

  	
	    
	      Also by Clara Ashvale

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Ember and Ice Series

          
        
          
	          Frozen Heart, Burning Moon Rises: A Slow-Burn Werewolf Romance

          
        
          
	          Frozen Heart, Burning Vow Unbroken: A Slow-Burn Arranged Marriage Romance

          
        
          
	          Frozen Heart, Burning Bloodline Hidden: A Slow-Burn Forbidden Love Werewolf Romance

          
        
          
	          Frozen Heart, Burning Fate Awaits: A Slow-Burn Fated Mates Werewolf Romance

          
        
          
	          Frozen Heart, Burning Claim Ignites: A Slow-Burn Alpha Claim Rejected Mate Werewolf Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Wolves of Bramblewood Series

          
        
          
	          When Frozen Hearts Bloom: A Fated Mates Alpha Werewolf Romance

          
        
          
	          Where Broken Bonds Mend: A Rejected Mate Alpha Werewolf Second Chance Romance

          
        
          
	          Where Second Chances Bloom: A Second-Chance Fated Mates Werewolf Romance

          
        
          
	          Where Lonely Hearts Rest: A Pack Enforcer and Healer Fated Mates Werewolf Romance

          
        
          
	          Where the Prophecy Blooms: An Alpha Heir Fated Mates Werewolf Romance

          
        
      

      
    
    


[image: ]

Frozen Heart, Burning Moon Rises

A Slow-Burn Werewolf Romance

Clara Ashvale

Frozen Heart, Burning Moon Rises

The Ember and Ice Series.  Book One

Copyright © 2026 by Clara Ashvale

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition, 2026

DEDICATION

For every woman who was told to wait her turn,

and did the work anyway.

And for the ones who never got the chance —

this door was opened because you stood in the line before it.

EPIGRAPH

"The moon asks no permission before it rises.
It does not wait for the worthy, or the willing, or the ready.
It simply chooses, and the choosing is done.
Neither should the ones who survive it —
not for permission, not for worthiness, not for anyone's leave to keep what the fire already gave them."

— Duskfell Pack saying, origin unrecorded
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EPILOGUE

A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

❦

Frozen Heart, Burning Moon Rises is the first book in The Ember and Ice Series, a set of standalone werewolf romances, each set in a different pack, each following a different woman learning what it costs to be both strong and loved at the same time. You don't need to have read anything else of mine to start here. Wren's story stands on its own.

This book deals with themes of grief, institutional injustice, and the particular ache of being denied something you've earned. It also contains battle violence and the aftermath of war, including character death. None of it is here for shock value — it's here because I wanted to write a heroine who gets to be furious about unfairness without that fury making her unlovable, and a hero who has to earn his place beside her rather than simply claim it.

If you've ever been told that wanting recognition for your own work makes you difficult, or that accepting love somehow cancels out everything you fought for on your own — this one's for you.

Thank you for picking it up. I hope Wren's fight feels as good to read as it did to write.

With love, 

— Clara Ashvale

Cast of Characters

❦

DUSKFELL PACK

Wren Talvane — Gamma-ranked warrior, Duskfell Pack. Marked mate to Alpha Roan Kastellan under the Burning Moon. Has spent eight years fighting to break the Gamma Ceiling on her own merit.

Roan Kastellan — Alpha of Duskfell Pack, six years into his tenure. Marked mate to Wren Talvane. Inherited an uneasy peace along the Cinder Road from his late father.

Torv Brennan — Wren's training mentor, aging Gamma warrior. Petitioned for Beta rank himself thirty years earlier and was denied. Survivor of the Ridgefall Rout.

Lira Doone — Duskfell's healer and Wren's closest friend since girlhood.

Elder Bastian Corrow — Senior Elder of the Standing Circle, author of the Gamma Ceiling. Survivor of the Ridgefall Rout.

Kestrel Odain — Ranked Beta warrior. Wren's longtime rival, later ally and friend.

Darrow Fenshaw — Roan's Beta and oldest friend.

Sable and Orinth — Young Duskfell warriors under Wren and Torv's instruction.

Orla Voss — The first woman to formally petition for advancement beyond Gamma rank after the Ceiling's reform.

Elder Vessa and Elder Fessin — Members of the Standing Circle.

Wren's mother — Ranked Gamma warrior, killed leading an undermanned patrol. Her death, and the Council's verdict on it, shapes Wren's entire life.

