gentling a frightened animal. “No one wants to hurt you.”

Her laugh came out raw. “That is why you brought a chain?”

His mouth hardened. “High Binder Selwyn ordered your safe return for correction. You are unstable after a contaminated rite. Come quietly, and this does not worsen.”

Correction.

The word opened the memory of Selwyn’s rings flaring above the spilled bowl. Sabine took another step back.

The second hunter moved to her left. The third spread right, cutting off the bank. They were herding her away from the treaty stones.

“She is not thinking clearly,” the lead hunter said to the others, loudly enough for her to hear. “Do not let her reach the river.”

Sabine’s pulse hammered in her throat.

“I am thinking clearly enough,” she said.

The hunter’s gaze flicked toward the treaty stones. “You do not want that side.”

“I do not want yours.”

His nostrils flared. “You are Silverfang.”

“I was Silverfang when your binder called me contaminated.”

“Your blood answered wrong.”

“My blood answered.”

His expression shifted before he could hide it.

There. Again.

Recognition. Fear. Not of a shamed bride, but of something he had been warned about.

Sabine felt the river behind her as if it called without sound.

The hunter lunged.

She ran for the water.

Reeds whipped her legs. Mud swallowed her feet to the ankle and tried to hold her. She tore free and plunged into the Blackwater. Cold struck so violently that breath left her body. The river seized her calves, then her knees, dragging at the strips of gown that remained. She stumbled toward the first stone and caught herself with both hands on its slick surface.

“Sabine!” the hunter shouted.

She climbed.

The stone was wet and freezing beneath her palms. Her wounded foot slipped, but she shoved herself onto it, crawled across, and lurched toward the second. The current slapped her thighs. Rain blurred her vision. Behind her, boots splashed into the shallows.

“Do not cross,” the hunter snarled. “Do not be stupid enough to make this treason.”

Sabine reached the second stone.

The rune carved into it flashed faintly under her bare foot.

Her skin prickled.

She did not stop.

She jumped for the third stone, the one marked with the dark wolf.

Her foot landed badly. Pain shot up her leg. She fell to one knee, slamming bone against rock hard enough to make her vision white at the edges. But her hand struck the carved wolf head, and the air changed.

The river sound deepened.

The fog on the far bank stirred.

Sabine lifted her head and saw the Vale shore no more than six paces away.

A hand closed around her wrist from behind.

She cried out.

The lead hunter had followed her onto the stones. One boot braced on the second, the other in the rushing water. He gripped her so hard the small bones in her wrist ground together.

“Enough,” he said through clenched teeth. “You are coming back.”

Sabine looked down.

His hand was around her wrist on the Vale-marked stone.

Past the boundary.

Something old and terrible went still beneath the river mist.

The hunter must have felt it, because his face changed.

Before he could release her, panic surged through Sabine. Not thought. Not magic she understood. Only the violent refusal of her body to be dragged back across that river.

“No,” she said.

The word came from somewhere deeper than her throat.

Heat burst beneath the hunter’s fingers.

A mark at the side of his neck flared into view, usually hidden beneath his collar: a thin silver crescent crossed by a mate-thread. For one instant it glowed with the steady light of a claimed bond. Then darkness veined through it.

The hunter screamed.

Sabine tried to wrench free, but he tightened his grip even as his face twisted in horror. The mate-mark flickered again, the silver thread snapping into jagged pieces beneath his skin.

“What did you do?” he gasped.

“I do not know.”

He stared at her as if she had opened her mouth and spoken with a dead woman’s voice. Fear made him cruel. His other hand shot out and caught her upper arm.

“Witch-blood,” he spat. “Selwyn was right.”

The air behind Sabine turned cold.

Not winter cold. Not river cold.

A stillness with teeth.

“Remove your hand from her.”

The voice came from the Vale bank.

Sabine froze.

The hunter’s grip locked around her wrist.

Mist parted between the pines.

A man stood at the edge of the far shore with a black cloak falling from his shoulders and rain darkening his hair. He was tall, broad across the chest, and utterly still in a way that made the armed wolves beside him seem restless by comparison. Five Nightvale patrolmen emerged behind him, their dark leathers marked with ironwood clasps and gray fur at the collars. None of them drew a weapon.

They did not need to.

The river seemed to know them.

The man at the front looked from Sabine to the hunter’s hand on her wrist, then to the stone beneath her knees.

“You are holding a Silverfang woman on Vale treaty ground,” he said.

The hunter swallowed. “This is internal pack correction.”

“It became a border violation when you crossed the third stone.”

“She is ours.”

The man’s expression did not change, but the mist nearest him thinned as if afraid to touch his boots. “Women are not border property.”

The words should have relieved her.

