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They say the moon makes wolves honest.

That’s a lie folk tell when they want a neat reason for ugly things.

The moon don’t make us honest. It just makes it hard to hide. It drags every bruise to the skin. It turns every secret into a shadow on the snow.

I learned that on the night my name stopped being mine.

I was born under a thin moon, the kind that looks like a cracked fingernail. Ma always said it meant I’d be stubborn. Da said it meant I’d be unlucky. Both of them were right, in their own way.

Our pack lived in the wold where the pines stand so tight the wind can’t breathe. We weren’t rich. We weren’t soft. We were the kind of folk who kept old rules because old rules were all that kept us from tearing each other apart.

We lived by teeth and vows.

We lived by hunger and pride.

We lived by the Alpha’s word.

Back then, before I learned what words can do, I thought the Alpha’s word was like iron. I thought it held, no matter what.

I thought a lot of foolish things.

When I was small, I used to sit on the longhouse step and watch the older wolves come in from the hunts. They’d come back with blood on their wrists and snow stuck in their beards. They’d laugh like the cold was a joke. They’d toss me scraps and call me “little crow” because my hair was dark and my eyes were darker.

I liked being little. Little meant no one asked me to carry what they carried.

Then I grew.

And the pack started watching me like I was meat on a hook.

It wasn’t my face. It wasn’t my hair. It was the line I came from. My blood.

My mother’s mother had been Luna once, years before I was born. A true Luna, the kind that could calm a raging wolf with a hand on the chest and a look that didn’t blink. The kind that could take a pack’s grief and hold it without breaking.

When she died, the pack didn’t heal right. A pack without a Luna is like a body missing skin. Every touch hurts. Every wound goes deep.

So when I started bleeding like a woman, when my scent changed and the older wolves started turning their heads as I passed, the whispers started too.

“Could be her.”

“Has to be her.”

“Luna blood don’t vanish.”

I hated that word. Luna. It sounded like a crown and a noose at the same time.

I didn’t want to be anyone’s balm. I didn’t want to be anyone’s answer. I just wanted to be a girl who could run without folks counting her steps.

But the pack don’t care what you want.

The pack cares what it needs.

The first time I shifted, I was fourteen. We keep the young ones penned in the hollow for it. We light tallow lamps and make a circle. We sing the old chants. Not because the chants do anything, but because fear likes noise.

I remember the ache like a fire under my skin. I remember my bones pulling as if something inside me wanted out and didn’t mind tearing me open to get there.

Ma held my face and said, “Breathe, Lark.”

That’s my name. Lark. Like a small bird that sings at dawn. It never fit my mouth right.

I tried to breathe. I tried to be brave.

Then I broke.

That’s what it felt like. Like every part of me snapped, and the snapping made space for something wild.

When it was done, I was on all fours and the world smelled sharp and clear. I smelled the pine sap and the old smoke in the longhouse beams. I smelled fear. I smelled pride. I smelled him.

Rowan.

He wasn’t Alpha then. Not yet. His father still wore the pack ring. But Rowan was already the kind of wolf folk make room for without knowing they’ve done it.

He stood outside the circle, arms folded, jaw tight, eyes fixed on me like I’d done something wrong by existing.

I raised my muzzle and snarled, not because I hated him, but because I was new to my teeth and my heart was racing and the pack’s stare felt like a stone on my spine.

Rowan took one step forward anyway.

“Easy,” he said.

His voice was low. Rough. Not soft like Ma’s, not sharp like Da’s. It sounded like a hand on a shoulder. It sounded like steadiness.

My wolf calmed, just from hearing it.

That was the first time I understood what a bond could be, even before it had a name.

After that night, Rowan and I kept circling each other like we shared a chain neither of us could see.

Sometimes he was kind in small ways. He’d leave a fresh whetstone by the chopping block when my knife grew dull. He’d toss me the warmest pelt when the winter bit hard. He’d stand between me and the pack’s loud mouths when they got mean.

Other times he acted like I wasn’t there at all.

He’d walk past me without a glance, like I was smoke. Like looking at me might burn.

I told myself it didn’t matter. I told myself I didn’t care. I told myself I’d rather be ignored than claimed.

