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They teach you early in Thornevale that a wolf with no name is safer than a wolf with a history.

My history drips off me like pitch. Even when I scrub until my skin burns, it clings. The elders smell it. The enforcers taste it. The polite ones pretend they do not.

Tonight, it follows me into a human alley where the stones are damp and the air stinks of fish guts and lamp smoke.

I count my coins in the dark anyway.

Copper. Silver. One thin gold piece I hate for how hard it was to earn. I keep my head down, hood up. The human lantern throws light in weak puddles. It catches the edge of my fingers and makes them look like someone else’s hands.

Not mine.

Mine are healer hands. Runner hands. Hands that grind bark and bind wounds and carry a boy’s life in a purse tied tight under my cloak.

A door creaks open behind me. I freeze.

“Miss Thorne,” a woman whispers.

She does not use my pack name. She never does. Humans do not care for our ranks. They care for bread. Warmth. Quiet trouble.

I turn and see Mara Hensley, Finn’s guardian. Her hair is pinned tight. Her eyes flick to the road, then back to me. She is brave in the way humans have to be. Small and stubborn and cornered.

“Come,” she says. “Quickly.”

Inside her cottage, the air is dry from the stove. It smells like boiled potatoes and cheap soap. Finn is seated at the table with his shoulders hunched, like he is trying to hide the fact that he is growing.

He is sixteen now. Too tall for the chair. Too sharp in the face. The same pale grey eyes as mine, except his are stormier. He looks up and I see it, every time, the split second where he checks if I am real.

Then he stands and tries not to move too fast.

“Wren.”

He does not call me sister. Not in this house. Not where ears could be pressed to walls. Not where a neighbor might smile too hard.

I cross the room and grip his forearms. I hold him the way I held him when he was smaller and shaking in a cart full of rags. I should let go first. I do not.

“You’ve eaten,” I say.

He nods. His jaw tightens. “Mara made stew.”

“Good.”

Mara clears her throat. “He needs boots. Winter’s biting early.”

I slide the coins onto the table. The sound is too loud in the quiet room. Finn’s eyes follow the money like it is blood.

“I brought salve,” I tell Mara. “For your hands. For the cracks.”

Her gaze softens for one breath. Then it hardens again. “Someone came yesterday.”

The stove pops. Finn goes still. My fingers do not move.

“Who,” I ask.

“A man,” she says. “Not from here. Too clean. Too sure of himself. He asked after a boy. Said he was looking for a runaway kin.”

Finn’s breath turns shallow.

I look at him and keep my voice even. “Did you give him anything.”

“No,” Mara snaps. “I said there’s no such boy here. I shut the door.”

I nod once. Polite. Grateful. Cold inside.

“Did he smell like ash,” I ask quietly, “or bitter root.”

Mara’s brow furrows. “Like... smoke. Like he’d been near a fire.”

Finn swallows. He knows. He has heard my warnings enough times.

Council men and their tricks. Seers and their herbs. Hunters who wear smiles like cloaks.

I reach into my satchel and pull out a small packet wrapped in waxed cloth. “Keep this under the hearthstone,” I tell Mara. “If that man comes again, burn it on the stove. The smell will be foul. You’ll want to open every window. Do it anyway.”

Mara takes it with shaking fingers. “What will it do.”

“It will make your house smell like sickness,” I say. “Wolves will not want to linger.”

Finn’s voice breaks through. “You can’t keep doing this.”

I look at him.

He has the same stubborn mouth as our father. That mouth got Father killed, they said. It got him dragged to the ring with his hands bound and his head high.

They called him traitor.

They called me tainted.

Finn’s eyes shine with anger he cannot afford. “Take me back. I’d rather be shunned in the pack than hidden like a rat.”

My throat tightens. “No.”

He steps closer. “I can work. I can hunt.”

“You can be found,” I say. “You can be used.”

His hands clench. “Used for what.”

I do not answer. I do not tell him the truth that sits like a stone behind my ribs.

That my brother is a leash around my neck.

That if the wrong wolf learns his name, they will yank.

Mara hovers near the door, pretending not to listen, but listening all the same. Her fear fills the room like steam.

Finn lowers his voice. “They don’t even let you sit at the healer tables.”

That lands clean. Sharp.

I keep my face smooth. “I stand fine.”

“They spit when you pass.”

“I’ve been spat on before.”

“You shouldn’t have to live like that.”

My laugh comes out short and ugly. “You think it ends if you come back. It does not. It doubles. It triples. They’ll say the traitor’s children are breeding trouble.”

Finn’s chin lifts. “We’re not traitors.”

