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Blood runs warmer than shame.

That is a hard thing to learn, and I learned it too young.

I am four-and-twenty years old, born in the wet dark of Hollowfen Vale, where the reeds grow taller than a wolf’s back and the fog sits low as if it means to listen at every door. I was born common. Worse, I was born Merrow. In the Cinder Crown Realm, that is not a name men speak with kindness. My father died under a traitor’s stain. My mother went to the earth with grief in her bones. My brother learned early how to bare his teeth before he learned how to trust. And I learned how to tend the dead before I ever thought the gods might look my way.

A grave-healer does not rank high in any hall. We wash the bodies. We close the eyes. We gather what war and winter leave behind. The high wolves speak of glory. The rest of us scrub blood from stone and pray the fever does not take another child before dawn.

That was my place.

Not at court. Not near a throne. Not in the path of an Alpha King.

Yet the moon makes mock of place, and fate has no manners.

The snow under my boots gives a soft crack as I climb, and the sound brings me back to now. The pass is black rock and white drift and old wind. Wolfgate is never kind, not even in good weather. Tonight it is a knife. The cold goes through wool, skin, and bone as if all three are one frail thing. Blood wets my side under my cloak. Too much of it. My horse is gone. The packet under my arm is still dry, still there, still worth more than my life if I can get it past the next ridge.

If.

That is a small word. It has buried many fools.

Mine began months ago, the night the royal summons came to Hollowfen Vale.

The seal bore the Crown wolf of Stormgrave Keep. Even Tavin went quiet when he saw it. He had been all temper that evening, throwing split wood beside the house and cursing the wardens who still spoke our father’s name like a curse to spit. Then Bram Calder rode into our yard with six Crown men at his back and handed me the order himself.

“By leave of His Grace,” he said, formal as stone, “you are summoned to Stormgrave Keep to serve in the healer wing for Winter Ascension.”

I remember looking from the parchment to his face. Bram was a hard-built wolf, broad through the shoulders, scar over one forearm, nose broken some old ugly way. Not cruel. Not gentle either. A king’s guard captain had no reason to look kindly on a Merrow.

“My lord king has no want of marsh healers,” I said.

“No,” Bram answered. “But the Crown has called.”

That was the way of rank in our realm. The Crown spoke. The rest of us came.

Hollowfen knelt to Stormgrave. Territory alphas knelt to the king. High Beta to king. Council to king. Common wolves to all of them. And a family under treason stain knelt lower than most, whether any knee touched the floor or not.

Tavin stepped close enough that his shoulder brushed mine. He was nineteen and still too quick to anger, too quick to think anger made a shield. “She’s done nothing.”

“Did I say she had?” Bram asked.

No one said the real thing aloud. They did not need to. I was Corren Merrow’s daughter. In the eyes of noble wolves, guilt traveled in blood.

After Bram left, Tavin paced the room like a caged young male. “Do not go.”

“I must.”

“They’ll use you.”

“They already do.”

He hated that answer because it was true.

My mother used to say that the powerful never need to shout if the weak have been taught to fear a whisper. Lysa Merrow had hands that could set bone and cool fever. She smelled of sage and peat smoke. She died two winters after Father, and I buried her myself on a morning so cold the spade struck hard ground like iron. Some griefs never change shape. They only settle deeper.

Father was the first wound.

Corren Merrow had served as a border warden at Wolfgate Pass. He knew the trade roads, the smuggler cuts, the thin places where rogues slipped between territories. When I was a girl, I thought no man in the realm stood straighter. Then the Crown named him traitor. They said he sold border routes to lawless packs. They said he took coin and turned his back while blood crossed into Crown land. Before any proper hearing could clear or damn him, he was dead. The tale stood. The stain stayed. Men who had once eaten at our hearth would not meet my eye in daylight after that.

Only Tavin never doubted him. Never me. Never our mother.

So I went to Stormgrave for him as much as for duty.