CAEL HOLLOW

Selene Marrow — Sister to Lord Corren Marrow. Nearly married to Roan Kastellan before the Burning Moon voided the arrangement.

Lord Corren Marrow — Selene's brother, head of House Marrow. Orchestrates a campaign of deniable aggression against Duskfell to seize control of the Cinder Road corridor.

Ossian Rell — Cael Hollow's chief treaty broker.

HISTORICAL

Ines Marrow — Warrior killed in the Ridgefall Rout two generations past. Her death led directly to the creation of the Gamma Ceiling.
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I was eleven the year the Cinder Road took my mother.

She was a ranked warrior, Gamma like I would become, and she led the dawn patrol along the lower switchbacks because no man of her rank would take the shift. Three warriors short. A route that crossed open ground for half a mile before it climbed back into the tree line. She knew the ground was bad. She took it anyway, because someone had to, and the someone was always going to be her.

I did not see the skirmish. I only saw what came after: Torv Brennan carrying her home over his shoulders like a sack of grain, because there was no dignity left to preserve and he would not let anyone else touch her.

My father was already three years dead by then, killed in a rockslide that had nothing to do with wolves or war, just bad stone and bad luck. So it was my mother's mother who raised me after, in a stone house near the lower gate where the wind came through the shutter cracks in winter and made a sound like something breathing.

The Standing Circle met eleven days after the funeral rites. I was not supposed to be anywhere near the Council hall. I had gone looking for my grandmother, who had gone to hear the ruling, and I found the side door instead — the one the kitchen staff used, propped open with a stone because the hinges had swollen in the damp.

I stood in the gap and listened.

Elder Corrow's voice carried best. It always did. He spoke slowly, the way men speak when they have already decided and are only performing the decision for the record.

"The patrol was undermanned," he said. "The route was known to be exposed. Warrior Talvane chose to proceed regardless of the risk to herself and to those under her command. This Circle finds the loss regrettable. It does not find it blameless."

Regrettable. Not blameless.

Nobody in that room said the word coward. Nobody needed to. I heard it anyway, folded inside the careful, bloodless language they used instead — the kind of language men use when they want cruelty to sound like judgment.

Nobody said: we sent three fewer warriors than the route required, and she went anyway because the alternative was leaving the lower gate open to whatever came through it.

Nobody said: she died doing the job none of you would take.

I did not cry in that doorway. I want to say I did, because it would make me sound like a child instead of what I actually was, which was very still and very quiet and already deciding something I would not have words for until years later. What I decided, standing there with the swollen door digging into my shoulder, was this: if you are strong enough, they cannot say that about you. If you win enough fights, in front of enough witnesses, there is no room left for regrettable. There is no room left for not blameless.

They can still take everything from you. But they cannot pretend, after, that you did not deserve to keep it.

My grandmother found me in the doorway and pulled me back before Corrow finished speaking. She did not ask what I had heard. She already knew.

That night she sat with me at the low table where my mother used to sharpen blades, and she said the only thing about it she ever said, in all the years after.

"Your mother was the strongest warrior in this pack," she said. "And it did not save her. Remember that too, when you decide what kind of woman you are going to be."

I did not understand her then. I told myself I did not need to.

I was eleven, and I had already chosen my answer to a question my grandmother had not finished asking. Strength would save me. Strength would make the careful, bloodless language impossible to use against me. I would become so plainly, so undeniably strong that no Standing Circle in any hall would ever again be able to look at what I had done and call it regrettable.

I did not know yet that a body could be strong enough to win every fight in a lifetime and still not be strong enough to keep a pack from deciding, before you ever raised a blade, exactly how far they intended to let you go.

I would learn that the way most lessons come to warriors. Slowly, and then all at once, on a night I did not choose, under a moon the color of a wound.

But that came later. That winter, the only thing that changed was the shape of my days.

My grandmother put a wooden practice blade in my hands before the frost had fully left the ground the following spring, not because she wanted a warrior for a granddaughter but because she understood, better than I did at the time, that I needed somewhere to put the thing that had lodged in my chest that night in the doorway. She was not a fighter herself. She had been a weaver, and her hands, when she first tried to show me proper grip, were soft in a way that made the calluses I would grow over the following years feel like a kind of inheritance in reverse — proof I was becoming something she never had been, and had chosen, deliberately, not to protect me from becoming.

"You'll bruise," she told me, the first week, watching me hold the blade wrong and pay for it. "Bruises heal faster than the alternative."