I stare at him. For a moment I see him at thirteen, the year Father died, looking at me with blood on his lip because an older boy knocked him down and called him carrion.

I did not fight then. I just cleaned him up and told him to keep his head low.

That was my first lesson.

I move closer to him now, slow. “Listen to me,” I say. “You are alive because you are hidden. Stay hidden.”

He shakes his head, a hard, furious motion. “And you. What about you.”

I reach up and press my palm to the back of his neck, gentle and firm. “I am the one they see,” I say. “Let them see me.”

He looks like he wants to bite his own tongue in two. “Wren—”

A knock hits the front door.

Not soft. Not neighborly. One hard rap, then another.

Mara goes pale. Finn’s shoulders tense.

I move without thinking. I blow out the lamp closest to the door and pull Finn back into the shadows beside the pantry. My body knows the shape of fear. I have lived in it.

Mara opens the door a crack.

A man stands there in the lamplight, hat brim low. He is human at first glance. Then the wind shifts and I catch it.

Ash. Bitter root. Smoke.

My stomach turns cold.

“Evening,” the man says. His voice is smooth. Educated. Too calm for this street. “I’m looking for a boy.”

Mara swallows. “No boy here.”

“Sixteen,” he says, smiling like he is being polite. “Grey eyes. A limp from an old ankle sprain.”

Finn stiffens. The little limp is his, from falling out of a tree two summers ago. My hands curl, nails pricking my palms.

Mara forces a laugh that sounds like it hurts. “Plenty of boys with grey eyes. Not in my home.”

The man tilts his head. “You’re kind to take in strays.”

“I’m a widow,” Mara says sharply. “I take in no one.”

His smile does not change. His gaze slides past her shoulder, into the house. For a heartbeat, I feel seen. Not by eyes. By instinct. Like he is sniffing the air with something deeper than lungs.

He is not just a man.

He is a tool.

Behind his collar, I see a faint mark, half-hidden by cloth. A sigil inked near the skin. Council work.

My pulse stays steady only because I force it. I learned how in the years after Father’s death. I learned how to look empty while my insides screamed.

The man’s eyes return to Mara. “If you hear of him,” he says, voice still pleasant, “tell him the Council offers mercy for those who confess.”

Mara’s lips thin. “We don’t deal in Council matters here.”

His gaze sharpens a fraction. Then smooth again. “Of course. My apologies, madam.”

He tips his hat and steps back into the street. But he does not leave right away. He lingers as if waiting for a sound, a mistake, a slip of breath.

Finn’s breathing is too loud to my ears. I lean close and whisper in the old tongue we learned as children. A runner’s trick. A breath pattern. Slow in, hold, slow out. Keep the body from betraying you.

The man finally turns and walks off, his boots measured on stone.

Mara closes the door and locks it. Her hands shake.

Finn swings on me, face flushed with rage and fear. “That was for me.”

I nod once.

“And you still won’t take me back.”

I keep my voice low. “I will not hand you to them.”

He looks at me like he hates me. Like he loves me. Like he cannot choose which feeling hurts less.

Mara presses both hands to her mouth. “Is he... is he one of you.”

“One of mine,” I say. “Yes.”

Finn’s eyes burn. “So what now.”

Now. That word is a knife.

Now I go back to my pack and act like nothing happened. Now I run my routes and carry my herbs and let them call me Omega and keep my head bowed.

Now I pretend I am not terrified.

I pull Finn into my arms before he can refuse. He freezes, then grips my cloak hard enough to wrinkle the fabric.

“Stay inside for three days,” I tell him. “No errands. No visits. If you must leave, leave at dawn and return before the lamps are lit. Keep to crowded streets.”

He pulls back. “And you.”

“I’ll fix it,” I say.

He snorts. “You can’t fix the Council.”

I meet his gaze. “I can make myself difficult to catch.”

That earns me a bitter look. “You always do that. You make yourself the shield.”

“I was born with the right name for it,” I say softly.

Finn’s mouth twists. “Thornevale.”

The traitor name.

Mara’s eyes glisten. “Take care, miss.”

I pick up my satchel. It feels heavier than before, though it holds the same herbs. The weight is not cloth and bark. It is the knowledge that the hunt has begun.

Finn steps closer again, quieter now. “Wren,” he says, and this time he almost says sister. He swallows it. “Don’t let them break you.”

I look at him, and something in my chest aches in a way I cannot heal with any salve.

“They already tried,” I tell him. “I’m still standing.”

Outside, the air bites. The street is empty, but not empty enough. I can feel eyes in windows, noses in the dark. Humans are not blind. They just choose not to see what scares them.

