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Chapter 1

The Widow They Would Not Name
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The burial fire burned low before sunset.

Nerissa Cael stood beside the stone pit and watched the last red light crawl across the ash. Smoke rose into the cold air of Hollowmere Valley, thin and pale against the dark pine trees. It carried the scent of cedar wood, rain-wet earth, and the bitter herbs the Ashfang Pack used when they buried one of their own.

One of their own.

That was what they had called Oric Veyr all day.

Their Alpha.

Their warrior.

Their blood.

Their fallen son.

No one called him her husband.

Not once.

Nerissa kept her hands folded in front of her black dress. The sleeves were damp from the light rain that had fallen during the ceremony. Her hair had come loose from its pins, but she did not fix it. She had stood through three hours of pack chants, old laws, and praise for a man she had loved in ways none of them wanted to remember.

Oric had been many things to the Ashfang Pack. He had been strong, respected, stubborn, and proud. He had led border patrols. He had settled fights between families. He had carried the weight of old pack blood on his shoulders.

But he had also been the man who drank coffee too dark and still pretended to enjoy it because Nerissa made it for him. He had been the man who left his boots by the door no matter how many times she told him not to. He had been the man who held her hand under council tables when the elders spoke over her as if she were not in the room.

Now he was ash.

And Nerissa was still here.

That seemed to bother the pack more than his death did.

Across the clearing, the wolves stood in tight family lines. Mothers held children close. Warriors kept their backs straight. Elders wore dark gray cloaks clasped at the throat with bone pins. No one stepped near Nerissa unless duty forced them to.

They gave her the space meant for grief, but not the warmth meant for family.

She had learned the difference years ago.

When she married Oric, she had thought time would soften them. She had believed that if she showed up, worked hard, respected their ways, and loved their Alpha well enough, they would one day stop looking at her like a mistake in human skin.

She had been wrong.

Time had not softened them. It had only taught them how to hide their dislike better.

A low growl rolled through the clearing.

Nerissa turned slightly.

Blaise Ormond stood near the front line of warriors, his arms crossed over his broad chest. He had a hard face, sharp eyes, and the kind of pride that made every room feel smaller. He was not looking at Oric’s ashes. He was looking at her.

He did not turn away when she noticed.

Nerissa held his stare.

She had been afraid of Blaise once. Most people were. He was the kind of wolf who enjoyed reminding others that fear could be useful. But grief had burned something out of her. It had left her too empty to tremble.

Blaise’s mouth curved, not into a smile, but into something colder.

Then he looked past her.

Nerissa followed his gaze and saw Riven Calder standing beneath a black pine at the edge of the burial ground.

Riven had not moved since the fire was lit. He wore dark clothes without any symbol on them, not even the silver mark of his rank. He did not stand with the elders. He did not stand with the warriors. He stood alone, still as carved stone.

He had been Oric’s beta, his second, his shadow in battle.

Some wolves were loud with power. Riven was not. He did not need to be. He was tall, hard-built, and quiet in a way that made others listen before he spoke. His dark hair was pulled back from his face. Rain had gathered on his shoulders. His eyes were fixed on the ashes.

Nerissa looked away first.

She had no room in her chest for Riven Calder.

Not today.

For three years, he had watched her sit at pack tables where no one asked her opinion. He had watched elders question whether a human could understand loyalty. He had watched Oric’s cousins whisper that she made their Alpha soft.

Riven had never joined them.

But he had never stopped them either.

That silence had its own shape. Nerissa knew it well.

A horn sounded from the far side of the clearing, low and deep. The old mourning chant came to an end. One by one, the pack members lowered their heads.

High Elder Edda Marravik stepped forward.

She was small, but no one had ever mistaken her for weak. Age had bent her body, but not her will. Her white hair was braided tight against her scalp. Her eyes were pale gray, and her voice always sounded calm, even when she was cutting someone down.

“Oric Veyr has returned to ash,” Edda said.

The pack answered as one. “Ash to earth. Blood to moon.”

Nerissa’s mouth stayed closed.

Edda’s gaze moved over the gathered wolves, but not to Nerissa.

“He served this pack with honor. He died at Saltline Ridge defending the border. His name will be carved in the Stone Hall with the leaders who came before him.”

A murmur of approval moved through the crowd.

Nerissa’s fingers tightened around each other.

Saltline Ridge.

No one had told her enough about what happened there. Only pieces. A border fight. A sudden strike. Oric was dead before help reached him. That was all they gave her.

They said it with the firm faces of people who had already decided which questions were allowed.

Edda lifted her hand toward the ash pit. “The pack will mourn for three nights. On the fourth night, the council will begin the matter of succession.”

Succession.

The word cut through Nerissa like winter air.

Oric had been dead for one day. Only one. His clothes still hung in their room. His books were still beside the bed. The last cup he had used was still on the kitchen shelf because Nerissa had not been able to touch it.

