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The first thing Ashvale ever taught me was how to take up less space than I needed.

Not how to fight. Not how to lead. Not even how to be a proper wolf. Just how to make myself smaller. Quieter. Easier to ignore.

It started long before I understood why mothers pulled their daughters a little closer when I passed. Long before I knew what it meant when old men cut their voices low at the mention of my family name. I was raised on the edge of the pack, and after a while, the edge starts to feel like the only place meant for you.

Our cottage sat where the pine trees thickened and the pack road turned rough. People called it Thorn Cottage because my mother let rose brambles climb one wall and because no one cared enough to remember what it had once been called. In winter the wind slipped through the cracks like a thief. In spring the roof dripped over the wash basin. In summer the herb bundles drying from the beams made the whole place smell of rosemary, feverroot, and smoke.

It was mine now.

That was the plain truth of it. Mine, though I had never asked for it. Mine, because my mother was dead and the bed in the corner stayed made up out of habit I could not break. Mine, because there was no one else left to sleep under that roof and call it home without sounding like they were pretending.

Mira Thornvale had taught me how to sort roots by touch in the dark. She had taught me how to hold pressure on a wound. She had taught me how to keep my face still when people looked at me with curiosity sharpened into judgment. What she had not taught me was how to live in the silence after she was gone.

So I worked.

Work was clean. Work made sense. Roots did not lie. Fevers did not whisper. Cuts either closed or they did not. People were harder.

I was twenty-two years old and old enough to know what the pack thought of me, though no one ever had the courage to say it plain to my face unless they were angry or drunk. I was Mira’s girl. The herbal runner. The quiet one. The one from the cottage at the tree line. When they wanted to be cruel, they used the other name.

Verran.

My father’s name.

The traitor’s name.

I never met Garrick Verran. Not truly. I had pieced him together from the shape of old stares and the way my mother would go silent if I asked too much. He had once been Beta of Ashvale. A strong male. Trusted. Respected. Then the story changed. A border ambush. Dead wolves. A royal loss that had stained half the kingdom. His name buried under blame so heavy it outlived him. By the time I was old enough to understand, the truth had already hardened into something no one wanted touched.

Children learn quickly where pain lives in a room. I learned it in the pause after my surname.

That is how wounds are made, I think. Not always in one grand blow. Sometimes in the slow grind of being looked through. Passed over. Kept close enough to serve, but never close enough to belong.

I did belong to something, of course. Ashvale would have said so if challenged. I was pack. I carried its scent, obeyed its laws, did its work, bled on its soil. But belonging and being claimed are not the same thing. I knew the difference early.

My wolf knew it too.

Nyra was never weak. Even when I was a child, she had watched the world from behind my ribs with a quiet, sharp patience that did not match the way others saw me. She was silver-gray in my mind, lean and light-footed, with eyes that noticed everything. She did not waste herself on noise. When boys from the lower training ring laughed about the traitor’s daughter, she did not snarl. She remembered. When females in the communal hall lowered their voices as I passed, she did not shrink. She grew still.

Stillness can be more dangerous than rage.

That night the stillness sat heavy in me.

Rain tapped against the cottage roof in a dull, uneven beat. The fire had burned low. I knelt on the floor by the table with dried yarrow in one hand and a dull knife in the other, cutting stems into a bowl while the room leaned around me in shadows. I should have gone to sleep an hour earlier. Instead I kept finding one more thing to clean, one more salve to mix, one more bundle to tie.

It was easier than lying down and listening to the quiet.

Outside, the pack road carried distant sound if the wind turned right. Boots. A cart wheel. The faint call of a sentry. Ashvale had not been calm for weeks. Border trouble had a way of creeping into everything. More patrols. More wounded. More muttering in corners. I had wrapped gashes I knew came from rogue claws, though the warriors pretended otherwise. I had watched Maeve press her mouth into a hard line while she cleaned blood from men too proud to admit fear.

Something was moving. Even the forest felt it.

The pine trees beyond my window were black against the night sky, tall and close-packed. When the clouds shifted, moonlight silvered the wet branches. Most nights I liked that view. It made the cottage feel protected from one side at least. That night it looked like the woods were waiting.

I set down the knife and flexed my stiff fingers. The scar under my left collarbone pulled as I moved, pale and old. A thorn rip. Nothing grand. Nothing worth a story. Yet my hand went there anyway, pressing once as if to quiet a feeling that had not formed words.