I keep to shadows until I reach the edge of town where the last lamp fades and the trees begin.

The forest is different. It does not lie. It does not pretend.

Thornevale trees stand close, old trunks scarred with claw marks and history. Somewhere deeper in, the pack keeps its rules and its ranks and its neat little cruelty.

I pull a pinch of dried herb from my pouch and rub it between my fingers. The scent is sharp, sour. It clings to my skin. It makes me smell like illness and earth.

A masking trick.

Briony taught me that with a slap to my wrist when I was fifteen and too proud to admit I needed help.

“Wren,” she’d said, “your problem is you think you must bleed to be worth saving.”

She is my mentor, but she is no gentle grandmother. She is a healer with iron in her spine. She sees the rot under pretty words.

Sable would laugh if she saw me now, skulking like a thief. Sable always says I walk like I’m waiting for someone to shove me.

Maybe I am.

My father died with his head up. My mother vanished without a grave. Finn lives with a false name. And I run, always running, because running is the one thing my rank cannot take from me.

The wind shifts again.

Ash.

I stop.

Not a full stop. Just a pause. A runner’s pause. Weight on the balls of my feet. Ready.

Somewhere behind me, far enough that a human would hear nothing, something moves too carefully. Not a deer. Not a fox.

A wolf who wants to be silent.

My mouth goes dry.

I do not look back. Looking back gives them a map of your fear.

Instead, I step off the road into the brush, where the ground is softer and the tracks vanish. I take the narrow path only runners know, the one that bends through thorn and fallen log, the one that scrapes skin but saves lives.

My cloak catches on a branch. I yank it free without slowing.

Father’s voice flashes through my mind, from before the trial, before the rope. “Keep your chin up, Wren. Wolves bow to power, not truth.”

I never had power. Only truth. And truth got him killed.

A twig snaps behind me.

Closer.

I slide my hand into my satchel and touch the small bundle of powdered bark. If I throw it, the scent will burst and burn the nose. It will buy me seconds. Not much. Seconds matter.

I do not want to run from my own land like prey.

But I will.

For Finn.

For the thin line between me and the Council’s leash.

The trees thin ahead. I know this stretch. It leads toward the healer paths, toward Greymark Lodge, where Briony keeps her fire lit and her doors half-open for the broken.

My legs begin to move faster. Not wild. Controlled. Smooth. If I sprint too hard, my breath will betray me. If I slow, the ash-scent will close.

Behind me, the movement stops.

That is worse.

A hunter that pauses is a hunter that has chosen a new angle.

The first hint of dawn stains the sky through the branches. Grey to pale blue, like my eyes, like Finn’s. Like a bruise fading too slowly.

I reach the marker stone at the edge of the healer trail, half-buried in moss. I touch it with two fingers, a small habit, a quiet prayer.

Then I set my face toward the lodge.

Whatever waits for me in Thornevale, whatever the kings and councils play at in their far seats, I am still a runner. Still breathing. Still carrying what must be carried.

I step onto the Thornevale forest trail, satchel of herbs heavy at my side, and head for Greymark Healer Lodge.
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The Runner Nobody Sees
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(First-person POV, left-aligned, 1.15 line spacing)

Someone is behind me.

Not close enough to hear breathing, not dumb enough to snap branches. Still, the woods feel wrong. The birds keep quiet. The wind slides around trunks like it’s trying to avoid carrying scent.

That’s how I know.

The trail bends toward the healer paths, and I take it without hurrying. Hurrying is an invitation. Prey runs. Wolves stroll.

A runner does neither. A runner moves like the land belongs to her.

The satchel at my side taps my hip with each step. Inside are bundles of dried bark, crushed leaf, a small bottle wrapped in cloth so it won’t clink. Briony will scold if anything breaks. Briony scolds even when nothing breaks.

A shadow shifts in my mind, the memory of that clean man’s voice in the human street. Sixteen. Grey eyes. Old ankle sprain. Mercy for those who confess.

Mercy is a word the Council uses the way wolves use teeth.

The trees thin ahead. A line of stones appears, half buried, marking the boundary of Greymark’s healer ground. Wolves don’t hunt here. Even enforcers watch their steps. Old custom. Old fear. Healers bury their dead under these roots, and no one wants to offend the kind of spirits that cling to a place like this.

The lodge comes into view through the branches. Not a grand hall. Not a noble den. A long, low building of timber and stone, smoke curling from the chimney. Light glows in the window slits.

A small relief loosens my shoulders. Not peace. Just a place where claws are less likely to come for my throat.

Boots scrape behind me.

