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DEDICATION

For every daughter who was taught to be small,

and for every mother who taught her that, believing it was love.

It was. It also cost you both more than you should have had to pay.

EPIGRAPH

"Grief buried alive never dies. It only waits for root enough to break the ground.

Bind a river long enough and call it dry land — the water does not vanish. It only forgets, for a while, which way it once knew how to run.

So, it is with a daughter kept small, and a mother who kept her that way out of love. The keeping does not undo the current beneath it. It only waits for the one grief deep enough to remember its own name."

— Hallowmoor saying, origin unknown
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

ELOWEN MARROW — A hearth-keeper's daughter of Hallowmoor Pack, twenty-four years old, believed all her life to be the ordinary, unremarkable daughter of a widowed mother. Carries a suppression brand on her left forearm, disguised since childhood as an old cook-fire burn.

MAREN MARROW — Elowen's late mother. A hearth-keeper who spent eighteen years managing her daughter's every grief to keep a dangerous secret bound. Dies of a sudden heart failure in the book's opening chapter, at the exact hearth-stone where the suppression rite was first agreed to on her behalf.

CAEL MARROW — Elowen's younger brother, a ranked Hallowmoor warrior. Fiercely protective, initially unaware of his family's true history, later an unwavering ally.

FENN ASHCOMBE — A ranked Hallowmoor warrior assigned, under Council order, to secretly watch over the Marrow household for two years. Nephew to Sable Ashcombe; son of a warrior executed for treason after helping a Rootbound woman escape a similar assignment a generation earlier.

VASHTI THORNE — Senior Elder of Hallowmoor's Ember Council. Granddaughter of a Council Elder killed during the Sundering. Carries thirty years of inherited fear and guilt, and ultimately chooses to reckon with both publicly.

SABLE ASHCOMBE — Fenn's estranged aunt, a Rootbound woman exiled from Hallowmoor decades earlier. Lives alone beyond the northern bog-line, outside all pack law, and becomes Elowen's first true teacher.

ELDER ROWENA — A Council Elder who leads the faction most committed to preserving the old binding rite, out of genuine fear rather than simple cruelty.

ELDER ALDRIC — A quieter Council Elder whose growing willingness to question Rowena's certainty proves pivotal to the Council's final vote.

ITHE — Hallowmoor's healing house healer, whose careful, watchful silence protects the Marrow family more than once.

MIRROW — A lodge-woman who has known the Marrow family for decades; her quiet observation ultimately triggers the Council's second, forced summons.
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EPILOGUE

A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

❦

Dear Reader,

Thank you for choosing to spend your time with this story. Of all the books you could have picked up today, you've chosen mine, and that is a gift I never take for granted.

This book began with a question that stayed with me long after I first asked it: What does it cost a mother to protect a child from a truth she can never fully explain? And perhaps even more importantly, what does it cost that child to grow up wrapped in a love that is genuine, but built on silence?

At its heart, Frozen Heart, Burning Bloodline Hidden is a story about grief, not only the grief we allow the world to see, but also the quieter kind we tuck away because life expects us to keep going. It's about the fears we inherit, the secrets passed down in the name of love, and the extraordinary courage it takes to discover who we truly are after years of believing someone else's version of our story.

Elowen's journey became deeply personal to me as I wrote it. I found myself thinking often about how love can protect us while, at the very same time, keeping us from becoming who we were always meant to be. I also found myself wrestling with characters like Vashti Thorne. I wanted her to be easy to judge. Instead, she reminded me that people are rarely as simple as the choices they make. Sometimes the hardest people to understand are the ones who believed they were doing the right thing.

If you've ever mourned someone you loved, questioned where you truly belong, or discovered that the truth is far more complicated than you imagined, I hope you'll find a little piece of yourself somewhere in these pages. And if you've come looking for ancient pack secrets, dangerous loyalties, slow-burning romance, and a heroine who finally discovers the strength she never knew she carried, I hope this story gives you every one of those things—and perhaps a few surprises along the way.

