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The first thing I learned about love was that it does not stop a pack from burning.

I was twelve when Ashmoor fell, old enough to remember the smell and young enough to keep believing someone would fix it if I stayed brave. Smoke sat low over the trees that night. Men I knew shouted my father’s name like he was still captain and not already bleeding in the mud. My mother pushed me toward the back path with both hands and told me not to look behind me.

I looked.

That is how children lose their faith. Not all at once. Just enough to keep breathing.

I still see my father’s shoulders when I close my eyes on bad nights. Broad and straight, even with blood on him. I still hear my mother’s voice in the dark, sharp as a knife, telling me to run and not come back. She was a healer. People called her soft if they had never seen her angry.

They were dead before dawn.

The men who gave the orders wore clean coats when they came later to speak of law.

I remember that too.

It has been twelve years, and I am twenty-four now, old enough to know exactly what was done and how politely wolves can speak while they ruin you.

Ashmoor is gone. The name still lives, but mostly in whispers, in lists, in old records, and in people like me who were not important enough to kill after the fire. Nightfall took in some of us as wards. Protection, they called it.

Protection has a price. It always does.

Mine is obedience.

I live in Briar Hollow Cottage with my aunt Maeve on the lower eastern edge of Nightfall territory, where the pines grow close and the wind smells like wet stone. It is not much to look at from the road. That is the point. A squat roof of dark slate. A narrow porch. Herb lines under the eaves. Drying bundles in every spare corner. The place looks like an old woman’s work house and nothing more.

Inside, it is home.

Maeve says homes are not built from walls. They are built from who is allowed to rest there. I do not say it out loud, but I think she is half right. The walls matter too. Walls keep out the cold. They keep out men who come with seals and smiles.

Tonight the cold pushes under the door anyway.

I kneel by the hearth and feed it one more stick, though the fire is already low and mean. My fingers smell of feverleaf and bitterroot. I spent the evening grinding salve for a hunter’s shoulder and stitching a split ear on one of the village boys who thinks fighting proves he is grown. Maeve took a birthing call before dusk and came back near midnight with blood on her sleeves and a look on her face that said both mother and pup lived, which is all that matters in such work.

We did not speak much over supper.

That is not strange for us.

Maeve talks when talking helps. I do the same.

The kettle ticks on the hook. Wind rubs pine branches against the outer wall. Somewhere far off, a wolf calls once from the ridge and then goes quiet. Nightfall wolves do that sometimes, send one sound into the dark just to remind the woods whose they are.

I do not answer. I have a wolf, but she has never sat easy under my skin. She came late and wrong after Ashmoor. Trauma, Maeve said. Grief. Fear can snarl a shift if it digs in deep enough. Mine did. I can manage my senses, catch scent when I need to, feel the pull of moonrise in my bones. Full shifts have always cost me more than they should.

That weakness gets noted. In pack life, everything gets noted.

Packless. Ward. Healer-line girl. Late shift. Ashmoor blood.

People can make a rank out of your losses if you let them.

I rise and carry the salve jar to the shelf. The room is warm enough near the hearth and cold everywhere else. Briar Hollow has one main room, an apothecary workbench, a narrow pantry, and a loft tucked under the roof beams where I sleep. Maeve keeps records in little stacks tied with twine. I keep my knives clean and my boots by the door.

There is a letter on the table with my brother’s name on the outer fold, though it is not from him.

Finn has been in “military training custody” for three years in an allied pack to the north. That is the phrase they use in records. It sounds proper. Like a lesson. Like an opportunity. It means hostage, just said in clean clothes.

He writes when they let him. Short letters. Bad spelling. Too much pride. He is nineteen and already taller than me and stubborn enough to mouth off to wolves who could break him. He tells me not to worry in every message, which is how I know I should.

The letter on the table came from a quartermaster, not Finn. It says his training continues. It says discipline concerns have delayed leave. It says no visit is advised at this time.

It says nothing I can use.

I read it again anyway, because reading it feels like doing something.

The parchment crinkles under my thumb. My jaw aches from how hard I have been holding it. I set the letter down before I tear it.

“Still staring at it?” Maeve asks.

I did not hear her come in from the back room. She moves quiet for a woman who keeps glass bottles and iron pots in half her hands all day.

She stands in the doorway tying up her hair with a strip of cloth, thick dark braid gone mostly silver at the temples now. Her eyes are moss-green and too sharp for lies. Mine used to slide past her when I was younger. They do not now.

“It did not improve while I was grinding roots,” I say.

“Then it will not improve because you glare at it.”

“Finn should have had leave by winter’s turn.”