Instead, Sabine felt the danger in him more sharply.

Vale.

This had to be Ronan Vale.

Even in Silverfang, where his name was spoken with contempt and caution, she had heard enough. The heir who held the northern patrols. The wolf who had broken a raiding line at nineteen. The son of a house that treated sanctuary law like a blade and border insult like blood debt.

His gaze moved to her face.

Sabine could not read it. His eyes were a gray so dark they seemed cut from stormlight, and they held none of Kael’s polished regret, none of Selwyn’s sanctimonious control. He looked at her as if he saw every tear in the silk, every scratch on her face, every tremor she could not suppress, and was arranging those details into a strategy.

That should have frightened her more than it did.

The hunter jerked her arm. “Get up.”

Sabine gasped.

Ronan Vale took one step onto the river stones.

The Nightvale wolves behind him moved with him, not forward, not yet, but into readiness. The air tightened around the river.

“I will not repeat myself,” Ronan said.

The hunter’s jaw worked. “If Vale interferes with a lawful Silverfang correction, your father will answer for it.”

“My father taught me to count treaty stones before threatening across a river.”

A flicker of movement passed through the far trees behind the Silverfang side.

More men.

Sabine turned her head.

Kael Draven emerged from the forest in a rain-black coat, his hair damp, his boots muddied but his posture still controlled. Two council guards came behind him, and behind them three more hunters with capture cords. He stopped at the Silverfang bank when he saw Ronan.

For the first time since Sabine had known him, Kael looked genuinely inconvenienced.

Not wounded. Not frightened.

Inconvenienced, as if she had disrupted a plan that had required cleaner timing.

“Ronan Vale,” Kael called.

Ronan did not look away from the hunter holding Sabine. “Kael Draven.”

“Return her.”

The simplicity of the command made Sabine’s stomach turn.

Ronan’s gaze finally shifted to Kael. “Your hunter seized her on Vale soil.”

“She is Silverfang.”

“She crossed the boundary.”

“She is unstable after a failed binding rite.”

“She looks hunted after being chased through a forest in bridal clothes.”

A faint, humorless smile touched Kael’s mouth. “You do not understand what she is.”

Sabine’s wrist burned where the hunter held her.

Ronan looked back at her. The full force of his attention settled over her like weight, not gentle, not cruel. “Did you cross willingly?”

The question startled her.

No one had asked her anything since the ceremony began. Not truly. They had announced, corrected, commanded, accused, and declared. Even her father’s eyes had begged without asking. Even Isolde had turned pain into accusation. Ronan’s question cut through the river mist and left Sabine standing inside the shape of her own choice.

The hunter’s grip tightened in warning.

Sabine lifted her chin. Rain ran from her hair down her neck. Her teeth nearly chattered, but she forced the words out clearly.

“Yes.”

Kael’s expression hardened. “Sabine.”

She did not look at him.

Ronan’s voice remained even. “Did you know you were entering Vale territory?”

“Yes.”

“Were you forced across?”

“No.”

The hunter cursed under his breath.

Ronan’s eyes moved to the hand still locked around her wrist. “Are you being held against your will now?”

Sabine’s throat tightened. She thought of the binding hall, the chain, Selwyn’s rings, Isolde’s sleeve, her mother’s fear, Kael’s voice telling her not to run.

She looked across the river at Kael.

“I would rather die in rival territory than return to him.”

The words struck the riverbank like a thrown blade.

Kael’s polished face went still.

Behind Ronan, one of the Nightvale patrolmen drew in a slow breath. Another looked at the hunter’s hand as if measuring where to cut.

Ronan stepped fully onto the third stone.

The hunter released Sabine’s upper arm but not her wrist. “Do not.”

Ronan’s gaze dropped to the cracked mate-mark at the hunter’s neck. “Your bond is bleeding.”

The hunter’s free hand flew to the mark.

Kael’s eyes sharpened.

Sabine saw him notice. She saw the instant calculation enter his face. The hunter’s cracked mark was not supposed to be visible. Whatever had happened beneath Sabine’s panic, it mattered. It mattered enough that Kael’s attention shifted from legal command to something colder.

“Sabine,” Kael said, and now his voice softened. “You are frightened. You are confused. You have been through a shock. Come back, and we will correct this privately.”

She laughed once, but there was no humor in it. “You rejected me before three hundred witnesses.”

“You forced my hand.”

“I stood where I was told to stand.”

His eyes darkened. “You contaminated the rite.”

“The water warmed before the rite.”

A muscle moved near his jaw.

Ronan watched that movement with quiet interest.

Kael seemed to realize too late that he had reacted. He smoothed his expression and lifted his hands slightly, showing empty palms to the river, to Ronan, to everyone watching. “This is not Vale business. She is promised under Silverfang law, temporarily distressed, and subject to council correction.”

