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PROLOGUE
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The night the moon chose me, the pack tried to break my bones with their prayers.

I still taste the smoke when I close my eyes. Pine pitch, wet bark, old fat thrown on the fire to make it roar. I still hear the drum they beat with a deer hide stretched tight, like a heart that won’t quit.

I was sixteen and already worn thin from keeping my head down.

In Blackpine Hollow, you learn the rules before you learn your letters. You learn them in the way hands shove you aside at the water trough. You learn them when the bigger pups take the best meat and laugh while you chew gristle. You learn them when the elders say your name like it’s dirt on their tongue.

I was Runa Siveborn. No father’s name. No rank. No strong bloodline they could brag on at the mead hall.

Just Runa, the girl who scrubbed floors and hauled wood and kept her eyes low.

My mother said it was safer that way.

“Don’t give ’em your teeth,” she’d tell me, voice low as a growl, while she washed blood out of a shirt in cold water. “Smile if you must, but don’t show fang. Folk like us get punished for looking proud.”

My mother’s hands were always raw. Cracked knuckles. Splinters. Burn marks from tending fires that weren’t ours. She smelled like lye soap and winter.

She also smelled like love.

It wasn’t the soft kind you hear about in songs. It was the hard kind that stands between you and a boot. The kind that says, I’ll take the hit so you don’t have to.

And I hated it, sometimes, because it made me feel small.

I wanted to be big. I wanted to rise. I wanted to look at the Alpha and not flinch.

But wanting don’t feed you. Wanting don’t keep you breathing.

So I learned to swallow my pride like bitter bark.

That afternoon, before the bonefire, my mother found me behind the tannery, scrubbing a pelt that stank of rot.

“You’re doing that wrong,” she said, then took the brush from my hand. Her wrists were thin. Her arms had the kind of strength you only get from work that never ends.

“I’m doing it the way they told me.”

“Aye. And they told you that so you’d stay slow.” She scrubbed harder. “They don’t want you done early. They want you tired.”

I said nothing, because it was true.

Across the yard, the mead hall stood tall and clean, built from thick logs and pride. Smoke curled from its roof. Laughter drifted from its doors. I could hear cups clink. I could smell roast meat.

The pack’s heart, they called it.

I called it the place we were allowed near, but never inside.

Tonight was the Salt-Old Law. The yearly oath night. The Alpha’s speech. The rite where the young ones who had shifted would swear to the pack and be given a place.

I had shifted once, weeks ago, alone in the trees, scared out of my skin. No one saw. No one cared.

It wasn’t like the stories, where the first shift is met with cheers and warm hands and pride. Mine was teeth on my own tongue, paws slipping on cold moss, a howl stuck in my throat because I didn’t know if I was allowed to let it out.

After, I crawled home in the dark, naked and shaking, and my mother held me until my bones stopped rattling.

“You’re wolf now,” she’d whispered. “Full wolf. That’s power, Runa. Don’t let ’em tell you otherwise.”

Power. That word felt dangerous in our mouth.

I looked at her now and wanted to ask what she meant. Wanted to ask why she’d never risen, if she believed it.

But her eyes told me she was tired of questions.

She handed the brush back. “Go wash. Put on your clean dress. Keep your chin level.”

“Why?”

She glanced toward the hall, toward the guards at the doors, their spears upright. “Because tonight’s got teeth. I can feel it.”

I laughed once, sharp and mean. “Every night’s got teeth.”

She didn’t smile.

She pressed her palm to my cheek, rough skin against my face. “Listen to me. If they speak your name, you don’t step forward unless I nod. You hear me?”

My stomach tightened. “Why would they speak my name?”

Her fingers trembled, just a little. “Just mind me.”

When she let go, my cheek felt cold.

I went to the river and washed until my skin burned. I braided my hair tight and tied it with a strip of leather. The dress I wore was plain, gray wool, patched at the elbows. It had been my mother’s once.

I looked older than sixteen in it. Like the world had already taken its share.

By dusk, the clearing was packed. Torches lined the path. Men and women stood shoulder to shoulder, their breath ghosting in the air. Wolves in human skin, most of them. Their eyes watched everything. Their noses tested the wind.

I stood with the low folk near the edge. The ones who worked. The ones who ate last.

My mother stood at my side. Her shoulders were set, like she was bracing for a hit.

Then I saw him.

Garrick.