That was another lie.

There are different kinds of broken.

Some are clean. A bone snaps, you set it, you mend.

Some are slow. A rope frays until it parts.

And some are the kind you don’t see until the moment you need the thing that’s been wearing thin.

The winter I turned seventeen, our pack got hungry.

The deer moved west. The rabbits vanished like they’d grown wings. The old men said it was a sign. The women muttered about curses. The younger wolves started taking stupid risks, chasing prey too far, cutting too close to other territory.

That’s how wars begin. Not with drums. With empty bellies and proud mouths.

On the first night of Deep Frost, we found a stranger on our border.

He was half-dead when we dragged him in, limp as a soaked rag. His skin was gray and his lips were blue. He stank of iron and smoke, and underneath that, a wolf-scent I didn’t know.

Not our pack. Not any pack I’d ever met at the trade fires.

A lone.

That’s what we call wolves without kin. A lone is either a tragedy or a threat. Most times, both.

They laid him on the longhouse floor near the hearth. Ma knelt by him with her herbs and her steady hands.

Rowan stood over us, a shadow with eyes.

“Don’t touch him,” old Jarven said, leaning on his cane. “Let the crows have him.”

“His blood’s on our snow,” Ma snapped back. “That makes him ours, for a night.”

Jarven spat. “That makes him trouble.”

The stranger coughed, and the sound was wet. His eyes fluttered open. They weren’t brown or blue. They were pale. Like river ice.

He looked right at me, like he’d known me all his life.

My skin prickled.

He tried to speak. What came out was a rasp. “Luna...”

I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe.

Rowan’s head turned so fast I heard his neck pop. His gaze hit me like a fist.

“Who are you?” Rowan demanded.

The stranger’s eyes went past Rowan. Still on me. “Broken,” he whispered, like the word was a prayer. “Moon... cracked... den... burning...”

Then he passed out again.

The longhouse went quiet, except for the pop of the fire.

I could feel the pack’s eyes. Like arrows. Like hooks.

I hadn’t done anything. I’d just been standing there with Ma’s mortar in my hand and ash on my fingers.

But blame doesn’t need proof. It only needs a place to sit.

That night, I didn’t sleep.

I kept hearing the stranger’s voice in my head. Luna. Broken. Words that didn’t belong in his mouth, because he didn’t know me. He couldn’t.

At dawn, Rowan caught me outside, by the woodpile. Frost coated the logs. My breath came out white.

“You didn’t tell me,” he said.

I blinked at him. “Tell you what?”

His jaw flexed. “Don’t play dumb. He said your name.”

“My name isn’t rare,” I shot back. “Half the world has birds for names.”

Rowan stepped closer. He smelled like smoke and steel. He smelled tired. His eyes weren’t cold today. They were sharp, like he was holding his temper by the throat.

“You know things,” he said. “About the old ways. About what you are. You always have.”

“I know what the pack tells me,” I said, and my voice shook even though I hated it. “I know I’m watched. I know I’m weighed. I know I’m supposed to fix what I didn’t break.”

Rowan’s nostrils flared. “You don’t get to talk like that.”

“Like what?” I barked. “Like I’m tired?”

His hand slammed into the woodpile beside my head, making frost jump. “Like you’re already gone.”

I froze.

Because that was it. That was the fear under all his anger.

Not that I was a secret. Not that I was cursed.

That I was leaving.

I swallowed, hard. “I’m right here.”

Rowan’s eyes flicked to my mouth. To my throat. To the pulse there.

For one breath, he looked like he wanted to press his forehead to mine. Like he wanted to lean into something that didn’t hurt.

Then he stepped back like he’d been burned.

“Stay out of this,” he said.

“This?” I said bitterly. “The pack’s hunger? The stranger? The whispers?”

Rowan didn’t answer. He turned and walked away.

And I stood there with splinters in my palm from gripping the logs too hard, feeling like the earth under my boots had shifted.

Two days later, the stranger woke.

He sat up like it cost him nothing, even though I’d seen the wound in his side. It had been deep. Silver had kissed it. That kind of cut doesn’t heal clean.