Most of all, I hope you fall in love with Hallowmoor, with its people, its quiet sorrows, and the hope that even the deepest wounds can begin to heal when truth is finally allowed into the light.

Thank you for trusting me with your reading time. There is no greater compliment an author can receive, and I hope every page reminds you how grateful I am for it.

Now, take a deep breath, settle in, and let the fire burn.

––––––––

With all my warmth,

Clara Ashvale
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The night Vashti Thorne came to our cottage, my mother put out every fire in the house except the hearth.

I was six. I did not know what a Council Elder was, only that this woman filled our doorway like weather, and that my mother's hands were shaking when she banked the coals instead of letting them catch.

"Elowen. Bed."

I did not go to bed. I sat on the third stair, where the shadow of the loft beam kept me hidden, and I watched two grown women decide something about my life without asking me a single question.

Vashti did not sit. She stood at the edge of our hearth rug like she did not trust the floor to hold her weight, and she looked at my mother the way the butcher looks at a lamb he has already decided about.

"It has to be done before the frost turns," Vashti said. "You know what happens if it isn't."

"I know what happens either way." My mother's voice was flat. Careful. The voice she used when she was choosing every word before she let it out of her mouth. "You're asking me to choose which kind of losing her I can live with."

"I'm asking you to keep her alive."

My mother laughed, and it was not a laughing sound. "You buried my mother's sister for less than what's in that girl. Don't tell me what keeps her alive."

Vashti's jaw tightened, and for a moment I thought she might leave without another word. She did not. She crossed to the hearth instead, crouched, and held her palm an inch above the banked coals like she was warming herself on a fire that was not lit.

The cottage was cold in the particular way that only the hour before dawn is cold, when the last of the night's chill has settled fully into the stone and the fire has not yet been fed enough to push it back out again. I remember the smell of the room with a clarity that has never once dimmed — tallow smoke from the single candle my mother allowed herself after dark, the sharp green bite of the juniper she kept hung over the door for luck, and beneath both, the particular mineral cold of frost creeping in under the sill. I remember being aware, even at six, that something about the quality of that cold was wrong. Not merely wintery. Watchful.

"There is a rite," she said. "Old. Uglier than anything I'd choose if there were another road. It binds what she is into something small enough to hide. A mark. A scar, if we're kind about how we tell it to her later."

"And if I say no?"

"Then I can't protect you from what the Council does when they find her on their own. And they will find her, Maren. Rootbound blood doesn't stay quiet forever. It never has."

I did not know the word yet. I would not know it again, not spoken aloud, for eighteen more years. But I remember the shape of the silence after Vashti said it — how my mother's shoulders dropped like something inside her had been holding a weight for a long time and had finally been told she could put it down, except the weight was me, and there was nowhere to set me that wasn't also a kind of leaving.

"Not the arm," my mother said finally. "If it must be done, not the arm. Somewhere she can cover. Somewhere no one asks."

"The arm heals cleanest. A story sits easiest on a scar people expect children to have. A cook-fire. A dropped kettle. No one questions a burn."

My mother was quiet for a long time. Long enough that the fire she'd banked cooled another degree, long enough that I shifted my weight on the stair and the wood beneath me creaked, and both women went still, listening, and I held my breath until the house decided to keep my secret for me.

"Fine," my mother said. "The arm. But I do the telling of it. Not you, not the Council, not anyone else's mouth deciding what my daughter believes about her own body."

"Agreed."

There was a long pause after that word, long enough that I nearly gave up my careful, breathless stillness on the stair and shifted my weight again. In that pause, I watched my mother's hand find the sleeve of her own dress — the same worrying gesture I would grow up watching her repeat a thousand times without understanding it, the same gesture I would, twenty-four years later, catch myself repeating with a scar of my own that I did not yet know I carried.

"And Vashti." My mother's voice cracked on the name, just slightly, just enough that I heard nineteen years of history in it that I did not understand yet. "If this is wrong. If I have made the wrong choice tonight. You will not be the one who tells her that either. That's mine to carry."