Winter Ascension filled the keep with every kind of wolf I had spent my life avoiding: territory alphas in heavy furs and heavier pride, noble daughters with clever mouths, council men who smiled too carefully, guards who watched common-born women as if we might steal silver by looking at it. Stormgrave itself rose out of black stone high above the gorge, all sharp lines and cold halls, built less like a home than a warning.

The first day I saw Lucan Styr Halden, Alpha King of the Cinder Crown Realm, I understood why men lowered their heads when he passed.

He was not kind-looking. Kings need not be. He had a war-scar near his jaw, broad shoulders under dark wool, and a face too controlled for softness. His eyes were gold. Not warm gold. Not sweet gold. The sort that catches on a blade’s edge at sunset. A man could look at such a face and believe law lived there.

The beast in me knew him before I wished it.

One breath. That was all.

My body went still. My skin tightened. The world narrowed until all I could smell was pine smoke, iron, winter hide, and him. The bond struck like a blade drawn too fast. Not pain at first. Recognition. Complete and terrible.

Mate.

I had seen wolves claimed before. Never royal wolves. Never from so near. Never with my own soul dragged into it.

Lucan stopped three steps into the healer court. His gaze found mine as if some hand had taken his chin and turned it. For one plain second there was no keep, no rank, no law, no watching eyes. Only that look. Shock. Hunger. Something raw enough to make me afraid.

Then it was gone behind the king’s face.

That should have warned me. It did. I was only foolish enough to hope fear and fate might not end in the same place.

After that, everything moved too fast.

Whispers crawled through the keep like smoke under a door. The king’s mate is low-born. The king’s mate is a Merrow. The king’s mate is stained blood. I heard servants repeat the talk in corners. Noblewomen weighed me with their eyes. Guards grew stiff when I passed. Even the healer wing, where blood and fever ought to make all rank look small, felt changed. I became something ugly men could not stop staring at.

Only Hester Briar looked at me and saw the danger plain.

She had come to Stormgrave to oversee the sacred rites of Ascension, old enough and strange enough that even high wolves stepped careful around her. Small woman. White hair braided close. Burn scars at the wrists. A voice like dry bark and winter cloth.

“You know what he is to you,” she said the second night, standing in the herb room while I ground willow bark. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“And what that will cost?”

“I have a fair notion.”

Her pale eyes held mine. “No. You have a poor one.”

I should have listened harder.

Winter Ascension opened beneath braziers and banners in the great hall. Lords, alphas, captains, council. All the realm’s teeth gathered in one place. I had no business on that floor, but the bond had already scented the air between us. Wolves knew. They always know.

Lucan stood on the rise before the throne. Regent Morrow Dane stood near him, iron-gray and still, the kind of man who could poison a room without raising his voice. Beside the dais waited Lady Cressida Valem in silk and jewels, lovely as a polished blade. She was everything a realm liked in a queen. Noble-blooded. Graceful. Useful.

I knew then.

A clean fear went through me. Not because I thought Lucan did not feel the bond. He did. I had seen it. I smelled it even from below the dais. No, the fear came because I understood what court wolves feared more than lonely gods and sacred marks.

They feared weakness. They feared scandal. They feared a king who chose love over order.

Morrow spoke first, some formal language about alliance and stability, about the Crown’s future, about duty in a harsh season. I heard little of it. I watched Lucan.

He looked at me once.

I have cursed that one look more than anything else.

There was apology in it. There was want in it. There was also decision.

When he named Cressida and called her the Crown’s chosen alliance, the hall stirred. When he turned and denied me before all those eyes, the world did not shatter. It went too clear. Every sound stood sharp and far away. Fire crackle. Wool shift. One woman’s breath drawn in through her teeth. My own pulse in my ears.

He did not say my name cruelly. That would have been easier to hate.

He said it like it pained him.

“By crown law and witness of moon,” he said, “I refuse this bond.”

The mark tore through me then.

A scar-bond is not like a knife wound. A blade cuts flesh and leaves it to bleed. This goes deeper. It feels as though something living in your chest is dragged against iron and ordered to keep beating after. I kept my feet because pride has long practice in my bones. I did not beg. I did not weep before them. I stood there like a fool with all my insides flayed open and let the realm look its fill.