“She is standing on my side of the treaty line,” Ronan said.

“She is standing on a stone.”

“A Vale stone.”

“Do you intend war over a rejected bride?”

Sabine flinched before she could stop herself.

Ronan’s eyes flicked toward her. Something in his face altered, not softening exactly, but sharpening in a different direction.

“No,” he said. “I intend law.”

The word seemed to move through the mist.

Kael went very still.

Ronan held out his right hand, palm upward, not touching Sabine. “Sabine Sterling, you have crossed into Vale territory under pursuit. A Silverfang hunter has seized you beyond the treaty mark. Under ancient sanctuary law, you may request protection from immediate return until witness and judgment.”

The hunter shook his head. “That law is dead.”

Ronan did not look at him. “Old law sleeps. It does not die because guilty men stop teaching it.”

Kael stepped closer to the water’s edge. “Do not do this.”

Ronan’s gaze remained on Sabine. “You are not required to accept. If you refuse, I will still require him to release you from Vale ground. But sanctuary claim gives stronger protection from seizure.”

The words came carefully.

Not gentle.

Careful.

Sabine understood very little of ancient law, but she understood the difference between a cage and an open door when terror had sharpened every sense in her body. Ronan was offering something with teeth. Not safety. Not kindness. A law that could hold back Kael long enough for her to breathe.

“What does it cost?” she asked.

Ronan’s mouth tightened, as if he respected the question. “It makes you a protected trespasser under Nightvale witness. Silverfang cannot reclaim you without formal challenge.”

“And you?” she asked.

“I become answerable for the claim.”

“Do you own me?”

The hunter made a rough sound, as if the question itself was obscene.

Ronan’s eyes did not move from hers. “No.”

The single word steadied something in her, though she did not trust it. She could not afford to trust any man’s word simply because it was the word she needed.

Kael’s voice cut across the water. “He is lying. Vale protection always becomes possession.”

Ronan looked at him then. “Silverfang correction seems to begin there.”

Sabine’s wrist throbbed inside the hunter’s grip.

She looked down at his fingers, at the cracked mate-mark pulsing under his skin, at the treaty stone beneath her knees. She looked at the river she had crossed by choice, then at the bank where Kael waited with men who had chased her through the dark because she had dared to ask why her sister was dressed for her vows.

Her body shook so violently she could barely hold herself upright.

Still, she answered.

“Yes.”

Ronan’s expression did not change. “Say it clearly.”

Kael’s face twisted. “Sabine, think.”

She did.

She thought of her father frozen beneath council eyes. She thought of her mother’s hand reaching too late. She thought of Isolde standing in binding silver and calling betrayal jealousy. She thought of the silver capture chain at the hunter’s belt.

Then she looked at Ronan Vale, enemy heir, border wolf, stranger with storm-dark eyes, and chose the danger she had not already survived.

“I accept protection from immediate seizure,” she said. “I crossed willingly. I will not return to Kael Draven.”

The river answered before Ronan touched her.

A low vibration moved through the stone beneath Sabine’s knees. The carved wolf head under her hand warmed despite the cold rain. The hunter cursed and tried to drag her backward, but his grip slipped as if water had passed between his fingers.

Ronan moved.

He crossed the remaining distance with controlled speed, seized the hunter’s wrist, and broke his hold without flourish. The man cried out and stumbled back toward the Silverfang side, clutching his arm.

Sabine swayed.

Ronan caught her wrist.

Not where the hunter had bruised her.

Below it.

His fingers were warm despite the rain.

The instant his skin touched hers, heat drove up Sabine’s arm and struck beneath her collarbone hard enough to steal the world.

She gasped.

Ronan’s hand tightened, then loosened at once, as if he had felt her panic through the contact and forced himself not to hold too hard.

Darkness bloomed beneath his fingers.

At first Sabine thought the hunter’s broken mate-mark had spilled onto her skin. Then the darkness gathered into lines, thin and precise, writing itself around her wrist in a language she did not know. It burned, but not like injury. It felt like standing too close to a hearth after nearly freezing to death. Painful because warmth had returned too quickly.

The lines circled once.

Then a second light answered.

Silver-black radiance flickered beneath the dark claim, rising from inside her skin instead of sinking down from Ronan’s touch. It threaded through the mark, not obeying it, not rejecting it, but changing it. The dark lines widened. The silver light sharpened. The mark climbed from her wrist toward her forearm in delicate branches before stopping abruptly, as if some unseen hand had caught itself before reaching too far.

Ronan went utterly still.

Sabine stared at the mark, unable to breathe.

Across the river, Kael made a sound too low for most to hear.

Sabine heard it.