I did not ask her what she meant by the alternative. I already knew. I had heard it once, through a propped door, and I had already decided I would rather carry bruises for the rest of my life than ever again stand somewhere powerless while a room decided what my worth had been.

Torv found me on the practice floor eighteen months later, eleven years old and already better than half the boys twice my age, and instead of sending me home the way most of the other trainers would have, he picked up a staff of his own and asked if I wanted to learn to do it properly instead of just angrily.

I told him yes before he'd finished the question.

He never asked why a girl not yet twelve wanted to fight like her life depended on getting it right. I think he already knew, the way most of the pack's older warriors quietly knew, without ever saying it aloud in front of me, exactly whose daughter I was and exactly what room had decided her fate eleven days after they buried her. Nobody in Duskfell ever brought my mother's name up to my face in those years. They didn't need to. I carried her the way you carry a scar you've stopped noticing until someone else's eyes catch on it first.

By the time I was old enough to test for rank, I had already promised myself the only ending I would accept: that whatever the Standing Circle eventually said about me, in whatever hall, in whatever careful and bloodless language they preferred, it would never again be regrettable. It would never again be not blameless. It would, if I had anything to say about it, simply be true — earned, undeniable, and entirely, only, mine.

There is one more piece of that year I have never told anyone, not even Lira, not even Torv, though I suspect Torv has guessed at it in the quiet way he guesses at most things he chooses not to press.

A season after the ruling, I went looking for the patrol log myself — the actual record, not the Circle's summary of it, kept in the lower archive where the pack stored anything not important enough to merit space in the main hall. I was twelve. I should not have been able to reach the high shelf where the ledger sat, and I remember standing on an overturned crate to get it down, my hands shaking with something that was not quite fear and not quite grief.

The log confirmed everything Corrow had implied and nothing he had said outright. Three warriors short of standard complement. A route flagged, two seasons earlier, as requiring additional escort during thaw season, when the loosened rock along the upper switchback made ambush cover easy for anything moving with intent. My mother had noted the shortage herself, in her own hand, in the log entry from the week before. She had requested reinforcement. The request sat unanswered in the margin, no response recorded, no name attached to the silence that followed it.

Nobody had refused her outright. That would have required someone to be accountable for the refusal. Instead, the request had simply gone unanswered long enough that the patrol schedule rolled forward without her getting what she'd asked for, and she had taken the ground anyway, because the lower gate did not care whether the Council had gotten around to answering a memo.

I put the ledger back exactly where I'd found it, climbed down off the crate, and did not tell anyone what I'd read. Not because I thought it would change the ruling — the ruling was final, and appeals against the Standing Circle were not a thing eleven-year-olds, or twelve-year-olds, or even most adult warriors, ever successfully mounted. I kept it to myself because I understood, even then, that knowing the truth and being able to do anything with it were two entirely separate inheritances, and I had only been left one of them.

I have thought of that unanswered margin note more times than I can count, in the years since. I think of it every time someone tells me that the law simply is what it is, and that wanting it different is its own kind of arrogance. The law did not kill my mother. Silence did. A request nobody bothered to refuse out loud, because refusing out loud would have required someone to stand behind the reason.

I promised myself, standing in that archive at twelve years old with dust on my hands and my mother's own handwriting staring back at me from the page, that I would never again let anyone answer me with silence. If they intended to deny me something, they would have to say so, to my face, with a reason attached that could survive being spoken aloud in a room where I was standing.

That promise cost me a great deal, over the years that followed. It has also, more than once, been the only thing standing between me and quietly disappearing into exactly the kind of unanswered margin my mother had been left in.
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The Ember Vigil and the Moon That Rose Red
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The watch-fires along Skarrow Ridge had been burning for six nights running by the time the moon finally came due, and I had stopped expecting anything to happen on any of them.

That was the trouble with a once-in-a-generation event. Nobody currently living had actually seen one. The last Burning Moon had risen the year before my grandmother was born, according to the pack ledgers, which meant every account of what it looked like, what it felt like, came to us secondhand through three generations of retelling. Torv liked to say that a story told three times over is mostly wishful thinking wearing the shape of memory. I agreed with him more than I said out loud.

So I stood at my post on the eastern watch-line with my arms crossed against the cold and watched Kestrel Odain feed another log onto the fire like it was any other Vigil, because as far as either of us knew, it was.

"Sixth night," Kestrel said, without looking at me. "Elders keep saying it's due any night now. I've heard that every night for six nights."