Later, alone, I found the silvering scar over my heart.

That was the night the wound that rules my life was made plain.

Not that he did not want me. I knew better.

It was this: he wanted me, and still he let them see me cast aside.

The gods marked me. The king denied me. The court fed on the sight.

A woman does not come back from that the same.

After Ascension, the keep changed. Or perhaps I did. Tavin was brought to Stormgrave on some false pretext and held under watch. Our father’s case was reopened in whispers. Men who had ignored me now tracked my steps because scandal makes common wolves interesting for all the wrong reasons. Lucan tried twice to speak to me in private. Once in the west corridor. Once outside the healer court. Both times I smelled guilt, restraint, and something he would not name.

“Let me explain,” he said the second time.

“No.”

“Asha.”

“Your Grace.”

He flinched at that. Good.

“You are in danger,” he told me.

I laughed. It sounded bitter even to my own ears. “From whom? I should be glad to know which part of court means to devour me first.”

His jaw tightened. “If you trust nothing else, trust that I am trying to keep you alive.”

That was the moment I began to hate him in earnest.

A man may wound you. A king may sacrifice you. But do not tell me it is mercy while I bleed from it.

Then came the records.

Selwyn Rooke, a narrow scholar with ink on his cuffs and nerves worn thin, found me after dark in the old stair beyond the archive level. He smelled of dust, lamp oil, and fear.

“Your father’s file was altered,” he whispered.

I stared at him. “Say that again.”

“Not here.”

He showed me enough to poison sleep forever. Missing witness pages. Broken dates. seals that did not match. Corren Merrow condemned by a story patched together after he was dead. Not proved innocent, no. But wrong. Wrong enough to crack the whole case if dragged into daylight.

That proof became my whole life.

Not the mate bond. Not the scar. Not the king.

My father. My brother. My name.

I dug where I could. Healer wings, old records, clerk routes, loose tongues after wine. Hester said little, but her eyes told me she approved the shape of my fury even if not the cost. Tavin, stubborn fool, begged to be part of it. I forbade it. He ignored me as younger brothers are made to do. Lucan watched from a distance that maddened me. Sometimes I caught him looking as if he had not slept. It changed nothing.

Three nights past, Selwyn brought me the last piece. A packet of original testimony and sealed route ledgers hidden beneath a false floor in the lower archive vault. Enough to prove Father had reported a smuggling breach at Wolfgate rather than aided it. Enough to show someone high in the Crown twisted the record after his death. Enough, mayhap, to drag Regent Morrow himself into the mud if any just tribunal still breathed in this realm.

We had planned poorly because desperation makes poor planners of all souls. I meant to take the packet out of Stormgrave before dawn and ride south to Briar House, where Hester could witness it under moonwater truth. If I brought the proof straight to court, it would vanish. If I went to Hollowfen, Tavin would be taken before noon. Briar House sat between, sacred enough to slow bold hands.

I almost made it.

Almost is another grave word.

Morrow knew. Or guessed. Men like him never need full sight when fear serves them well. Riders met me on the east road before first light. Not royal colors. No, that would have been too plain. Just hard men with covered badges and clean orders to take what I carried. I turned north instead of south, cut across the frozen lower track, and drove my mare toward Wolfgate Pass because my father had taught me those roads when I was small enough to ride before him in the saddle.

“Remember the stone that looks split,” he once told me. “Take the left cut in snow, not the right. The right drops under your feet when thaw comes.”

I remembered.

He had been innocent. All this time. And I had let myself live beneath the shadow of a lie because the Crown found it useful.

One rider caught us near the old shrine bend. He loosed an arrow. The mare screamed. I slid half from the saddle, hauled myself back, and kept going. Another man came in from the ridge trail. I cut his cheek with Father’s knife. He slashed my side in return. That is the wound bleeding now under my cloak. I lost the mare beyond the broken marker stone. She stumbled, pitched, and rolled downslope with a sound I do not wish to hear again in this life or any other. I took the packet and ran.