Ma said it was a miracle.

Jarven said it was a warning.

The stranger introduced himself as Kael. Just that. No pack name. No father’s line. No home fire.

A lone, sure enough.

He ate like a starving man. He spoke little. But when he did, he chose his words like he was placing stones on a grave.

He asked about our Alpha.

He asked about our borders.

He asked about me.

Not outright. Not in a way the pack could call rude. He’d ask Ma, “How’s the girl?” and Ma would say, “Lark’s no longer a girl,” with pride in her voice, and the pack would shift and murmur like a nest of snakes.

Rowan watched Kael like he wanted to put a blade in him.

Kael watched Rowan like he already knew where Rowan would bleed.

And me?

Kael watched me like I was a door he meant to open.

On the third night, Kael asked to speak to me alone.

Rowan said no.

Kael smiled, slow and empty. “Old law says the Luna-blood may hear a wanderer’s tale.”

The whole longhouse went still.

Ma’s hand froze mid-stir.

Jarven’s cane thumped the floor.

Rowan’s father, Alpha Brann, lifted his head from his ale with a heavy sigh. “Old law,” he repeated. He didn’t sound pleased. He sounded trapped.

He looked at me. “Do you want to hear it?”

Every eye turned.

If I said no, I’d be called coward. If I said yes, I’d be called hungry for power.

I felt the weight of their wanting. Their fear. Their hope.

Broken isn’t always the thing that happens to you.

Sometimes it’s what they make you carry.

“I’ll hear him,” I said.

Rowan’s gaze snapped to mine. “Lark—”

“I’ll hear him,” I repeated, louder. “By the fire. Where everyone can see.”

Kael’s smile widened, like he’d won something.

Rowan looked like he’d lost it.

We sat near the hearth. The flames hissed. Shadows moved on the walls like running wolves.

Kael folded his legs easy. Too easy for a man who’d almost died.

He spoke in a low voice. The longhouse leaned in anyway.

“I came from the south ridge,” he said. “From the old dens under the stone.”

Whispers started at once. The south ridge was Lycan land, if the stories were true. The place folk warned their pups about.

Kael kept going. “A King stirs there. A Lycan King. He’s calling packs like hounds. Some go willing. Some go in chains.”

Alpha Brann’s face tightened. “We keep clear of ridge talk.”

Kael’s eyes flashed. “You can’t keep clear of a storm by closing your eyes.”

The fire popped.

Kael looked at me. “He’s looking for a Luna.”

My stomach dropped.

Ma’s fingers dug into her skirt.

Rowan’s voice was a growl. “Enough.”

Kael didn’t flinch. “A Luna who’s been cracked open. A Luna who’s been hurt by her own kin. A Luna who’ll bend, or break, or bite.”

I felt like the longhouse had turned into a cage.

“I’m not a Luna,” I said, and my voice sounded small, even to me.

Kael tilted his head. “Not yet.”

Rowan surged to his feet. “You’re done talking.”

Kael stood too, slower. Calm as a man in a churchyard. “I’m only telling what’s coming.”

“Get out,” Rowan said.

Alpha Brann raised a hand. “Not tonight. It’s snowing hard. He stays one more.”

Rowan rounded on his father. “You’ll keep him under our roof after—”

“After what?” Alpha Brann snapped. “After he spoke a tale you don’t like?”

Rowan’s face went dark. He looked at me again. His eyes were a storm.

He didn’t say my name.

He didn’t have to.

That night, I went outside to breathe.

The sky was a sheet of black. The moon sat behind clouds like a bruise under skin.

I walked to the gatepost where the boundary stones lay half-buried in snow. The post had old marks cut into it—runes from before our pack had a name. Some were worn. Some were fresh. Folks carved them when they wanted something to hold.

I ran my fingers over them.

My hands shook.

Behind me, snow crunched.

I didn’t turn because I knew the scent.

Rowan stopped a step away. Close enough that I felt his heat. Not close enough to touch.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he said.

I laughed, once. It came out harsh. “I’m alone in a room full of wolves, Rowan. Snow doesn’t change that.”

He flinched at his name like it hurt.