"The elders are guessing same as we are."

"You'd know all about guessing at things above your rank."

I let that one pass. Kestrel had been finding ways to work my rank into every conversation for three years, ever since I beat him in an unofficial bout he had not wanted witnessed. I had stopped rising to it around year two. Rising to it only fed him.

The cold came up off the stone different at night than it did during the day — sharper, with less give in it, like the whole ridge had exhaled and forgotten to breathe back in. I had grown up with that cold. I did not feel it the way visitors did, the merchants who came up the Cinder Road in their heavy furs and still complained. But I felt it tonight, a little, in the old break in my eyebrow where the scar tissue never warmed the same as the rest of my face.

Below us the pass ran dark, a thin gray thread through black rock, disappearing north toward the tree line and south toward the flats where Cael Hollow's border markers stood. Somewhere along that pass, in about two weeks, an envoy from Cael Hollow was going to arrive to finalize the last details of a match between Alpha Roan Kastellan and a woman named Selene Marrow. I had heard about it the way I heard about most Council business — secondhand, from Torv, over sparring drills, delivered with the flat disinterest of a man reciting weather patterns.

It had nothing to do with me. I did not think about it again until the sky changed.

I noticed the color before I understood what I was looking at. The moon had cleared the eastern ridgeline an hour earlier, ordinary and white, the same moon I had watched rise a thousand nights of my life. And then, without any warning I could point to afterward, without a cloud passing or a sound announcing it, the white began to bleed toward something else. Not orange, the way it sometimes went low on the horizon. Deeper than that. The color of a coal pulled fresh from a forge, before it starts to gray at the edges.

Around the fire, every voice on the ridge went quiet at once.

"That's not—" Kestrel started, and did not finish.

I looked at the moon. I looked at the pass. I looked at the fire, at the faces around it gone the same copper color as the sky, and understood, with the flat certainty of a held breath, that the elders had not been guessing after all. They had simply been early by six nights.

Somebody down the line started ringing the alarm bell they'd hung for exactly this purpose, a thin bright sound that did not carry nearly as far as it should have across a ridge gone suddenly, completely silent. Doors opened below in the keep. Figures spilled out into the courtyard, pulling cloaks over sleep clothes, faces turning up toward the sky the way faces turn toward lightning before the count for thunder even starts.

I did not move from my post. I told myself later that was discipline. Mostly it was that I had nowhere better to stand, and no reason to think the sky belonged to me any more than it belonged to anyone else on the ridge that night.

That was my mistake. I had spent so many years making sure nothing was given to me that I had genuinely stopped considering myself a candidate for anything the pack valued — including, apparently, fate.

The Alpha House sat at the ridge's high point, close enough to the watch-line that I could see figures moving on its balcony, torchlight throwing long shapes against the stone. I recognized Darrow Fenshaw's silhouette first, then Roan Kastellan's, taller, moving to the rail with the particular stillness of a man watching something he has no framework for.

I had spoken to Roan Kastellan perhaps a dozen times in my life. He had been Alpha for six years, since his father's heart gave out during a winter council, and he ran Duskfell the way I understood most competent Alphas ran things — carefully, with more listening than talking, and enough political sense to keep the Cinder Road trade flowing through territory that could otherwise have starved on stone and pride alone. I respected the job he did. I had no particular thoughts about the man doing it, beyond that.

The moon kept climbing, kept deepening, until the light it threw across the ridge stone was the color of a wound gone old but not yet healed. I have tried, since, to describe that light to people who were not there. I have never managed it. It did not simply fall on things. It seemed to come up out of them, as if the stone itself, the snow, the fire — as if everything on that ridge had swallowed something and was only now beginning to show it.

I felt the pull before I understood it was a pull.

It came from behind my sternum, low, the way a held note comes from lower in the chest than you expect until you're the one holding it. I put a hand there without deciding to, the way you touch a bruise to check it's real. And when I looked up — not toward the fire, not toward the pass, but up, toward the Alpha House balcony, toward a direction my body had apparently already chosen before the rest of me caught up —

Roan Kastellan was already looking back.

I do not know how long we held there. Long enough that Kestrel said my name twice before I heard him. Long enough that the pull behind my sternum went from pressure to heat, fast, faster than any injury I had ever taken, faster than anything except maybe the half-second before a blade lands wrong and you know it's going to hurt before the pain arrives.

Then it arrived.