And they were already speaking of who would replace him.

Not who had loved him.

Not who had lost him.

Who would replace him.

Edda turned away from the fire. “Go with discipline. Grieve with honor. Remember your blood.”

The ceremony was over.

The pack began to move.

No one came to Nerissa first.

A few wolves glanced at her. Some looked away quickly. Others let their eyes linger with clear dislike. She heard parts of quiet words as people passed.

“Human widow.”

“No claim now.”

“Oric should have listened.”

“She cannot stay in the lodge.”

Nerissa stood still until the words became one dull sound.

She had thought pain would come as a scream. Instead, it came as small cuts. A look. A whisper. A space beside her that no one filled.

Then a hand touched her elbow.

She turned.

An older woman named Maela stood beside her. Maela worked in the pack kitchens and had once brought Nerissa soup during a winter fever when Oric was away. She was not powerful, and she was not brave in public, but her eyes were kind.

“I am sorry,” Maela said softly.

Two words.

They almost broke Nerissa more than the whole ceremony had.

“Thank you,” Nerissa said.

Maela looked as if she wanted to say more, but her gaze moved past Nerissa’s shoulder. Fear flashed across her face. She stepped back.

Nerissa did not need to turn to know someone important had come close.

“Mrs. Veyr.”

The voice was cold, polite, and wrong.

Nerissa looked at Edda Marravik. “My name is Nerissa Cael.”

Edda’s mouth tightened. “You took Oric’s name when you married him.”

“I took him as my husband,” Nerissa said. “I did not give up my own name.”

Several wolves nearby went quiet.

Edda studied her with that calm, pale gaze. “This is not the hour for sharp words.”

“No,” Nerissa said. “It is the hour for grief.”

Something flickered in Edda’s eyes. It might have been anger. It might have been interest. Either way, it passed fast.

“Then you should return to the lodge and grieve there,” Edda said. “The council will speak with you tomorrow.”

Nerissa felt the ground shift under her, though she did not move.

“About what?”

Edda folded her hands inside her sleeves. “There are matters to settle.”

“My husband was buried less than an hour ago.”

“Yes,” Edda said. “And he left matters unsettled.”

The words were soft, but they landed hard.

Nerissa heard footsteps behind her. She turned enough to see Riven standing several yards away. She had not heard him approach. No one ever did.

His eyes moved from Edda to Nerissa.

He said nothing.

Of course he said nothing.

Nerissa turned back to Edda. “If there are matters to settle, they can wait until the mourning nights are done.”

“That would be kind,” Edda said. “But pack law is not built on kindness.”

“No,” Nerissa replied. “I learned that long ago.”

Maela drew in a sharp breath nearby.

Edda’s face did not change. “Tomorrow. Stone Hall. First bell after sunrise.”

Nerissa wanted to refuse. She wanted to tell Edda that she had stood beside Oric as his wife, not as a guest waiting to be removed. She wanted to say that the lodge was her home too. That the garden behind it was planted by her hands. That the blanket on Oric’s chair was one she had bought during their first winter together. That her life was not something the council could fold away because the wolf who had claimed her was gone.

But the pack was listening.

And Nerissa knew better than to bleed in front of wolves who were hungry for weakness.

So she lifted her chin. “I will come.”

Edda gave a small nod, as if Nerissa had agreed to something already decided. Then she turned and walked away.

The crowd opened for her.

Nerissa stayed where she was until the burial ground emptied. The sky had turned deep blue. The ash pit glowed in the center, still warm, still breathing smoke.

When she finally moved, her legs felt strange beneath her.

She walked toward the narrow path that led to the Widow’s Lodge. No one offered to walk with her. No one asked if she needed help. The pack had mourned Oric loudly, with fire and song and law.

They left Nerissa to mourn him alone.

The path wound through the pine trees and down toward the inner valley. The lodge stood near a bend in the river, built from dark timber and flat stone. Oric had chosen it because it was close enough to the Stone Hall for duty, but far enough away for quiet.

Nerissa had loved it once.

Now, as she stepped onto the porch, she felt like she was entering a memory that had not yet learned it was dead.

Inside, the house was cold.

She had not lit the fire before leaving for the burial. She had thought she would come back with Oric’s cloak, with his ring, with something that proved the ceremony had ended and she was allowed to fall apart.

But she had come back with nothing.

The pack kept his blade.

The council kept his seal.

The ashes stayed in the burial pit until the elders scattered them at moonrise.

Nerissa closed the door and leaned against it.

For the first time all day, no one watched her.

Her face crumpled.

She pressed one hand over her mouth, but the sound came through anyway. It was low, broken, and ugly. She slid down to the floor with her back against the door, her black dress spreading around her like spilled ink.

Oric was gone.

He had left her in a house full of things he would never touch again. Worse, he had left her in a pack that had only tolerated her because he was alive.