“You put yourself in that chair,” he said, and his voice was tight. “You didn’t have to hear him.”

“I didn’t have to hear the truth?” I asked.

Rowan’s breath came out hard. “You don’t know it’s truth.”

“No,” I said. “But you felt it. I saw your face.”

Rowan stared at the gatepost. “A Lycan King is a tale to scare pups.”

Kael’s words echoed in my skull. A storm. A King. A Luna.

I swallowed. “If he’s real—”

Rowan cut me off. “He’s not your problem.”

I turned then. Really turned. I faced him under that bruised moon.

My chest hurt. My throat felt thick. “Why do you talk like you can choose what’s my problem?”

Rowan’s eyes snapped to mine. In the dim, they looked almost gold.

“Because I’m going to be Alpha,” he said, like it was a shield.

“And what does that make me?” I demanded. “A tool? A rumor? A prize?”

Rowan’s jaw clenched. He looked away. Just for a beat.

That was the moment I understood.

He didn’t want me as a prize.

He wanted me as a wound he could keep covered.

My voice went quiet. “You’ve known, haven’t you?”

Rowan didn’t answer.

I stepped closer. The snow creaked under my boots. “You’ve known what I am. What they want from me. And you’ve been trying to hold me at arm’s length so it won’t touch you.”

Rowan’s hands curled into fists. “You think it’s that simple?”

I stared at him. “Isn’t it?”

He took one step forward. His face was close enough that I saw the small scar at the edge of his brow, the one he got as a boy when his wolf came in wild.

His voice dropped. “If I touch you the wrong way, the pack will chain you to me.”

My heart kicked. “Chain me?”

Rowan’s eyes were burning now. “They’ll call it fate. They’ll call it bond. They’ll call it what they want. And you’ll never have a breath that’s yours.”

I didn’t know whether to cry or laugh. “You think I have breaths that are mine now?”

Rowan’s face cracked for a second. Something raw showed through.

Then it shut again.

“I won’t do it,” he said. “I won’t be the one who—”

“Who breaks me?” I finished, because the word lived in my mouth like blood.

Rowan’s throat bobbed. He looked like he wanted to deny it.

But he didn’t.

And that silence was its own answer.

I stepped back, like the cold had shoved me.

Rowan’s hand shot out and caught my wrist. His grip was firm. Warm. Real.

The touch went through me like lightning under skin.

My wolf stirred, hungry and afraid.

Rowan’s eyes widened, just a fraction. He felt it too.

A breath hung between us.

Then Rowan let go like my wrist was silver.

“Go inside,” he said, rough. “It’s not safe.”

I stared at him. “For who?”

He didn’t answer that either.

He turned and walked away, leaving his footprints filling with snow behind him.

I stood by the gatepost until my feet went numb, and I understood something I hadn’t wanted to understand:

Rowan was scared of me.

Not of my claws. Not of my teeth.

Of what I meant.

Of what the pack could force.

Of what he might want if he stopped fighting it.

That’s the sort of fear that makes men cruel without meaning to be.

The next day, the council met.

They called it a council, but it was just the old wolves and the strong wolves and the loud wolves deciding what the rest of us would live with.

Kael sat near the wall, quiet as a shadow.

Alpha Brann sat at the head, looking older than he had the week before.

Rowan stood at his father’s shoulder, straight-backed, eyes hard.

Ma sat beside me. Her hand found mine under the bench. Her fingers were cold.

Jarven stood and cleared his throat like he was about to spit. “We can’t keep a lone under our roof,” he said. “He speaks poison.”

Kael didn’t move.

Jarven jabbed his cane toward me. “And he names her.”

My spine went stiff.

The whole longhouse felt like it leaned my way.

Alpha Brann looked tired. “He’s leaving,” he said. “At first light.”

“That’s not enough,” Jarven pressed. “He’s already planted the thought. Lycan King. Luna. Our pack’s weak enough without—”

“Without what?” Ma snapped, rising. “Without fear? Without gossip? Those are what make us weak.”

Jarven sneered. “Spare us your soft talk, healer.”

Ma’s eyes flashed. “Soft talk saved more wolves than your cane ever did.”