Slowly, I stop at the edge of the healer stones. Not turning. Not running. Just letting the silence stretch until it bites.

“Runner,” a voice says. Male. Young. Trying for hard, landing on nervous.

My head turns a fraction.

A lodge guard stands several paces back. Gamma, by his scent. Broad shoulders, narrow eyes, spear in hand like it’s an extension of his pride. He looks at my satchel first, then at my face, like he’s deciding which part of me matters.

“Morn to you,” I say, polite. Flat.

His gaze drops to my collarbone, then snaps away too fast. Most wolves have learned not to stare at an Omega too openly. It is considered rude to gawk at something beneath you, even if you hate it.

“Matron Greymark is waiting,” he says.

Waiting. Not welcoming. That’s the difference.

I step over the healer stones. The air changes on the other side. Less pine, more smoke and crushed herb. The lodge yard is packed with winter stores: stacked firewood, drying racks, a hanging line of bundled plants. A wounded hunter sits on a bench with his leg stretched out, jaw set like pain is something shameful.

He sees me and looks away.

Good. Let them look away. Let them forget I exist until they need my hands.

Inside, the warmth hits first. Then the smell: yarrow, mugwort, old blood scrubbed from wood. The floorboards creak under my boots. A thin-lipped healer’s aide passes by with a bowl of cloths and does not greet me.

A few nobles sit near the far hearth, cloaks trimmed with fur, rings gleaming on their fingers. They speak in low tones, as if the lodge walls are too poor to deserve full voices.

My satchel stays tight against my side as I pass them.

“...tainted line,” one of them murmurs, not quite quiet enough.

Another replies, “Useful hands, nothing more.”

Their words slide over me like dirty water. I do not flinch. I do not give them that.

The inner hall door swings open, and Briony Greymark appears like a storm in a skirt.

She is older, yes, but age has never softened her. Silver hair braided thick down her back. Eyes the color of strong tea, sharp and steady. She scans the room once, and conversation near the hearth drops to a whisper. Nobles respect healers because healers know how to keep kings alive.

Briony’s gaze lands on me. It does not soften, but it steadies.

“Wren,” she says. “Come.”

No greeting. No comfort. She does not waste words on what she cannot afford.

I follow her into the back room where the shelves hold jars and bundles, where the air is warmer and quieter, where the only gossip is the crackle of fire.

Her hands take my satchel without asking. She empties it onto the worktable with quick, practiced motions.

“Feverbark,” she says, lifting the darkest bundle. “And you got it without losing an ear. Miracles are still alive.”

A small sound escapes me that might be a laugh if it were less tired.

Briony’s eyes flick over my face. Not kindly. Precisely. “You were in the human town.”

“Yes, Matron.”

“Again.”

“Yes, Matron.”

She sets the bark down and leans closer, sniffing near my shoulder. Her nose wrinkles. “Masking herb. Sour.”

“Someone was sniffing.”

“Of course someone was sniffing,” she snaps. “They always sniff. You carry secrets like a lantern.”

The words sting because they are true.

Briony straightens and moves to the shelf, gathering jars. “Help me. Grind the bark. We’ll need it for the patrol. A fever’s moving through the outer camps.”

My hands get to work. Mortar. Pestle. The bark gives under pressure with a dry crackle. The rhythm steadies my thoughts.

Briony speaks without looking at me. “You heard about the Conclave.”

“I heard the word,” I say. “Not the details.”

“You don’t get details,” she answers. “You get chores.”

A pause. Then her voice lowers a notch, not gentle, but less sharp. “Kings are coming.”

The pestle slows.

Two kings. Two territories that squeeze Thornevale like a bone between teeth. Blackridge on one side. Stormcrown on the other. We sit in the middle, a buffer pack the Council likes to call ‘necessary.’ Necessary means disposable with paperwork.

Briony watches my hands, not my face. “The Crown Howl Conclave will be held at Moonstone Hollow. Neutral ground. Old stones. Old law.”

My throat feels dry. “Why tell me.”

“Because you run,” she says. “Runners see things others miss. And because your scent will change the moment those kings step onto our soil.”

My fingers still.

Briony’s eyes lift, pinning me. “Don’t play stupid. You were born Thornevale. Your blood carries old knots. Council men would love to tie them.”

Heat crawls up my neck. Not shame. Anger. The kind I swallow daily until it turns bitter.

“I’ve kept my head down,” I say.

Briony’s mouth tightens. “You’ve kept your head down so long your spine thinks that’s its natural shape.”

That lands worse than any noble whisper.