So here I am.

Asha Corvin Merrow of Hollowfen Vale. Daughter of a dead loyal man called traitor. Sister to Tavin, who may even now be suffering because he shares my blood. Grave-healer. Scent-reader. Rejected mate to the Alpha King who said he meant to keep me alive. Alone in the pass with proof enough to ruin powerful men and no clear road left open.

The wind lifts, mean and thin, and brings me a scent I know too well. Pine smoke. Iron. Winter hide.

Lucan.

For one broken instant I nearly laugh. Of course. Let the gods finish the jest properly.

I turn and see no one yet. Only snow, rock, and dark. But he is behind me somewhere, or the bond remembers too sharply and makes a liar of my nose. It does that now. Since the rejection, I feel him at odd hours like a bruise touched by chance. Rage. Want. Guilt. Distance. None of it useful. All of it there.

I press the packet harder beneath my cloak and keep climbing.

If he finds me before Morrow’s men do, what then? Will he bid me hand it over for my own safety? Will he swear again that silence is protection? Will he kneel? Kings do not kneel unless a god or death stands over them, and I am neither. Not tonight.

No. I know the truth of him too well now.

He may love me. He may even suffer for what he did.

But love that hides behind duty leaves the wound just as deep.

The pass narrows. My left boot slips on ice. Pain bites hot at my side. I brace a hand on rock and feel how weak my arm has gone. Blood loss. Too much. The packet feels heavier than paper ought. The moon hangs thin above the ridge, pale as bone.

Below me, the road has gone quiet.

That is worse than pursuit.

Quiet means men have circled ahead.

I draw one more breath of cold air and taste iron in my mouth. Snow begins to fall again, small hard grains, mean as thrown salt. Wolfgate looms black before me, the old road bending between stone teeth and drift. Father’s road. The road of the lie that killed him. The road that may yet clear his name if I can take six more steps. Ten. Twenty.

My vision blurs, sharpens, blurs again.

No horse. No guard. No help.

Only the packet under my cloak, blood running warm at my side, and the white dark of Wolfgate Pass rising around me as I stand alone in the snow.
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Death does not come noble.

It comes in pieces.

First the cold left my feet. Then my hand. Then the side of me where the blood had been pouring turned strangely quiet, as if my body had given up the fight there and moved what little strength remained to my heart. I stood in the snow a moment longer because falling felt too much like surrender. The packet under my cloak dug hard against my ribs. My father’s truth. Tavin’s future. The only thing in my life that still seemed worth carrying.

Wind scraped over the stones.

I took another step.

The world tilted.

My knee hit the ground. Snow bit through wool at once. I caught myself with one hand, but the motion tore the wound at my side wide again. Heat spilled down my hip. It should have made me gasp. Instead I laughed once, low and ugly.

“So this is how,” I said to the dark.

No answer came from the pass. Only the thin cry of the wind and the old creak of winter settling into stone.

I pressed my palm against the packet to keep it dry. My fingers had gone stiff. Blood stuck under my nails. There would be no making Briar House now. No riding south. No dragging myself another mile by stubbornness alone. Wolfgate had taken my father’s name first. Now it meant to take mine.

A sharp pull struck under my breastbone.

I froze.

Not the wound. Not the cold.

The bond.

It lit through me like a blade set in fire. Even scarred, even denied, even after all he had done, Lucan felt me. Somewhere beyond the pass, beyond the dark roads and Crown walls and all the lies men called duty, my mate was alive and feeling me slip.

Tears burned my eyes then, not soft and not gentle. Pure anger. I bowed over in the snow and gritted my teeth against the savage ache of it.

“So now you feel it,” I whispered.

The bond gave me no words back. It never had. Only pieces. Pain. Distance. Regret, mayhap. Want on some nights so fierce it made me sick to know it was returned. None of it changed what he had done beneath the braziers of Winter Ascension while every high-born wolf in the realm watched me stand there and break.
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