They called him Garr, mostly. Short, sharp, like the snap of a trap.

He wasn’t from the low edge. He never stood with us. He was one of Haldor’s men, one of the Alpha’s favored. A fighter. A runner. The one they sent when they needed a lesson taught hard.

He was older than me by a few years. Maybe twenty-two. Big shoulders, dark hair tied back. A scar ran from his jaw to his neck like someone tried to cut his throat and failed.

He should’ve scared me.

He did, at first.

Then winter came early last year, and I was hauling water when I slipped on ice. The bucket cracked, and I went down hard. A guard laughed and started walking over like he meant to kick me while I was down, just because he could.

Garrick had been passing. He’d stopped.

He didn’t say a kind word. He didn’t help me up gentle. He just stepped in front of the guard, eyes flat, voice low.

“Leave her be.”

The guard bristled. “She’s nothing.”

Garrick leaned close, like he was sharing a secret. “Aye. And you’re less than nothing if you keep breathing wrong in front of me.”

The guard backed off, cursing. Garrick looked at me then, like I was a stray dog.

“Get up,” he said.

I got up. My hands were shaking. My knee bled through my skirt.

He stared at the blood, then took off his cloak and shoved it at me. “Wrap that.”

I blinked. “I can’t—”

He cut me off. “You can.”

Then he walked away like it was nothing.

I returned the cloak the next day, clean and folded, and he looked annoyed. But his eyes lingered on my face like he was seeing me for the first time.

After that, we kept finding each other in small places. Not the mead hall. Not the center where the pack stood proud. The edges. The tree line. The empty shed behind the forge. The river when no one else was near.

We never called it courting. We weren’t allowed the soft word.

But he brought me bread once, stolen from a table I’d never sit at. He tossed it at me like it was a bone, like he didn’t care.

My hands shook when I caught it.

“You didn’t see me,” he said.

I wanted to say thank you. Wanted to say a hundred things.

Instead I said, “Why?”

He shrugged. “You looked hungry.”

I ate that bread slow, like it was holy.

Now, at the clearing, he stood closer to the center with the fighters, arms crossed. Firelight cut sharp lines across his face. His eyes swept the crowd once, and when they hit me, something in me went still.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t nod.

But his stare held, just a breath longer than it should’ve.

Then the horn blew.

Everyone quieted. Even the babies stopped fussing. Even the dogs curled tighter.

Alpha Haldor stepped into the circle.

He was huge, with a beard the color of iron and a cloak lined with wolf fur. He wore a crown of carved bone on his brow, old and stained. His eyes were pale, like winter sky. He smiled like a man who had never been told no.

Behind him stood the elders. Old Maud among them, her back bent, her face lined like bark. She carried the salt bowl, white crystals in a carved wooden dish.

The Salt-Old Law.

They said salt binds. Salt preserves. Salt keeps rot away.

They used it to bind us to the pack.

Haldor raised his hands. His voice rolled over the clearing, rough as gravel.

“Blackpine Hollow,” he called. “Blood of blood. Bone of bone. Hear me.”

A low murmur answered, the pack’s voice as one.

Haldor went on, speaking of strength, of borders, of enemies. He spoke of hunters on the ridge, of rogues in the north, of weak hearts that needed cutting out.

He spoke like he was carving us into shape.

Then Old Maud stepped forward, salt bowl in her hands. Her eyes found the young ones lined up near the center.

“One by one,” she croaked, “ye step. Ye swear. Ye take the salt. Ye take your place.”

The first boy stepped. He spoke his oath, voice shaking, eyes bright with pride. Old Maud pressed salt to his tongue. The crowd cheered.

Two girls went next. More cheers. More salt. More promises.

I watched, feeling a strange ache in my chest. Not envy, exactly. Something older.

Like my bones remembered a different life.

Then Old Maud paused.

Her head turned, slow, like she was hearing a sound no one else could.

Her eyes came to the edge of the crowd.

To me.

My throat went dry.

Haldor followed her gaze, and his smile thinned.

The clearing felt colder, like the fire had died.

Old Maud lifted her chin. “Runa Siveborn.”

For a heartbeat, no one moved. No one breathed.

Then the whispering started, sharp and quick.

Why her? She ain’t— She’s low— No father— What’s this—

My mother’s hand closed around my wrist, nails digging in. She didn’t nod. She didn’t shake her head.