A few murmurs. A few snorts. The pack loved a fight as long as it didn’t bleed.

Rowan spoke then, voice like a blade drawn slow. “The lone leaves. That’s settled.”

Jarven turned to him, hungry. “And the girl?”

My breath caught.

Rowan’s head tilted, just a touch. “What about her?”

Jarven smiled like he’d been waiting all his life for this moment. “If a Lycan King is hunting for a Luna, and she has Luna blood, and a lone comes naming her... then she’s a beacon. She’ll bring war on our den.”

My ears rang.

I looked at Alpha Brann. At Rowan. At Ma.

No one spoke.

Not right away.

Silence can be a verdict.

Ma’s grip tightened around my hand. “She’s not a thing you can toss to the wolves,” she said, voice shaking with fury. “She’s my daughter.”

Jarven shrugged. “Then keep her close, and when the ridge hounds come, you can die with her.”

I felt cold spread through my chest. Not the winter cold. Something deeper.

I stood. The bench creaked. Every eye snapped to me again.

I hated how used to I was getting to that.

“If you think I’ll bring war,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, “then train me. Arm me. Make me strong enough to stand in the gate.”

Jarven laughed, sharp. “A girl in the gate?”

“I’m not a girl,” I said through my teeth.

Rowan’s gaze slid to me. For a heartbeat, something in his face softened.

Then it went flat.

“The council decides,” Rowan said.

My heart dropped.

Because he didn’t say, I’ll decide. He didn’t say, I’ll protect you.

He hid behind the council like it was a wall.

Alpha Brann rubbed his brow. “We’re not banishing her,” he said, like that should have been comfort.

Jarven leaned in. “Then what? Keep her here and pray? Pray don’t feed bellies and it don’t stop kings.”

Kael spoke at last, quiet as a knife sliding into cloth. “You can’t hide a moon from the sky.”

Rowan spun on him. “You don’t get to speak.”

Kael’s pale eyes lifted. “You’re scared.”

Rowan’s lip curled. “I’m angry.”

Kael’s mouth twitched. “Same thing, in a weak man.”

A ripple went through the room—shock, laughter, outrage.

Rowan’s wolf surged under his skin. I saw it in the tightness of his shoulders, the way his fingers flexed like claws.

Alpha Brann slammed his hand on the table. “Enough.”

His gaze found mine. It looked heavy. It looked sorry.

“Lark,” he said, “go home. This isn’t for your ears.”

My mouth went dry. “It’s about me.”

Alpha Brann’s eyes dropped. “Go.”

Ma started to rise with me, but two older women touched her shoulder, gentle and firm. Ma’s eyes blazed, but she didn’t fight them. Not here. Not now.

I walked out of the longhouse on legs that didn’t feel like mine.

Snow was falling again. Slow. Soft. Like the world trying to cover up what we’d said.

I didn’t go home. I went to the small shed behind the tannery where I kept my knife sharp and my thoughts quieter.

I sat on an overturned bucket and stared at the wall until my eyes burned.

Broken.

Kael had called me that.

Jarven had treated me like that.

Rowan had tried not to touch me like I was made of something that would cut.

I pressed a hand to my chest, to the hard beat of my heart.

A Luna, they said.

A beacon, they feared.

A problem, Rowan called me without saying it.

I wanted to howl. I wanted to tear something apart. I wanted to run until my legs gave out and keep running anyway.

Instead, I sat there and listened.

At first I thought it was the wind.

Then I knew it was voices.

Outside the shed, down the path, the pack was moving. Quiet. Quick. Like they didn’t want me to hear.

But a wolf always hears.

I stood and stepped into the snow, heart in my throat.

They were at the longhouse again. Torches lit the yard. Faces turned toward the doorway. The council was done.

Alpha Brann stood on the steps.

Rowan stood at his side.

Kael stood a little back, arms crossed, watching like a man waiting for a coin to land.

And in the yard, the whole pack had gathered, shoulder to shoulder, breath steaming, eyes bright.

My skin went tight.

I pushed through the edge of them. No one moved aside for me. No one stopped me either.

They just watched, like this was the part they’d come for.

Alpha Brann lifted his voice. “Hear me.”