“He should.” Maeve crosses to the table, lifts the kettle, and pours hot water over dried mint and bark into two cups. “And yet the world remains rude.”

That almost pulls a smile from me. Almost.

I take the cup she pushes my way. The heat bites my palms. “Do you think he mouthed off again?”

“Yes.”

I look up.

Maeve shrugs one shoulder. “And I think they are making more of it than they ought because they can.”

That is the truth of most things tied to us.

I sit. She sits across from me. The table between us is scarred oak. I know each mark in it. Burn spots from old candles. Knife scratches from my father’s kit after Maeve salvaged what she could. A pale ring where a moonstone bowl sat too long one summer night and left the grain faintly silver. Small things. Fixed things. I trust small fixed things more than promises.

Maeve blows steam from her cup. “You have been listening at the market.”

It is not a question.

“I always listen at the market.”

“You have been listening with your shoulders up.”

I lean back on habit, annoyed she is right. “There is more patrol traffic on the east road.”

“Mm.”

“Two riders passed before dusk with Moonkeep tack.”

“Mm.”

“Men don’t send Moonkeep riders this far out for nothing.”

She studies me over the rim of her cup. “No.”

The wind hits the wall harder this time. The latch gives a small click, then settles.

A month ago, I would have told myself it meant nothing. Tonight my skin feels too tight. The air has been wrong all week. Even the dogs in the lower cottages have been restless. Hunters came in with less game and more stories. Somebody saw strange tracks by Northwatch. Somebody else heard council law talk in a tavern where no council man had reason to be. Names drifted through the market. Old names. New ones. Thorne. Voss. Darius.

When nobles start moving pieces, the ground wolves feel it first.

“Did a summons come to the healer hall?” I ask.

“No.”

“That is not an answer.”

Maeve sets the cup down. “It is the one I have.”

Silence sits with us. It is not gentle tonight.

I press two fingers to the scar at my collarbone without meaning to. The old line has faded white over the years, but in cold weather it wakes like memory. Rogue claws, they said when I was a child, and that part was true. What they did not say was why rogues had been allowed that close to Ashmoor’s lower homes in the first place. What they do not say matters as much as what they do.

Maeve sees where my hand went and says, softer, “This is not that night.”

“No.” I stare at the steam rising from my cup. “It never is. Until it is.”

She lets that stand. Maeve has no habit of lying comfort into a room. It is one reason I trust her.

After a while she says, “If Moonkeep sends for you, you will keep your temper.”

I laugh once, short and ugly. “That is a grand way to tell me they may.”

“I did not say they would.”

“But you think it.”

Maeve tips her head. “I think we are not the only ones counting riders.”

My throat goes dry, though the tea is hot. “Because of Finn?”

“Likely.” She folds her hands. Thick fingers, stained at the nails from herbs and ink. Hands that carried me out of Ashmoor and held me down through fever the winter after. “Or because someone in Moonkeep has remembered your name.”

“Same thing,” I say.

“Not always.”

I hate that she is right. I hate it more because I do not know which version is worse.

If it is Finn, then they have found a new way to squeeze me. If it is my name, then someone has use for an Ashmoor survivor, and that has never ended well.

I stand and go to the shelf where we keep records wrapped in oilcloth. My own motions calm me. Sort. Count. Check. Feverleaf low. Comfrey enough for a week. Tansy drying. Knives clean. Bottles sealed. The body likes tasks when the mind starts gnawing itself.

“Sit down,” Maeve says.

“I am standing.”

“Exactly.”

I turn. “You tell me to be ready, then tell me to sit.”

“I tell you not to wear a trench in my floor before trouble arrives. Trouble likes confidence.”

That wins a real smile, brief as it is.

I sit.

The fire drops lower. Maeve rises to bank it, muttering at the wood as if insult will make it burn better. Outside, the east road goes quiet again. Night in Briar Hollow is usually simple. A cart. A dog. A hunter late. Tonight every sound feels like a sign.

I am tired. Not soft tired. Hard tired. Bone tired. The kind that comes when you have worked all day and still cannot rest because your mind is waiting for a knock.

I know this feeling. It lives in my body like an old tenant.

At twelve, I waited for men with torches.

At sixteen, I waited for word on Finn after he was taken north.

At twenty-one, I waited outside a low hall in Moonkeep while a clerk decided whether Maeve’s petition for healer supplies would be approved for wards this winter or “deferred” until spring.

People like us get practiced at waiting. It is one of the few things no one needs to teach.

Maeve finishes with the hearth and goes to the back room to wash. I sit alone at the table with the
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