So did Ronan.

His gaze lifted, not to Sabine this time, but to Kael.

Kael’s anger had become too sharp for public performance. The mask of injured duty was gone. In its place stood something raw, possessive, and furious. His eyes had fixed on the altered mark as if Ronan had taken not a rejected bride, but a key.

“What did you do?” Kael demanded.

Ronan looked down at the claim again. He hid his shock quickly, but not quickly enough. Sabine saw it in the slight narrowing of his eyes, the controlled breath, the way his patrols had shifted behind him. Nightvale wolves did not gasp. They did not whisper. But every one of them had seen the mark answer.

“I invoked sanctuary,” Ronan said.

“That is not sanctuary.”

“No,” Ronan said quietly. “It appears you were wrong about what you threw away.”

Kael stepped into the shallows.

The river seemed to darken around his boots.

Ronan’s patrols moved forward.

Kael stopped, but his attention remained locked on Sabine. “She is defective.”

Sabine felt the word strike the raw place where the ceremony still lived.

Kael seemed to sense it. His voice cooled, becoming careful again. “She is unstable, dangerous, and untrained. You have no idea what her blood can do.”

Ronan’s fingers still circled her wrist. She should have pulled away. She wanted to. She also knew that if he released her, her knees might fold beneath her.

“Then Silverfang should have kept its lies on its own side of the river,” Ronan said.

Kael’s mouth tightened. “You are making a mistake that will cost both packs.”

“Possibly.”

The answer seemed to irritate Kael more than denial would have.

Ronan turned slightly toward his patrols. “Witness.”

One of the Nightvale wolves, an older woman with iron-gray hair braided against her skull, stepped forward and raised two fingers to her brow. “Witnessed. Sabine Sterling crossed the Blackwater by choice. Silverfang seized her on Vale treaty ground. Ronan Vale invoked sanctuary after verbal acceptance.”

A younger patrolman repeated, “Witnessed.”

One by one, the others did the same.

The words settled around Sabine like stones placed in a wall.

Not comfort.

Structure.

For the first time since the bells had changed, something stood between her and the hands reaching to drag her back.

The strength left her all at once.

Her vision blurred at the edges. The cold she had outrun all night surged through her body with vicious speed. Her knees buckled.

Ronan stepped closer but did not lift her. His grip moved from her wrist to her forearm, steadying without enclosing.

“Sabine.”

His voice was nearer now, lower.

She tried to answer. Her mouth would not shape words.

Rain ran into her eyes. The river tilted. The stones beneath her feet seemed too narrow, too slick, too far from any shore that wanted her.

Ronan’s other hand hovered near her shoulder, not touching.

“May I carry you off the river?”

The question reached her through cold and exhaustion.

May I.

Not move. Not come. Not obey.

May I.

Sabine’s throat worked. Across the water, Kael watched with a face carved from fury. The hunter whose mark she had cracked crouched on the Silverfang bank, one hand clamped over his neck, eyes wide with terror. Behind him, the capture chain lay half in the water, glinting silver among the reeds.

She had crossed.

She had answered.

She had chosen this danger.

Sabine nodded.

Ronan slid one arm behind her back and the other beneath her knees. He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, but not carelessly. The movement sent pain through her bruised body. She bit back a sound and turned her face toward his shoulder before she could think better of it.

He smelled of rain, cedar smoke, wet leather, and something colder beneath, like stone after midnight.

The mark on her wrist pulsed once against his coat.

Ronan felt it.

His arms tightened for half a breath, then eased.

Behind them, Kael called her name.

Not gently now.

“Sabine.”

The command in it scraped over her skin.

She turned her head.

Ronan stood on the Vale bank with Sabine in his arms. Between them and Silverfang, the Blackwater rushed over the treaty stones, dark and relentless. Kael remained on the opposite shore, rain slicking his dark hair to his forehead, his hands curled at his sides. Isolde was nowhere beside him. Selwyn was not there to name the water contaminated. Garrick was not there to hesitate. Marielle was not there to reach too late.

Only Kael.

Only the river.

Only the border she had crossed with her own bleeding feet.

Ronan looked across the Blackwater and spoke over the sound of the current.

“Tell your binder,” he said, “that Nightvale will answer any lawful challenge before witness. Tell him also that the next Silverfang hand that crosses our stones without permission will not be returned attached.”

One of Kael’s hunters growled.

Kael lifted a hand, and the man fell silent.

His eyes stayed on Sabine. “You do not know what you are carrying, Vale.”

Ronan turned away from the river.

“No,” he said. “But I know who was chasing it.”

He carried Sabine into the fog beneath the pines. Behind them, the Blackwater kept rushing, swallowing Kael’s voice until it became only another sound from the far side of the river.