She just held me like she was trying to keep me from drifting off a cliff.

Haldor’s voice cut through the murmur. “The girl shifts?”

Old Maud’s mouth tightened. “Aye.”

Haldor laughed once. No warmth in it. “Since when does a floor-scrubber stand in oath circle?”

Old Maud stared him down. “Since the moon says so.”

That word hit like a stone.

Moon.

A hush fell. Even the fighters straightened.

Haldor’s eyes flicked up to the sky, where the moon hung full and bright, clear as a cut coin.

Then his gaze came back to me.

And I felt it.

Not fear.

Not shame.

Something hot and bright under my ribs, like a spark that had been waiting a long time.

My mother’s grip loosened.

I turned my head. Our eyes met.

Her face looked carved from grief.

She whispered, so low only I could hear, “Whatever happens, don’t beg.”

I swallowed. My tongue felt too big in my mouth.

Old Maud’s voice rose again. “Step forward, girl.”

I didn’t know if my legs would work. I didn’t know if the ground would hold me.

But I stepped.

The crowd parted like I was sick.

I walked into the circle, firelight glaring off faces. Some looked angry. Some looked curious. Some looked like they were waiting for me to fall.

My heart beat hard enough to hurt.

When I reached the center, Old Maud stood close, salt bowl trembling in her hands.

Her eyes were strange now. Wet. Almost kind.

“You feel it, don’t ye?” she whispered.

I didn’t answer, because I didn’t trust my voice.

Haldor circled me like I was prey. “What trick is this?”

Old Maud didn’t look at him. “No trick.”

Haldor stopped in front of me. “Say your oath, then. Speak it clean. Let the pack hear your place.”

My mouth opened.

And nothing came out.

Because what was my place?

Under boots. In shadows. At the edge.

That’s what they taught me.

But the heat in my chest rose, fierce and angry, like it was sick of being caged.

I forced air in. Forced words out.

“I am Runa,” I said, voice rough. “Born of Sive. I’ve worked for this pack since I could lift a bucket. I’ve bled on its stones. I’ve gone hungry so others could feast.”

Murmurs rippled.

Haldor’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not an oath.”

I lifted my chin, like my mother told me. Like my bones demanded.

“My oath is this,” I said. “I won’t be broken quiet.”

Silence.

So sharp it rang.

Somewhere, a wolf howled far off in the trees. One long note that rose and rose.

Old Maud sucked in a breath like she’d been struck.

Haldor’s lips curled. “Bold words for a nobody.”

The heat in me surged, and before I knew what I was doing, I stepped closer to the salt bowl.

Old Maud’s hands shook harder. “Runa... careful.”

But it was too late.

The air changed.

The moonlight seemed to pour down, thick as milk, washing the clearing in pale fire. The torches looked dull next to it.

I felt a pull, straight through my skin and into my blood, like the sky had hooked me by the ribs.

Pain snapped through my arm.

I cried out, not loud, just a sound torn out of me.

My left forearm burned.

Not like a cut. Like a brand.

I yanked up my sleeve.

Silver light crawled under my skin, tracing lines that weren’t there before. A mark, curling like a crescent moon with clawed rays spilling out.

A rising moon.

The crowd gasped as one.

Old Maud dropped the salt bowl. It hit the ground, scattering white crystals like spilled teeth.

Haldor went still.

For a breath, I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. All I could do was stare at my own arm and feel the mark pulse, alive as a second heartbeat.

Then the pack began to kneel.

Not all.

But many.

Heads bowed. Eyes lowered.

Like they were obeying something older than Haldor.

Haldor’s face went pale, then red, then hard as stone.

He lunged forward and grabbed my marked arm. His fingers squeezed like he meant to crush it.

I hissed through my teeth.

He dragged my arm up, showing it to everyone like it was proof of a crime.

“Look!” he roared. “Look what the moon spits into my circle! A curse mark. A rogue sign. A threat to my rule!”

The words hit me like slaps.

The kneeling ones hesitated. Some rose again, confused, scared to be seen obeying the wrong power.

Old Maud stepped between us, shaking, but fierce. “That mark is old. Older than ye, Haldor. It’s the Queen’s sign.”

“Queen?” Haldor spat, like the word burned him. “We have an Alpha.”

My pulse hammered. The mark throbbed under his grip.

I searched the crowd without thinking.

Found my mother.