Nyra stirred.

Trouble, she said.

Her voice was never loud inside me. More a brush of meaning than sound.

“I know,” I muttered.

I rose to bank the fire and froze when someone knocked.

Not a polite little tap. Not a visitor’s call. Three hard strikes that sounded like duty.

My body tightened before my mind caught up. No one came to Thorn Cottage this late unless they needed help or carried bad news.

I crossed the room and opened the door just enough to see a young pack runner standing in the rain. His hair was plastered to his forehead. He could not have been more than sixteen.

“Lyra,” he said, trying and failing not to stare into the cottage behind me. “Maeve says to have all salves ready by first light. The upper patrol sent word. More injured may be coming in.”

I nodded. “How many?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

That was answer enough. If they were keeping numbers vague, it meant too many to say easily.

“Anything else?”

The boy shifted. “Alpha Renn called a full gathering for tomorrow evening.”

That made me look at him properly.

“For what?”

He glanced toward the road as if worried the trees themselves might overhear. “The king’s coming.”

For one beat, I thought I had heard him wrong.

“The Alpha King?”

“Yes.” He licked rain off his top lip and lowered his voice. “Blackthorne’s riding in with a royal party before sunset. They say it’s about the border attacks.”

They say. There are no words more dangerous in a pack.

I should have thanked him and shut the door. Instead I stood there with cold rain misting my face and a strange hollow feeling opening under my ribs. The Alpha King did not visit packs like Ashvale for sport. Kings came for blood, war, judgment, alliances, births, deaths, or trouble large enough to touch the crown.

Ashvale had trouble enough.

“Lyra?”

I blinked.

“That all?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Then go on home before you drown where you stand.”

The boy gave me a quick, nervous grin and ran back into the rain.

I shut the door and slid the bolt across. For a moment I kept my hand there on the wood.

The king.

I had seen Rowan Draven only once, and that from so far away he had looked more like a shape cut from shadow and gold than a man. I had been fifteen at a spring market held in lower crown territory. He had ridden past with his guard while the whole crowd bent around him without being told. Even at that distance, the force of him had unsettled me. Not because he was handsome, though every fool in three territories said so. Not because he wore a crown. Because power had weight, and his carried.

I remembered thinking then that men like him were born so high above women like me that we might as well have belonged to different worlds.

That memory should have been enough to settle the matter. The king was coming for the border issue. It had nothing to do with me.

Yet my skin would not calm.

Nyra moved again, restless now.

Watch, she said.

“For what?”

She gave me nothing after that. Just the sense of ears pricked in the dark.

I went back to the table, but my hands had lost their rhythm. I spilled dried leaves. Broke a stem I meant to save. Nearly cut my thumb because my mind kept pulling toward the same thought.

The king in Ashvale.

By itself, that meant little. By itself, everything in my life should have gone on as it always had. I would rise at dawn, sort the herbs, fetch water, help Maeve with the injured, keep my eyes down, keep my voice even, and survive one more day beneath the weight of a name that was never allowed to mean anything good.

Still, I could not shake the feeling that the walls around my life had shifted by a hair.

Enough to let trouble in.

I worked until the fire was nearly ash. When I finally climbed the ladder to the loft and lay down on my narrow bed, sleep did not come easy. Rain eased sometime past midnight. The cottage creaked softly in the damp. Every small sound found me.

My mother used to say that nights like this carried old things back to the surface. Memory. Regret. The dead if they were stubborn enough.

I stared up into the dark and let memory have its turn.

I was eight the first time I realized other children belonged somewhere I did not. It happened at a winter feast. The whole pack crowded into the communal hall with platters and lanterns and too much noise. Families sat together. Mothers pulled children into laps. Fathers passed down bits of roasted meat before serving themselves. I was carrying bowls from the side table because Mira had been helping in the kitchens. Someone asked where I should sit. Not cruelly. Not kindly either. Just practical.

No one answered for a moment.

Then my mother crossed the room, took the bowls from my hands, and said, “With me.”

Simple words. I remember them more than I remember the feast. Because in that pause before she spoke, I had learned what it meant not to be named first.

The lesson stayed.