I did not see Vashti's face when she answered, because I had leaned too far forward on the stair and the beam's shadow no longer covered me, and my mother's eyes found mine over Vashti's shoulder the way a hand finds a wound in the dark — immediate, unerring, already flinching before it touches down.

I have tried, many times since, to remember exactly what I saw in her face in that half-second before she composed herself into the mother I knew. Fear, certainly. But something else too, something I would not have a word for until I was old enough to have lost things of my own — the particular grief of a person about to do something necessary and irreversible to someone she loves, knowing that love will not be enough to keep the doing of it from costing her everything eventually.

"Elowen." She did not raise her voice. "Come here, little ember. It's only me and Elder Thorne, talking about boring things. Come warm your feet before you go back up."

I came down. I do not remember being afraid, only cold, and grateful for the fire she lit fresh once Vashti had gone, and the story she told me — three days later, when the burn had already started to scar — about a kettle I did not remember dropping, in a kitchen I did not remember standing in, at an age too young for either of us to prove the story wrong.

I believed her for eighteen years.

I touched the scar on my arm a thousand times in that span and felt nothing but old, ordinary skin. I never once wondered why it never truly faded, why it sat raised and pale no matter how many winters passed over it, why my mother's eyes went distant and far away whenever her fingers happened to brush it while mending my sleeve.

I was six, and I did not know I had been kept.

I was twenty-four, and I still didn't — not until the night my mother's heart gave out at our own hearth-stone, in the exact spot where Vashti Thorne had once crouched and warmed her hands over coals that weren't lit, and the fire in that hearth, for the first time in eighteen years, refused to catch at all.

There is a version of that childhood memory I told myself for years, once I was old enough to reshape it into something I could live with. In that version, my mother was simply careful. Overly cautious, the way widows raising two children alone learn to be cautious about everything — fire, frost, strangers at the door after dark. I built a whole understanding of her out of that single careful word, and I decorated our life together with it the way you might decorate a house you've never actually seen the foundation of.

I did not know, sitting on that stair at six years old, that I was watching the last night my mother would ever be allowed to choose anything about my life without the Council's hand somewhere on the decision. I did not know that the woman crouched at our hearth, warming her palm above coals that would not catch, had just traded a piece of my future for a story about a kettle that neither of us had dropped.

I have gone back to that memory more times than I can count in the months since her death, turning it the way you turn a stone in your palm, looking for the angle that makes it hurt less. There isn't one. There is only the shape of it, unchanged no matter how many times I hold it up to the light — a mother, a fire, a woman with a rite in her mouth, and a six-year-old girl on the stairs who believed, because she had no reason yet not to, that the people who loved her would always tell her the truth eventually.

Eventually came eighteen years too late.
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Ash on the Hearth-Stone
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Hallowmoor smelled like frost before it looked like frost, and I had learned to trust my nose before my eyes on a morning like this one.

Peat smoke first, low and sweet, curling up from every chimney in the lodge-row. Then wet wool, because half the pack had slept in their cloaks against the first true cold of the season. Then, underneath both, the mineral bite of frost coming — not arrived yet, just close, the way a held breath is close to a shout.

I banked the hearth fire in the lodge kitchen before anyone else was awake, because that was the job, and I had never once resented the job the way people expected a girl my age to resent it.

Hearth-keeper. Low rank. No prospects, no mate-mark, no ceremony waiting at the end of the season for me the way there was for half the girls I'd grown up beside. I fed the fire. I mended what needed mending. I made sure the lodge was warm when the ranked warriors came back cold from the ridge line, and I did not ask for thanks, because asking implied I believed I deserved it, and I had spent twenty-four years being told, gently and often, that I did not.

My mother said it kindest of anyone. "Some of us tend the fire, Elowen. Some of us are the fire. You were born for the tending. There's no shame in it."

I believed her. I had never had a single reason not to.