The yard hushed.

My heart pounded so hard it hurt.

Alpha Brann’s eyes found me again. They were wet. He blinked like he hated that.

“By old law,” he said, “we must protect our den.”

Jarven’s smile cut through the torchlight.

Alpha Brann’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat. “By old law, if a danger clings to one, we may cast that danger out to spare the many.”

Ma made a sound behind me—half growl, half sob.

I turned my head, and there she was, being held back by three women, her eyes wild, her face white.

“No,” she mouthed.

My stomach dropped so hard I thought I’d be sick.

Alpha Brann’s voice got steadier, like he was forcing it. “Lark, daughter of Mera, step forward.”

I stepped.

The snow squeaked under my boots. Every sound felt too loud.

Rowan didn’t look at me. Not once.

That cut worse than any blade.

Alpha Brann swallowed. “You are... you are released from our hearth.”

The yard went silent in a way that felt wrong. Like even the trees were listening.

I stared at him. “You’re sending me away.”

Alpha Brann’s face tightened. “It’s not—”

“It’s banishment,” I said, blunt.

Jarven lifted his chin. “Call it what it is.”

Ma surged, fighting hands. “She’s done nothing!”

Alpha Brann’s voice rose, sharp with pain. “Enough!”

He looked at Ma, and there was a whole history in his eyes. Regret. Duty. Fear.

Then he looked back at me. “I’m sorry.”

I waited. I don’t know why. Some part of me still thought there would be a twist. A saving word.

I looked at Rowan at last.

“Say something,” I whispered.

Rowan’s jaw worked. His throat bobbed.

He kept staring straight ahead, like the dark beyond the gate was more bearable than my face.

“Rowan,” I said louder, and my voice broke on his name. “You’re going to be Alpha. Is this your word too?”

For one beat, his eyes flicked to mine.

I saw it then.

Love, buried deep.

Fear, piled on top.

And a choice he’d already made.

Rowan’s voice came out rough. “You’ll survive.”

That was all.

Not I’m sorry.

Not I’ll come for you.

Not I don’t want this.

Just a hard, cruel little sentence dressed up as faith.

My chest caved in.

Something inside me went quiet. Not calm. Just... numb. Like a wound that’s stopped bleeding because there’s no blood left.

Alpha Brann lifted a hand toward the gate. “Before moonset,” he said. “Go.”

I stood there under torchlight, the pack watching like I was a tale being finished.

Ma screamed my name then. A raw sound that made my wolf whine inside my ribs. She fought hard enough that the women holding her stumbled.

I took one step toward her.

Rowan moved.

He didn’t grab me. He didn’t touch me.

He just stepped into my path, a wall of muscle and duty.

His eyes were bright with something that looked like misery.

“Don’t,” he said, low. “If you make this harder, they’ll make it uglier.”

I stared at him, and I hated him for being right.

I hated the pack for forcing that truth into his mouth.

I hated myself most of all, because some broken piece of me still wanted him to pull me close and say he’d burn the world before he let me go.

He didn’t.

So I turned.

I walked to my mother, and I didn’t let myself cry until I was close enough to smell her soap and herbs.

Ma broke free at last and grabbed my face in both hands, her palms rough, her thumbs trembling.

“Listen to me,” she whispered fierce. “You are not a curse. You hear me? You are not their fear. You are my heart.”

My throat closed.

I nodded because if I spoke, I’d fall apart in front of them all.

Ma pressed her forehead to mine. Just once. Quick. Like she was stealing the touch before they could take it too.

Then she shoved a small bundle into my hands. A knife. A flint. A strip of dried meat. A scrap of cloth with her scent rubbed deep into it.

“Run if you have to,” she said. “Hide if you must. Bite if they make you.”

Her eyes shone wet. “Live.”

I held the bundle so tight my fingers ached.

Behind me, the pack murmured. Impatient. Hungry for the end of this.

I walked to the gatepost.

The boundary stones looked the same as they always had. That’s the cruel part of it. The world doesn’t change its face just because your life does.

I stopped with one foot still inside.

I looked back.

Torches flickered.

Faces blurred.

Ma stood with her hands over her mouth, shaking.