Later, as I grew older, the shape of it changed. I was not invited to the moon dances with the other young females. No one called me ugly. No one needed to. Boys who grinned at girls with easy rank passed me like I was a fence post. Older women accepted my herbs and thanked me with the careful politeness used for someone who might bruise if handled roughly. I became useful. That is the safest kind of invisible.

Useful girls are kept around.

Useful girls are never chosen.

I rolled onto my side and shut my eyes against the thought, angry at myself for giving it words. Chosen for what? I had never built foolish dreams around an Alpha’s son or some bright future with a fine house near the center grounds. I knew what I was. A healer’s assistant. A quiet female from a quiet cottage with a bad name behind her.

Yet wanting belongs to the body before it belongs to the mind. I had wanted small things, though I rarely admitted it. Someone looking for me first in a crowd. A place at a table offered without hesitation. A hand on my shoulder that did not come from need or duty. Simple things. The sort a pack should give without thinking.

The sort Ashvale never had.

Near dawn, I slept at last.

When I woke, gray light had filled the cottage and my jaw ached from how hard I must have clenched it in sleep. For one slow moment I lay still, listening.

No rain. No wind worth naming. Just the crackle of a fire gone cold and the low hum of the forest beyond the walls.

Then came the weight again. That sense of something waiting.

I rose, washed in the basin, braided my hair with stiff fingers, and dressed in my plain work clothes. Brown skirt. Wool stockings. Soft old boots. The sort of clothing no one remembered after looking away. When I caught sight of myself in the warped bit of mirror by the shelf, I saw the same face I always did. High cheekbones from a father I had never known. Gray eyes too sharp to pass for gentle when I was tired. Mouth set hard from habit.

Twenty-two years old and already carrying myself like a widow to a life I had never had.

I hated that thought enough to turn away from the mirror at once.

The morning chores steadied me. I fetched water from the barrel, checked the herb bundles, laid out jars for salves Maeve would need later. By the time the kettle began to hiss, the world looked almost ordinary again. Sunlight pushed weakly through the clouds. Smoke rose from pack chimneys farther down the slope. Somewhere a dog barked.

Ordinary was a liar, but I let it speak for a little while.

I had just begun grinding dried bark at the table when I heard boots on the front path.

Not the measured tread of a guard this time. Lighter. Fast. Familiar.

Tessa never knocked softly. She came at doors like she meant to win an argument with them. I knew it was her before her fist hit the wood.

For one small second, with the pestle in my hand and morning light on the herbs, I stood still and knew exactly where my life still was: Thorn Cottage. Ashvale’s edge. Tired. Guarded. Overlooked.

And trouble was walking up my steps.

I crossed the room to let her in.
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Tessa came through my door like bad news with boots on.

I barely had the latch turned before she pushed inside with cold air at her back, her curls damp from the morning mist and her cheeks bright from the climb up the path.

“You’re still here,” she said.

I looked down at the basket in my hands. “That does tend to happen when I live here.”

She shut the door with her heel and gave the cottage a quick look, taking in the bundles of drying herbs, the kettle steaming over the fire, and the stack of folded bandages on the table.

“You knew what I meant.”

I did. I just did not feel like making her life easy.

The room smelled of rosemary and willow bark. I had been up since dawn cutting roots, boiling water, and laying out everything Maeve might ask for once the wounded started coming in. Work kept my head straight. Work kept me from thinking too much about kings and border trouble and the way my skin had not settled since the runner left last night.

Tessa shrugged out of her shawl and tossed it over the back of a chair. “Maeve’s at the Healing House already. Alpha Renn wants every healer, helper, and poor fool with steady hands ready before midday.”

“That part I expected.”

Her mouth thinned. “And the rest?”

I set the basket on the table. Dried comfrey leaves rustled against the woven sides. “The king?”

“The king,” she said. “Blackthorne himself. With guards, officials, and all the polished wolves who look like they were born knowing how to sneer.”

That pulled a short breath out of me before I could stop it.

Tessa noticed. Tessa noticed everything.

She leaned one hip against the table and watched me sort jars by size. “You look pale.”

“I always look pale in the morning.”

“You know what I mean.”

Outside, a cart rolled down the pack road. Voices drifted faintly through the trees. Ashvale never stayed quiet long when trouble was near, but today the noise had a different shape. Sharper. Everyone had heard by now. Everyone would be talking.