Nerissa cried until her chest hurt.

Then she stopped, not because the grief was done, but because something outside the door moved.

She froze.

A shadow crossed the small window beside the porch.

Nerissa wiped her face with both hands and rose slowly. Her heart beat hard, but she forced her voice to stay steady.

“Who is there?”

No answer.

She opened the door only a few inches.

No one stood on the porch.

But something lay on the top step.

A folded piece of gray cloth.

Nerissa stared at it.

She knew what it was before she touched it. Widow cloth. The kind used to wrap a dead mate’s belongings before they were removed from a home.

Her stomach tightened.

On top of the cloth sat a small bone token marked with the Ashfang council seal.

A message had been carved into it.

Not with ink.

With a blade.

Leave before the moon judges you.

Nerissa gripped the doorframe.

The night air pressed cold against her wet cheeks. Beyond the porch, the trees stood black and silent. Somewhere far off, a wolf called to the moon, and another answered.

She should have gone inside. She should have locked the door. She should have been afraid.

Instead, she stepped onto the porch and looked into the dark.

“I buried my husband today,” she said, her voice shaking but clear. “Could you not wait one night?”

The trees gave no answer.

Nerissa picked up the cloth and the bone token. She carried them inside and placed them on the kitchen table.

For a long moment, she looked at them.

Then she laughed once. It was not a happy sound.

“They will not even let me grieve in peace,” she whispered.

She went to the bedroom she had shared with Oric. The bed was still made from that morning. His cloak hung on the chair. His scent was faint now, but it was there, trapped in wool, leather, and smoke.

Nerissa touched the cloak.

“You told me I would belong here,” she said.

Her voice broke on the last word.

She waited, as if the room might answer in his place.

It did not.

By the time dawn came, Nerissa had not slept.

She washed her face in cold water. She braided her hair tightly, pinned it at the back of her head, and put on a plain black dress without the silver mourning thread the pack wives wore. They had not given her any.

That was fine.

She would not wear their pity if they could not offer their respect.

A hard knock sounded at the door.

Nerissa opened it.

Two pack guards stood on the porch. Neither looked her in the eye.

“High Elder Edda requests your presence at Stone Hall,” one said.

“Requests?” Nerissa asked.

The guard’s jaw tightened. “Orders.”

Nerissa looked past them toward the valley. Morning mist lay low between the trees. The path to Stone Hall cut through it like a pale scar.

Behind the guards, far across the yard, Riven Calder stood at the edge of the trees.

He was watching the lodge.

Watching her.

For one strange second, Nerissa thought he looked angry.

Not at her.

At the guards.

Then his face closed again, hard and unreadable.

Nerissa stepped out and pulled the door shut behind her.

The guard looked at her empty hands. “You are not bringing anything?”

Nerissa met his eyes. “Was I supposed to?”

He looked away.

That was answer enough.

Nerissa’s fingers went cold.

The council did not only want to speak with her.

They wanted to remove her.

Today.

She turned once and looked at the lodge. Her home. Oric’s home. The place where she had tried so hard to become someone the pack could accept.

Then she looked back toward Stone Hall.

Her grief was still there. So was fear.

But beneath both, something else began to rise.

A small, sharp flame.

They had taken her name in their mouths and twisted it. They had taken her marriage and made it a pack matter. They had taken her mourning and turned it into a hearing.

But they had not taken her voice yet.

Nerissa lifted her chin and walked toward Stone Hall.

Behind her, the Widow’s Lodge stood quiet in the mist.

Ahead of her, the pack waited with its laws, its teeth, and its cold eyes.

And somewhere behind the trees, Riven Calder followed.
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Chapter 2

The Law Beneath the Ashes
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Stone Hall stood at the center of Ashfang territory like an old warning.

It was built from dark stone, black timber, and heavy iron. The roof rose high above the valley mist, and the front doors were carved with old pack marks. Wolves. Moons. Claws. Names of leaders who had died before Nerissa was even born.

Oric’s name would soon be added there.

Nerissa wondered if they would carve his wife beside him.

She already knew the answer.

The two guards led her up the wide stone steps. Neither spoke. Their silence was not peaceful. It was the silence of men who knew what was coming and had decided not to care.

At the top of the steps, Nerissa paused.

Her hands were cold, but she did not let them shake.

“You may go in,” one guard said.

Nerissa looked at him. “Am I a guest or a prisoner?”

His face tightened.

The second guard looked away.

Nerissa almost laughed. They could not even answer that.

She pushed the doors open herself.

The inside of Stone Hall was warmer than the morning air, but it felt colder. Fire burned in two long hearths along the walls. Smoke climbed into the dark beams above. The council table sat at the far end of the room, raised on a low stone platform.

Edda Marravik sat in the center seat.

Six elders sat beside her.

Blaise Ormond stood to the right of the platform with several warriors behind him. His arms were
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