I have been cut before. I have broken two ribs and cracked my collarbone and once, memorably, taken a training staff to the same eyebrow that already carried a scar, hard enough to reopen it. None of it prepared me for this. It was not pain exactly. It was closer to being marked by something with the patience to wait a lifetime and the total indifference to ask.

I looked down. Through the laces of my training vest, through the wool shirt beneath it, I could see the shape rising against my own skin, dark at first, then edged in something that glowed faintly copper in the moonlight, like an ember banked under ash. A crescent. Curved the way the moon itself curved, low on the horizon, before it climbs to full.

Around me, the ridge had gone from silent to loud in the space of a breath — voices rising, someone calling for Lira, someone else calling the Alpha's name with a note of real alarm — and underneath all of it, cutting through cleaner than any of it, I heard Kestrel say, in a voice gone flat with disbelief:

"That's the Alpha's mark."

I did not need him to tell me. I already knew what I was looking at, the way you know the shape of your own name even in a stranger's handwriting. Every pack ledger, every half-remembered story about the last Burning Moon, agreed on this one detail if nothing else: when the moon rises red and two wolves meet its light at the same instant, the mark it leaves cannot be undone, denied, or given back.

I looked up again, toward the balcony. Roan Kastellan had not moved from the rail. But his hand had gone to his own chest, in the exact place mine had, and even at that distance, even with the copper light doing strange things to every face on the ridge, I could see him understand what had happened to him at the precise moment I understood what had happened to me.

Nobody had asked either of us anything.

That, more than the mark itself, was the thing I could not get past, standing there with the fire at my back and the whole pack turning to look at me like I had just become something other than what I had been an hour before. Nobody had asked. The moon did not care what I had spent eight years building. It did not care that I had a Trial Ring petition sitting, denied, in Elder Corrow's files, or that I had turned down two courtships from warriors who wanted a mate instead of a rival, or that the last thing on earth I had ever wanted handed to me, unearned, in front of witnesses, was exactly this.

Lira reached me before anyone else did, healer's satchel already open, hands steady on my collar as she pulled the laces wider to look at the mark properly. Her face, when she saw it, did something complicated — professional assessment first, and then, underneath that, something that looked uncomfortably close to pity.

"It's clean," she said. "No blistering. It's already settling into the skin, look — it'll be permanent within the hour, and it won't hurt after tonight." She paused. "Wren. Are you hearing me."

"I'm hearing you."

"You don't look like you're hearing me."

I was looking past her, up at the balcony, where Roan Kastellan had finally started moving — down through the Alpha House, toward the courtyard, toward the ridge, toward me, with the particular urgency of a man who has just watched two weeks of careful diplomatic work catch fire in front of him and has not yet decided what to feel about the woman who lit the match.

I had not lit anything. Neither had he. That was going to matter to exactly nobody in the next hour, and I knew it even as the crowd on the ridge began, slowly, to part for him.

He stopped an arm's length away. Up close, the copper moonlight sat differently on him than it had at a distance — caught in the gray at his temples he was too young to have honestly earned, in the line of a jaw that was working, very slightly, like a man choosing his first words with more care than usual.

"Warrior Talvane," he said.

"Alpha."

Neither of us said anything else for a moment. Around us the ridge had gone quiet again, the specific quiet of a hundred people trying to look like they were not watching two people who had just had their lives rearranged in front of them.

"I don't know what you were about to say," I said finally, because someone had to say something and it was clearly not going to be him, "but if it's some version of I'm sorry, save it. Neither of us did this."

Something moved behind his eyes — not offense, exactly. Closer to relief, quickly buried, like he had expected to have to manage me and found, instead, someone who had already arrived at the least sentimental read of the situation available.

"That wasn't what I was going to say," he said. "I was going to ask if you were hurt."

"I'm marked. Not hurt. There's a difference."

"Is there."

I did not have an answer for that one yet. I filed the question away, the way I filed away most things I did not want to look at directly, and reached instead for the one thing I did know, with total clarity, standing on that ridge with a brand cooling under my collarbone and the whole pack waiting to see what I would do with it.

"I want the Council to know something," I said, pitching my voice to carry, because if I was going to say this I was only going to say it once. "This doesn't change my petition. I still intend to challenge for Beta rank in the Trial Ring. Mark or no mark."

The quiet that followed was a different quality of quiet than the one before it — not shocked exactly, but recalculating, a hundred people doing fast arithmetic on what I had just said and what it meant for how the next several months were going to go.