The Alpha King was coming to Ashvale.

A pack like ours did not get royal visits for pleasant reasons.

I tied off a bundle of feverroot with more care than it needed. “It’ll be about the border.”

“Of course it’s about the border. It’s also about what comes with a king riding into a restless pack.” Tessa reached for a strip of clean linen and started folding it without asking. “More warriors. More rules. More mouths whispering in corners.”

“That last part hardly requires a royal audience.”

A quick grin touched her face, then vanished. “You should still come tonight.”

My hands stopped.

The words sat between us a moment, plain and unwelcome.

“To the gathering,” she added. “Before you pretend not to know what I mean.”

I picked up the pestle and pressed willow bark to powder with steady force. “I’ll be working.”

“You’ll be done working by then.”

“There will still be things to clean.”

“Lyra.”

I kept my eyes on the bowl. “Tessa.”

She made a noise low in her throat, halfway between annoyance and affection. “You cannot spend your whole life ducking around the pack like it won’t see you unless you stand still enough.”

That struck too close. Enough that I set the pestle down before I cracked the bowl.

“I’m not ducking,” I said.

Her brows lifted.

“Fine,” I said. “I am choosing not to stand in a crowded hall full of wolves who remember my father’s name when there is no reason for it.”

“There is every reason for it. The whole pack’s been called.”

“The whole pack isn’t me.”

“No.” She straightened. “It isn’t. Most of them go in knowing where to stand, who’ll nod at them, whose family they belong to when the room splits into little circles. You’ve had to make your own place out of scraps. That is exactly why you should come.”

I turned away from her and carried the basket to the shelf near the hearth. The cottage felt smaller when she was right.

“Don’t start,” I muttered.

“Then stop giving me cause.”

That was Tessa. She never circled a wound if she could press a thumb into it and get the truth faster.

I busied myself with the kettle. Steam dampened my face. “The king won’t notice whether I’m in the hall or not.”

“This isn’t about the king.”

“Everything feels like it’s about the king today.”

She crossed the room and stood beside me. Close enough that her shoulder brushed mine once, light and sure.

“It’s about you hiding because Ashvale taught you to do it,” she said more quietly. “And I’m tired of letting it win.”

My throat tightened on something I did not mean to feel. Tessa had a way of making care sound like a challenge.

Before I could answer, another knock sounded at the door. Three measured strikes. Not hurried. Not hesitant.

Maeve.

I opened it before she raised her hand again.

She stood on the threshold in her dark cloak, iron-gray hair pinned back, green eyes taking in the room in one sweep. Her face always looked carved from patience. Today there was strain under it.

“You’re both here,” she said.

“Disappointing, I know,” Tessa replied.

Maeve ignored that and stepped inside, bringing cold pine air with her. In one hand she carried a wrapped bundle tied with faded blue ribbon. Rain had not touched it. She had kept it tucked beneath her cloak.

I frowned at the sight. “What’s that?”

“Something of your mother’s.”

The room went still around those words.

Maeve did not offer Mira’s things lightly. Most had stayed where they were after the burial because I had not been ready to move them, and she had not forced me.

Tessa took a step back from the table, giving us space.

Maeve held the bundle out. “Take it.”

The cloth was softer than I expected when I took it from her. Worn with age. Small enough to fit in both hands. I untied the ribbon slowly and folded back the corners.

Inside lay a leather wrist wrap, old but well kept, with tiny stitched herbs worked along the edge in my mother’s careful hand. Under it sat a narrow packet of dried moonleaf bound in twine.

My fingers brushed the leather. “She wore this in the gardens.”

“She did.”

Something warm and painful moved under my ribs. Not sharp enough to stop me breathing. Sharp enough to make me wish I were alone for a minute.

“Why now?” I asked.

Maeve’s gaze held mine. “Because some things matter more when old stories start walking again.”

Tessa glanced between us. “That sounds cheerful.”

Maeve did not smile. “Cheer was never the point.”

I wrapped my hand around the wrist piece. “You said the same sort of thing in different words the day before Mira died.”

Her face changed then. Only by a little, but I saw it. A shadow crossing old ground.

“And I was right then too,” she said. “Listen to me, Lyra. Stay alert today. Keep your eyes open. Not everything buried stays buried.”

The words settled hard.

I wanted to ask what she knew, what she was not saying
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