There had been a season, in my sixteenth year, when I'd wanted more than the tending. I remember it now the way you remember a fever — a heat that burned through me for a handful of months and then simply broke, leaving no trace but the memory of having once felt it. I had watched the girls my age walk toward the Moon Choosing altar with their chins lifted, watched warriors half my size make rank through sheer determination, and I had wanted, fiercely and privately, to be someone the pack noticed for a reason other than a well-tended fire and a loaf that never burned. My mother had noticed the wanting, the way she noticed everything about me, and had sat with me one evening at this same hearth and told me, gently, that wanting things you were not built for only ever led to grief, and that there was a particular kind of peace in accepting your own shape early, before the world had to teach you the lesson more harshly.

I had taken the lesson to heart. I understand now that she had not been protecting me from disappointment at all. She had been protecting the Council's secret, and mine, using the gentlest tool she had — my own willingness to believe her.

I banked the coals, swept the ash from the lip of the hearth-stone, and laid the morning bread to rise near enough to the warmth without scorching the bottom crust — a trick that had taken me two winters to learn properly and that I was, if nothing else in my life, quietly proud of.

The lodge kitchen was mine in the hour before dawn in a way it belonged to no one else. Once the household woke, it became a place of noise and competing hungers, ranked warriors elbowing each other for the last heel of bread, Old Bracken complaining about his tea before he'd even tasted it, the whole machinery of a working pack lodge grinding into motion around a fire I had built with my own two hands and would spend the rest of the day defending against neglect. But in that first hour, it was only me, and the particular hush of a house not yet awake, and the small private satisfaction of doing one thing well enough that no one ever had cause to think twice about it.

I had grown to love that hush the way some people love silence in a chapel. It asked nothing of me. It did not compare me to my brother, who had made rank at nineteen and carried it with an ease that made the achievement look almost accidental. It did not compare me to the girls my age who had already stood before the Moon Choosing altar and walked away with a mate-mark warming their wrist. In that hour, before the frost fully lifted and the lodge stirred, I was simply a woman with a fire that needed tending and a loaf that needed watching, and I had never once, in twenty-four years, found that role small enough to resent.

I swept a second time, out of habit more than need, and refilled the water urn from the barrel by the door, and by the time I straightened my back the gray light through the narrow windows had shifted half a shade toward morning proper.

Cael found me there, hair still sleep-flattened on one side, already dressed for the ridge patrol he'd been assigned since making rank last spring.

"You're up before the frost again." He dropped into the bench across from me and stole a heel of yesterday's loaf without asking. "One day you're going to beat the sun itself out of bed and it's going to take it personally."

"The sun and I have an understanding." I nudged the rising dough half an inch further from the flame. "I let it think it's in charge."

My brother laughed around a mouthful of bread, and for a moment the kitchen held nothing but the ordinary comfort of it — his boots against the bench leg, the fire settling into its rhythm, the particular gray light that came through the lodge's narrow windows on a morning that hadn't decided yet whether it would snow.

Then Mother came down, and something in the room changed the way weather changes, before you can name what shifted.

She moved slower than she had the day before. I noticed it the way you notice a single missed stitch in a hem you've sewn a hundred times — not alarming, not yet, just wrong in a way that itched at the back of my attention.

"You didn't sleep," I said.

"I slept fine." She waved a hand, dismissive, and reached for the kettle before I could reach it for her. "Don't fuss, little ember. I'm old, not dying."

She had called me little ember since I could remember. I had always assumed it was fondness, plain and simple, the way a mother might call any daughter something small and warm. I did not yet know to wonder why the word had never once, in twenty-four years, felt like an accident.

"You're not old," Cael said, standing, brushing crumbs from his jacket. "You're forty-one and you complain about your knees like you're ninety."

"Forty-one is old when you've spent half of it on your feet in this kitchen." She poured water into the kettle with hands that trembled — just slightly, just enough that I caught it and Cael, half-turned toward the door already, didn't.

"I'll be back before midday," he said, kissing the top of her head on his way past. "Try not to work yourself into the ground while I'm gone."

"Go. The ridge won't patrol itself."