A knock sounds at the back door of the workroom. One of Briony’s aides cracks it open, peeks inside, then steps in with a folded scrap of paper.

“Runner note,” the aide says, and holds it out like it’s something filthy.

Briony snatches it before I can. Her eyes skim the symbols, the odd slanted strokes that look like nonsense unless you know the code.

She flicks the paper to me. “Read.”

My fingers take it carefully. The writing is cramped. A runner’s code, meant for quick eyes. Not names. Not full truths. Just enough to warn.

Payment due.
Guardian visited.
Ask-ask-men sniffing.
Move the boy?
My stomach drops heavy.

Finn.

A sharp sound comes from my throat before I can stop it. Not a sob. Not a scream. A small, ugly noise of control cracking.

Briony watches me, and for once her voice does not whip. “How long.”

“Days,” I say. “Maybe less.”

“Who sent it.”

“Contact by the old market,” I answer. “The one who doesn’t know he’s watched.”

Briony’s nostrils flare. “They’re getting bold.”

“Because they think no one will bite them,” I say.

Briony’s eyes narrow like she’s pleased I said it.

From the main hall, laughter rises—noble laughter, the kind that means someone else is the joke. The sound makes my teeth ache.

Briony sweeps the ground bark into a pouch and ties it off. “Sit.”

I sit. Not because I want to. Because her tone is command.

She opens a drawer under the table and pulls out a thin strip of old parchment, edges curled and stained. A record scrap, the kind that should have been burned after a judgment.

Briony lays it down like it’s a blade.

My father’s name is on it.

Garran Thornevale.
Convicted: treason.
Sentence: execution.
Seal: Council authority.
The seal sits at the bottom, pressed into wax so dark it looks almost black. It should be clean, precise. It is not.

A smear runs through the center as if someone pressed a thumb across it, then tried to hide the damage.

Briony taps it with one finger. “Look.”

My eyes trace the mark. The outer ring is wrong. Letters shallow on one side, deep on the other. Like the stamp was changed. Or forced. Or pressed twice.

My mouth opens. Nothing comes out.

Briony’s voice is low. “That seal was altered.”

Cold spreads through my chest. “How do you know.”

“Because I was there,” she says. “Not at the killing. Before. At the hearing. I saw the first record. The one they didn’t expect a healer to remember.”

My hands hover over the parchment, not touching. Touching feels like disrespect.

“They executed him anyway,” I manage.

“They did,” Briony says. “And after, they cleaned the paper trail. They always do. Wolves forget. Paper doesn’t, unless someone makes it.”

The room feels smaller. The jar shelves feel like they’re pressing in.

A truth sits in the center of my mind like a stone: Father didn’t die because he was guilty. He died because someone needed him gone.

And if someone needed him gone, they might need his children gone too.

Briony folds the parchment back up, careful. “Do you understand now why kings matter.”

I swallow. “Kings or Council.”

“Both,” she says. “Kings bleed like any wolf. The Council just bleeds quieter.”

Another knock hits the door, harder this time. The aide returns, face tense. “Matron. Patrol messenger. Border camp needs feverbark and wound-salve. Now.”

Briony’s jaw sets. She reaches for a bag, starts filling it without pause. “Of course they do.”

My hands move to help before she orders. Pouches. Jars. Bandage cloth. A small bundle of dried ashroot sealed tight—ironbane herb, dangerous in the wrong hands. Briony hesitates over it, then adds it anyway.

“Matron,” I say carefully, “if Council men are sniffing—”

“They are,” she cuts in. “And you’ll still run.”

Her eyes meet mine. Hard. Certain. “Because if you stop running, you stop existing. And they’d prefer that.”

The worktable fills with supplies. Briony ties the bag shut, then shoves it toward me.

“You’ll leave at dawn,” she says. “Border patrol. Highland route.”

Dawn. Away from Finn. Away from the lodge. Away from whatever is creeping closer.

My throat tightens again, but my hands take the bag. “Yes, Matron.”

Briony’s gaze sharpens. “Hear me. Keep your head. Keep your scent masked. Don’t pick fights with nobles. Don’t let enforcers corner you alone.”

A pause. Her voice drops, rougher. “And if you see anything that smells like Council ash, you turn and you run. You do not play brave.”

“I’m not brave,” I say.

Briony’s mouth twists. “Good. Brave wolves die young.”

She reaches out and grips my wrist—brief, firm, almost like she’s checking a pulse. “The Conclave is coming,” she says again. “Kings will come with it. The Council will come heavier. If they’re sniffing for your brother now, they’ll snap for him soon.”

My eyes burn, but no tears fall. Tears are a luxury. I have never had
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