She was standing straight, tears running down her face, but her eyes were steady on mine.

Then I found Garrick.

He had moved without me seeing. He stood at the edge of the fighters now, half a step forward, like his body wanted to come to me even if his mind was fighting it.

His hands were fists. His jaw worked, like he was biting back a snarl.

Our eyes locked.

And in that moment, I knew this wasn’t just a strange mark.

This was war.

Haldor raised his voice again. “Any who kneel to that mark kneel against me. Any who speak ‘Queen’ in my pack will have their tongues cut.”

A few people flinched. Some looked down at the ground like they could disappear into it.

Old Maud’s voice came out thin. “Haldor, don’t—”

He shoved her aside. She stumbled, nearly falling. No one helped her.

I took a step toward her without thinking.

Haldor yanked me back. “Stay.”

My skin crawled where his hand touched me.

I said, low and shaking, “Let go.”

His eyes flashed. “Or what, girl? You’ll rise?”

The way he said it made the crowd laugh, nervous and mean.

Something inside me snapped.

Not clean. Not brave.

Just tired.

So tired of being small.

I met his gaze. “Aye,” I whispered. “I will.”

For a second, the clearing went silent again.

Then Haldor smiled.

It was the ugliest thing I’d ever seen.

“Then I’ll make sure you rise alone,” he said, and lifted his hand.

Two guards stepped in. Big men with rough faces, loyal to Haldor because he fed them first.

They grabbed my shoulders. Hard.

My mother shouted, “No!”

She shoved through the crowd, pushing bodies aside. “She’s my—”

A guard backhanded her.

My mother hit the ground like a felled tree.

My breath stopped.

I tried to twist free. The guards tightened their grip.

I screamed, “Mother!”

She rolled to her side, blood on her lip. She tried to stand. One of the guards planted a boot on her chest and pushed her back down.

The sound she made wasn’t loud. It was small. A hurt sound.

It ripped right through me.

Haldor leaned close to my face. His breath smelled like mead and meat.

“You see?” he murmured. “You bring trouble just by breathing. That mark will get folk killed. Starting with her.”

My throat burned. “Don’t.”

He straightened and spoke to the crowd. “Salt-Old Law binds the pack. The pack don’t need a second crown. The pack don’t need a moon-mad girl turning hearts. So hear my judgment.”

Old Maud shook her head, tears cutting lines through soot on her cheeks. “Haldor, please—”

He ignored her.

“Runa Siveborn is cast out,” he declared. “By howl and horn. By bone and blood. No shelter. No food. No name. Any who aid her will be treated the same.”

The crowd stirred. Some looked away. Some looked relieved, like the problem was being hauled off.

I couldn’t breathe.

Banishment.

It was worse than death in Blackpine. Death at least meant a grave in pack ground. Banishment meant you were nothing, even in the earth.

My mother tried again to rise. The boot pressed harder.

I snarled. A real sound this time, not human. It startled even me.

The guards holding me stiffened.

The mark on my arm flared, silver light crawling under my skin.

For a heartbeat, I thought I might shift right there. Thought my wolf might rip out and tear throats.

But I saw my mother on the ground.

If I fought, they’d kill her before I took two steps.

Haldor’s eyes slid toward Garrick.

“Garr,” Haldor called, voice smooth as oil. “Come here.”

My stomach dropped.

Garrick didn’t move at first.

Haldor’s smile sharpened. “Now.”

Garrick stepped forward, slow, like every step cost him.

He stopped in front of Haldor, then looked at me.

His eyes were dark and angry and hurt.

Haldor put a hand on Garrick’s shoulder like they were friends. “You’ve been seen around this girl.”

Whispers started again, quick and sharp.

Garrick’s jaw flexed. “Pack talks.”

“Aye. Pack talks,” Haldor said. “And I don’t like talk. So we’ll end it. You’ll speak. Right now. Tell the pack what she is to you.”

My mouth went dry.

Garrick stared at me, and I saw a thousand things in his face. The bread. The river. The stolen cloak. The way he’d looked at me like I wasn’t dirt.

Then his gaze flicked to my mother, pinned under a boot.

His throat worked.

He knew what Haldor was doing.

So did I.

If Garrick claimed me, Haldor would make an example out of him. Maybe kill him. Maybe kill my mother too, just for spite.

If he rejected me, the pack would follow his lead. I would be alone.