He left. The door shut behind him with the particular thud that meant the cold outside had finally won its argument with the warm inside, and my mother and I were alone in the kitchen with the fire and the rising bread and a silence that I did not yet understand was the last ordinary silence we would ever share.

I watched her through the window as Cael's footsteps faded down the lodge-row toward the ridge path, and I noticed, without quite letting myself think hard about the noticing, that her free hand had drifted to press flat against her own chest, just below the collarbone, the way you might press a hand against a wound that had stopped bleeding some time ago but never fully stopped aching.

"Are you certain you're well?" I asked again, because some part of me — the part that had spent twenty-four years learning to read the small print of her moods — was not satisfied with her earlier dismissal.

"I am certain I love you," she said, which was not an answer at all, and which I let pass without pressing further, because pressing my mother on a matter she had decided to be private about had never once in my life yielded anything but a gentle, immovable wall. I did not know, that morning, that I was looking at the last version of that wall I would ever be allowed to see intact.

"Sit with me a moment," she said. "Before the lodge wakes properly and wants its breakfast."

I sat. She did not usually ask for that — usually it was the two of us moving around each other in the kitchen without needing to speak, twenty-four years of a rhythm so worn-in it didn't require words. Asking was new. Asking, I would understand much later, was her trying to give me one more full memory of her while she still had the strength to make it a good one.

"Tell me about the pack," she said. "Not the work of it. What you notice. You've always had good eyes for what other people miss."

I told her about small things because small things were what I had. The way Old Bracken always took his tea too hot and burned his tongue every single morning and complained about it every single morning as if it were a fresh betrayal. The way the youngest warriors postured for each other on the training green like they thought no one had ever been young and foolish before them. The frost pattern on the north window that had, for three mornings running, looked almost like a wolf's profile if you tilted your head and didn't look too hard.

She listened the way she always listened — fully, without her attention drifting even once to the kettle or the fire or anything else that might have claimed a lesser mother's focus.

I noticed, telling her about Old Bracken's tea, that her free hand had found the sleeve of her own dress and was worrying at the cuff — a habit I had seen a hundred times without once thinking to ask what it meant. I understand now that it was the sleeve covering the scar on her own forearm, a scar I had never once seen bare in twenty-four years, and that some old instinct in her body reached for it whenever the conversation drifted too close to things she had buried. I did not know, that morning, that I had a matching scar of my own, hidden under my own sleeve, that had never once in my life been given the chance to ache the way hers must have ached every single day she carried it.

"You worry that cuff when you're thinking hard," I said, not unkindly. "You've done it my whole life. What are you thinking about?"

She looked down at her own hand as if it belonged to someone else, and let it fall still. "Old habits," she said. "A woman my age collects them the way a hearth collects ash. You'll understand, someday, how many small things a person carries without ever showing anyone the weight of them."

"That sounds lonely."

"It can be." She reached across the table and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, a gesture so ordinary and so entirely hers that I did not think, in that moment, to treat it as anything other than what it appeared to be — a mother's hand, a daughter's hair, twenty-four years of small unremarkable tenderness. "But it needn't be lonely forever. Some weights get set down eventually. Sometimes by choice. Sometimes because the body simply decides it's carried enough."

I did not understand, then, that she was telling me something true in the only language she had left to say it in — sideways, wrapped in metaphor about ash and weight and cuffs worried thin with worry. I only smiled, because it was a strange thing for her to say over breakfast, and reached for the kettle, which had, by then, begun its low pre-song hum against the fire.

"You'd have made a fine council recorder," she said, when I'd finished. "You see everything and you never once think it makes you important for seeing it. That's rarer than it should be."

"I'm a hearth-keeper, Mama. I see fires and bread dough."

"You see people, Elowen. Don't let anyone tell you that's a small thing to be good at."