I found Elder Corrow's face in the crowd. He was not looking at the moon anymore, and he was not looking at Roan. He was looking at me, and the expression on his face was not anger — I would have known what to do with anger. It was something colder than that. Recognition of a problem he had thought was already solved.

Roan was watching me too, close enough now that I could see the exact moment something shifted behind his expression — not agreement, not yet, but a kind of attention he had not been giving me thirty seconds earlier.

Neither of us said anything else. There was nothing left to say that the mark under my collarbone and the declaration I'd just made hadn't already said for us, louder than either of us could have managed with words alone. The Vigil fires kept burning. Somewhere behind me, Kestrel was already talking, low and fast, to another warrior, and I did not need to hear the words to know what he was saying.

Lira finished securing the laces at my collar and stepped back, giving me room, though her eyes stayed on my face a moment longer than the examination required. "You should sleep," she said. "Whatever this is, it'll still be here in the morning, and you'll want your head clear for it."

"I'm not going to sleep."

"No," she agreed. "I didn't think you would." She touched my arm once, briefly, the closest Lira ever came to open affection in front of witnesses, and moved off toward another warrior further down the line who had apparently fainted at the sight of the moon's color, which struck me, even in the middle of everything else, as a reasonable enough response to the night we'd all just had.

The crowd on the ridge did not disperse so much as reorganize itself, the way crowds do when the initial shock passes and curiosity takes its place. I felt eyes on me from every direction — some careful not to be caught looking, most not troubling to hide it at all. I recognized the particular quality of that attention. I had spent eight years being watched in the training yard, assessed, measured, found either impressive or threatening depending on who was doing the looking. This was different. This was the specific scrutiny reserved for someone whose life had just been rearranged by forces larger than her own effort, and I hated it more than I had ever hated being watched for what I could do with a blade.

Torv reached me last, pushing through the thinning crowd with the particular authority of a man nobody questioned even at seventy-one. He took one look at my collar, at Roan still standing an arm's length away, and at the general disaster unfolding around us, and made a sound low in his throat that I had learned, over years of training under him, to interpret as somewhere between resignation and grim amusement.

"Well," he said. "That's certainly one way to complicate a Tuesday."

"It's not funny, Torv."

"Didn't say it was funny. Said it was complicated. Both things can be true." He looked at Roan, gave him a nod that carried exactly the correct amount of deference and no more, and looked back at me. "You said your piece to the Circle already. Good. Better they hear it from your mouth tonight, while it's still fresh, than let them sit with it overnight and decide how they'd prefer to remember it happening."

That was, I recognized even through the noise still ringing in my ears, exactly the kind of tactical thinking that had kept Torv alive and relevant on the Council's margins for four decades. I filed it gratefully alongside everything else I did not yet have the calm to properly examine.

Roan spoke again before I could answer Torv. "For what it's worth," he said, quiet enough that it did not carry past the three of us, "I don't intend to fight your petition. I haven't decided yet what I do intend. But I wanted you to hear that much tonight, rather than wonder about it until morning."

I studied his face for the performance I expected to find there — the practiced reassurance of a man managing an inconvenience — and did not find it. What I found instead unsettled me more than performance would have. He looked, if anything, as unmoored by the night as I felt, standing there with a mark under his own collar that neither of us had asked for and both of us were now going to have to live inside.

"I'll hold you to that," I said.

"I'd expect nothing less."

He turned back toward the Alpha House, Darrow falling into step beside him, already talking low and urgent about envoys and treaties and everything else the night had just set on fire. I watched him go for longer than I meant to, then caught myself doing it, and turned instead toward the watch-fire, where Kestrel was still standing with his arms crossed, watching me with an expression I did not need any particular skill to read.

"Say it," I told him.

"Wasn't going to say anything."

"You were already saying it to half the ridge before I looked over. Might as well say it to me directly."

He held my eyes a moment, then shook his head and turned back to the fire without answering, which was its own kind of answer, and one I intended to hear the rest of in the days that followed whether I wanted to or not.

I did not go back to my quarters that night. I walked the length of the eastern watch-line instead, past fires burning low now that the danger everyone had half-expected had turned out to be no danger at all, only a change nobody had asked for, arriving exactly on schedule and wrecking exactly as much as it pleased on its way through.

The pass below stayed dark and quiet the whole time, indifferent to everything happening above it, the way the mountain had always been indifferent to whatever the
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