Either way, I lost something.

Haldor’s voice snapped. “Speak, Garrick.”

Garrick’s hands shook at his sides.

He swallowed.

Then, in a voice so flat it sounded like it was scraping his throat raw, he said, “She’s nothing to me.”

The world tilted.

My chest went hollow, like someone scooped me out with a spoon.

I tried to breathe and couldn’t.

Haldor nodded, satisfied. “Say it louder.”

Garrick’s eyes didn’t leave mine.

His voice rose, and it broke on the edge, just a crack. “She’s nothing. A stray. Not pack.”

The crowd murmured approval, relieved to be told what to feel.

My face went hot. Not from shame. From pain.

Because I saw it.

Behind his hardness, behind the cruel words, there was a plea in his eyes.

Forgive me.

Live.

But forgiveness felt too big to hold right then.

Haldor clapped Garrick’s shoulder. “Good. You keep your place.”

Then Haldor looked at me and smiled again. “See? Even your own won’t stand with you.”

I wanted to spit in his face.

I wanted to scream until my throat tore.

Instead, I whispered, “Mother.”

My mother’s eyes found mine, wide with fear and love. She tried to smile. It came out wrong.

She mouthed, Run.

The guards hauled me backward, toward the tree line, toward the dark road that led out of pack land.

My heels dragged in the dirt. I twisted my head to keep looking at her.

“Mother!” I shouted again. “Please!”

She reached a hand toward me.

The guard’s boot lifted off her chest just long enough for her to crawl a bit forward.

Then Haldor stepped down from the circle.

He walked to her slow. Like he had all the time in the world.

He crouched beside her, and I couldn’t hear what he said. Only saw his lips move.

My mother’s eyes widened.

She shook her head hard.

Haldor’s hand lifted.

I screamed, “No!”

There was a dull crack.

My mother went still.

Not in a dramatic way. Not like a story.

Just... still.

Like the light inside her shut off.

For a second, my mind refused it. Refused to name it.

Then a sound came out of me I didn’t recognize. A raw animal sound, torn straight from my belly.

The guards jerked like they’d been hit.

The mark on my arm blazed so bright it hurt to look at it. Silver fire under skin.

The moon above seemed to swell, filling the sky.

I felt my wolf slam against my ribs, frantic, furious, grieving.

I fought then. I couldn’t not fight.

I threw my head back and bit the nearest guard’s hand. Hard. Blood filled my mouth, hot and salty.

He roared and let go.

I spun, claws almost there, teeth almost there, the shift crawling up my spine.

Haldor barked, “Hold her!”

More hands grabbed me. Someone punched my jaw. Stars burst in my eyes.

I tasted iron.

Through the blur, I saw Garrick move.

Fast.

He shoved between bodies, shouldering guards aside.

He reached me, grabbed my arms, and for one brief heartbeat his grip was gentle.

Not like a captor.

Like an anchor.

His mouth was near my ear. His voice was a rasp.

“Run, Runa. When they drag you past the last torch, you run. Don’t look back. Don’t stop. I’ll—”

A fist slammed into his side. He grunted but didn’t let me go.

Haldor shouted, “Garrick!”

Garrick’s hands tightened once, hard enough to bruise. A promise pressed into my skin.

Then he shoved me.

Not rough, but enough to make it look like he was helping them throw me out.

I stumbled forward, dragged again, my legs moving because they had to.

I looked back one last time.

My mother lay on the ground near the salt that had spilled. Her hair spread out like dark riverweed. Her eyes were half open, staring at nothing.

Old Maud knelt beside her, shaking, one hand over her mouth.

The pack stood around them, silent.

No one moved to help.

No one dared.

Garrick stood rigid, chest heaving. His face was stone, but his eyes shone wet in the firelight. He didn’t wipe it away.

He couldn’t.

Haldor raised his voice, making it official, making it law.

“By howl and horn,” he called. “She is out. She is dead to us. Let the wild take her.”

A horn blew again, long and cold.

The sound followed me as they dragged me past the last torch, past the last pack scent, toward the trees that waited like open jaws.

My mother was gone.

My home was gone.

My name was being ripped away in front of everyone.

The guards shoved me once more, and I fell into the dark.

Snow dusted the ground. The air smelled of pine and frost and fear.

I landed on my hands, skin scraping, and the mark on my arm pulsed like it was alive.

For a moment, I couldn’t move.