I did not know, then, that she was trying to leave me something. A last kindness disguised as an ordinary breakfast conversation. I only knew that the kettle had begun to sing, and that I rose to take it off the flame before it woke the whole lodge, and that when I turned back to hand her the first cup —

She was not looking at me anymore. She was looking at the hearth-stone, at the fire I had banked so carefully an hour before, and her face had gone the particular gray-white color I had only ever seen on winter mornings after a hard frost, the color of something that has stopped fighting the cold.

"Mama?"

She did not answer. The cup slipped from my hand and struck the flagstone and broke, and the sound of it breaking was, for one suspended second, the loudest thing I had ever heard in my life.

She fell forward across the hearth-stone — not violently, almost gently, like someone finally setting down a weight they'd carried further than their body could bear — and the fire I had banked so carefully, the fire that had never once in my memory failed to catch and hold through a whole morning, went out.

All at once. Every coal. As if something in the room had reached out and pinched the flame between two fingers.

I was on my knees beside her before I understood I had moved. Her cheek was already cooling against the stone, faster than skin should cool, and her eyes were open, fixed on some point past my shoulder that I could not follow no matter how many times I turned to look. Her lips moved. I leaned close enough to feel the last of her breath against my ear, and the words she gave me — three of them, maybe four, I have never once in the months since been able to decide with certainty — were not my name.

They sounded, as near as grief and terror let me parse them, like an apology aimed at someone who wasn't in the room.

"Mama, stay with me. Mama —" My voice had gone somewhere strange and high, a register I did not recognize as my own. I pressed both hands flat against her chest the way I had seen the healer do once for a warrior thrown from a horse, though I had no training in it, no idea whether the pressure did anything at all beyond giving my own hands something to do besides shake.

The door burst inward on its hinges before I had finished screaming Cael's name a second time, and he was there, still in his patrol jacket, boots still laced for the ridge, and the look on his face when he saw our mother on the hearth-stone was one I will carry for the rest of my life without ever wanting to describe it to anyone who wasn't in that room.

He had not gone far. That was the only mercy the morning offered us — the ridge patrol assembled at the lodge's eastern gate before setting out, and he had lingered there, checking his own gear a second time out of some habit our mother had drilled into both of us since childhood, when my scream reached him on the wind. He told me, much later, that he had known something was wrong before he understood any of the words in it — that a particular pitch of fear carries on cold air in a way ordinary sound does not, and that some old animal part of him had simply turned and run before his conscious mind had finished deciding to.

"Get the healer." His voice came out steadier than mine, though I would learn later that steadiness had cost him everything he had. "Elowen. Go. Now."

I went. I do not remember the run from our cottage to the healing house — only that the frost had finally arrived while we sat at breakfast, and the ground was slick with the season's first true ice, and I fell once, hard, on one knee, and did not feel it until much later that same day, when the bruise had already gone the deep purple-black of something that had happened to someone else's body.

I remember, of that run, only fragments that make no sense strung together — the lodge-row's chimneys all still smoking their ordinary morning smoke, oblivious to what was happening two doors down. A dog barking somewhere behind Old Bracken's cottage, indifferent, unbothered. The particular way my own breath came in ragged white clouds ahead of me, as if some part of my body had already understood that the world had changed and was trying, uselessly, to outrun the knowledge.

I screamed for Cael before I had fully understood what I was screaming about, and the last ordinary thing I remember about that morning is the particular, impossible cold that filled the kitchen in the space where the fire had been — a cold that had nothing to do with the frost outside, and everything to do with something inside my mother finally, after twenty-four years of holding it down, coming undone.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
’-, 5 5 oy ¢ &

O, =)

o> THE EMBER D ICE SERIES g
(8 ‘ kil W’.“%

BLOODLINE HIDD N‘

A SLOW-BURN FORBIDDEN LOVE WEREWOLF ROMANCE

CLARA ASHVALE





d2d_images/image001.png
oo
THE EMBER AND ICE SERI

- BLOODLINE HIDD(E‘H\J

A SLOW-BURN FORBIDDEN LOVE WEREWOLF ROMANCE

CLARA ASHVALE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image000.png
ALLOWMOOR

AND THE

EMBER LANDS






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