Grief sat on my back like a mountain.

Then I heard footsteps behind me. Not running. Not chasing.

Just one set, steady.

I didn’t turn. I couldn’t.

A voice came from the dark, low and rough.

“Runa.”

Garrick.

My heart clenched so hard it felt like it might tear in two.

I whispered, “You said I was nothing.”

Silence.

Then he said, “Aye.”

My throat burned. “Was that truth?”

He came closer. I could smell him now. Smoke and steel and wolf.

“No,” he said. “It was a knife I had to hold to your throat so Haldor wouldn’t do worse.”

I swallowed, shaking. “Worse than killing my mother?”

His breath hitched. “He’d have killed you too. Right there. And me. And anyone else who flinched wrong.”

I still didn’t turn. If I looked at him, I might fall apart.

He crouched behind me. Not touching yet.

“I can’t go with you,” he said, and the words sounded like they were ripping him open. “Not tonight. He’d send hunters. He’d gut you before dawn.”

I laughed, small and broken. “He’ll send hunters anyway.”

“Aye,” Garrick said. “He will. But he’ll send ’em slower if he thinks you’re already dead in the snow.”

My hands were shaking so bad I could barely curl my fingers.

I finally turned my head.

Garrick’s face was close, shadowed, eyes bright with pain. There was blood on his lip. Maybe his, maybe not.

He looked at my marked arm like it scared him and amazed him all at once.

“That mark,” he whispered. “It’s real.”

“It killed her,” I said. My voice cracked. “It killed my mother.”

He flinched like I struck him. “Haldor killed her.”

“But if I didn’t have it—”

Garrick cut in, fierce and low. “If you didn’t have it, he’d have found another reason. Men like him don’t need cause. They just need a target.”

I stared at him, and something in me twisted, ugly and sharp.

“Why do you care?” I asked. “If I’m nothing.”

His throat worked. He looked away, just a second.

Then he met my eyes again and spoke like each word cost him.

“Because you’re the only thing in this hollow that ever made me want to be better than my own hands.”

Tears came fast, hot on my face. I wiped them with a dirty sleeve like that could fix anything.

He reached out then, slow, giving me the chance to pull away.

I didn’t.

His fingers brushed my cheek, rough and careful. “Listen to me, wolf-girl. You’ve got to live. You’ve got to rise. You hear?”

I wanted to say I couldn’t. I wanted to say my insides were ash.

But the mark pulsed again, silver under skin, like the moon itself was answering.

I whispered, “I don’t know how.”

Garrick swallowed. “You learn. Out there. With no one to bow you down. You learn to bite back.”

He pulled a small bundle from inside his coat and shoved it into my hands. It was wrapped in cloth.

“Bread,” he said. “Dried meat. A flint. A scrap of fur. It’s not much.”

My fingers clenched around it. My chest hurt.

“You’ll freeze,” I said, stupidly.

He gave a short, bitter laugh. “I’ve been cold my whole life.”

Then his face went hard again, like he was forcing himself to be cruel so he could let go.

“If you come back too soon,” he said, “he’ll kill you. If you come back weak, he’ll kill you. So don’t come back until you can take his throne and make him choke on it.”

I stared at him.

The words should’ve sounded like a story.

They didn’t.

They sounded like the only road left.

I looked past him, toward the clearing I couldn’t see anymore. Toward my mother’s body on the dirt. Toward the salt scattered like broken teeth.

A sound rose in my chest. Not a sob.

A vow.

I wiped my face again. “I’ll remember her,” I said. “Even if they don’t.”

Garrick’s eyes squeezed shut for a second. When he opened them, he looked wrecked.

“Good,” he whispered. “Make ’em remember too.”

He leaned in, close enough that his forehead touched mine. Not a kiss. Not a pretty thing.

Just two broken people sharing one breath in the dark.

Then he pulled back.

“If you hear a howl at dawn,” he said, voice rough, “it’ll be me. So you know I’m still breathing. So you know you ain’t alone, even if I can’t stand beside you yet.”

My throat tightened. I nodded once, because if I tried to speak, I’d fall apart.

He stood.

The trees swallowed half his shape.

Before he vanished, he said, very quiet, “Runa.”

I looked up.

His voice shook. “I’m sorry.”

Then he was gone.

I sat there a long time, holding the bundle, holding my arm, holding the ache that felt too big for my ribs.

The moon watched me like it was waiting.

I didn’t feel chosen.

I felt cursed.

I thought of my mother’s hands. Her rough palm on my cheek. Her voice telling me not to beg.

I thought of her lying still.

A sound crawled out of me, low and broken.

It became a howl.

Not loud. Not proud.

But real.

The woods answered with silence.

I got to my feet.

My legs wanted to fold. My heart wanted to stop.

But something deeper pushed.

The same stubborn thing that kept my mother standing all those years.

The same spark that burned under my skin in the shape of a rising moon.

I started walking.

Each step hurt.

Each breath burned.

Behind me, far off, the hollow still glowed with firelight I couldn’t see.

Ahead of me, the world was dark and wide and full of teeth.

I didn’t know where I was going.

I just knew I wasn’t going to lay down in the snow and let Haldor’s law be the last word.

My mother deserved better than that.

So did I.

And somewhere deep inside, under grief and fear and blood, my wolf lifted her head.

Not to bow.

To rise.
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Moonrise Over Blackpine Hollow

The snow tried to bury me before morning ever showed its face.

Dark trees pressed in on all sides, black trunks and low branches like bent arms. No torchlight here. No warm talk. Just wind cutting through needles and the weight of what I’d lost sitting on my back like a sack of stones.

Behind me was Blackpine Hollow—its fire, its laws, its silence when my mother fell. The horn. The words that made me dead without putting me in the ground. Garrick’s voice, flat as cold iron, calling me nothing so I could keep breathing.

The bundle he shoved into my hands was still there. Cloth damp at the corners. Flint knocking against dried meat when I moved. It felt small for what it cost.

My arm burned under my sleeve. The rising moon mark didn’t fade. It sat under my skin like it owned me now. Every so often it gave a slow throb, like it was keeping time for a song I didn’t know.

A night bird cried out. Then another. The sound made my teeth grind.

No pack scent wrapped around me anymore. No familiar smoke. No “you belong.” Just raw forest and winter and the truth that I had to stay alive on spite alone.

The first rule of exile is simple: don’t stop where you can be found.

Haldor would send runners once the crowd went home and the drink wore off. Maybe not right away. He’d want the pack to sleep thinking the trouble was gone. Then he’d send teeth into the dark and call it clean work.

He’d call it mercy.

My boots were thin, old leather cracked at the seams. Snow packed inside, turning my toes numb. The dress clung to my legs, heavy with melted flakes. I kept moving anyway. If I sat down, the cold would talk sweet in my ear and tell me to rest. Rest was a lie that ended in stillness.

A narrow creek cut through the trees ahead, half frozen, black water showing in a long ribbon. Good. Running water stole scent. It also stole feeling from your feet, but that was a fair trade.

Steps crunched behind me—just one set at first—then stopped. A squirrel, most likely. My mind leapt anyway, quick as a snapped twig. The woods made you jump at nothing because nothing could kill you as easy as a man with purpose.

The creek bank was slick. I slid down, caught myself on a root, and got a fistful of wet earth. Mud under nails, sharp cold on skin. The kind of pain that kept you honest.

“Move,” I muttered, and didn’t care who heard. The trees weren’t the ones who’d put a boot on my mother’s chest.

Water lapped at the ice edge. I followed it, staying low, stepping where stones broke the crust. My breath came out in short clouds that vanished quick. No big exhale. No loud pant. I’d grown up learning how to be small.

Tonight I needed that skill more than ever.

Minutes dragged. Then an hour. Time in the forest didn’t feel like time in a village. Out here it was only “before dawn” and “after dawn” and “how long until my legs quit.”

Somewhere far back, a faint howl rose.

Not the wild kind.

A single note, held steady, shaped by a throat I knew.

Garrick.

It wasn’t loud enough to guide me home. It wasn’t meant to. It was a thread tossed into dark water so I’d know I wasn’t the only one still breathing.

My jaw clenched hard. Anger flared first—because he’d said the words, because the pack had believed him, because my mother lay in dirt with her eyes open.

Then something softer tried to crawl up behind the anger.

I shoved it down.

Soft wasn’t going to keep me warm.

Ahead, the creek narrowed and bent around a rise. Beyond it, the land climbed into a rocky slope where old pines grew twisted and sparse. The ground there was rougher, harder to track in snow. Better for hiding. Worse for tired legs.
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