Alpha Brann looked away, like he couldn’t bear the sight of what he’d done.

Jarven watched with satisfaction, as if he’d just fixed a leak.

Kael’s pale eyes held mine. His mouth didn’t smile, but something like triumph sat in his stare. Like I’d stepped onto a path he’d laid.

And Rowan...

Rowan stood straight, shoulders squared, eyes locked on the gatepost rune marks like he was trying to carve them into his skull.

He wouldn’t look at me.

So I spoke, and my voice carried in the cold.

“You could’ve said no,” I told him.

Rowan’s eyes closed for half a blink.

That was all the answer I got.

I stepped over the boundary stones.

The air felt different on the other side. Not warmer. Not kinder. Just... empty.

The torches behind me made a line of light, and beyond that, nothing but trees and dark.

The pack didn’t howl. Not farewell. Not mourning.

They were already moving on. Already filling the space I’d left.

That’s another lie folk tell. That you matter so much the world stops when you’re hurt.

It doesn’t.

I walked into the wold with the bundle clutched to my chest and my mother’s word in my ears.

Live.

Snow fell in my hair. It melted on my lashes.

I kept my head up because I refused to give them the shape of my grief.

But when the longhouse light finally vanished behind the trees, the numbness cracked.

A sound tore out of me. Not a scream. Not a howl.

Something between.

I pressed my knuckles to my mouth until I tasted blood, just to keep it from becoming a begging sound. I would not beg for a place that tossed me out like a rotten bone.

I walked until my legs shook.

I walked until my lungs burned.

I walked because if I stopped, I’d feel it all at once, and I wasn’t sure I’d stay standing.

Then, under the thin slice of moon, my wolf stirred again.

Not with hunger.

With a strange, aching pull—like a thread tied tight around my ribs, tugging me back toward the den I’d been cut from.

I hated that pull.

I hated my heart for answering it.

I whispered into the dark, “I’m not yours.”

The woods didn’t answer.

The moon didn’t answer.

But deep in my blood, something did.

A faint throb. A quiet claim.

Not spoken aloud. Not carved in rune.

Just a truth that settled heavy, like a stone dropped into a river.

I was broken.

And I was not done breaking.

Behind me, far off, a lone wolf howled—long and low—like the night itself was calling my name.

I didn’t turn back.

I couldn’t.

Because if I turned back, I would run to the only place I’d ever known, and I would throw myself at a gate that had already shut.

So I kept walking into the dark, with my mother’s knife and my mother’s scent and a hollow in my chest where a future used to be.

And the last thing I heard before the snow swallowed every sound was Rowan’s voice in my memory, hard as iron and twice as cold:

You’ll survive.

I hope, for his sake, he was right.
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The woods don’t care that I was thrown away.

Snow kept falling like it meant to bury the whole world and start over. My boots sank past the ankle in places where the drifts lay soft, then skated on hard crust where the wind had scraped the ground clean. The bundle Ma pressed on me sat against my ribs under my coat, warm only because it still smelled like home.

That smell was trouble. It made my mouth ache. It made my feet want to turn.

So I shoved the cloth deeper into my coat and forced my eyes forward. Trees. Dark. More trees. The wold went on like it had no end and no mercy. Fine. Mercy never kept anyone alive.

My fingers went numb around the knife handle. The blade was small, meant for skinning rabbits and trimming herbs, not fighting. Still, steel is steel. If something came at me, I’d make it count.

A distant howl rolled through the night, long and low.

Not my pack. Not a call I knew.

The sound faded, swallowed by the pines. I kept moving anyway. Every old tale says lone wolves come sniffing when blood hits snow. I wasn’t in the mood to be a tale.

Wind bit the side of my face where my hood didn’t cover. I pulled it tighter and walked until the ground slanted down into a shallow hollow. The trees here grew thicker, their branches knotting together overhead like a roof.

A den.

Not a good one. Not safe. But it would hide my light if I dared to make a flame.

My legs wanted to quit. My stomach gnawed at itself. I hadn’t eaten since the dried meat Ma shoved into my hands at the gate. Pride told me to save it. Sense told me pride can starve.

I tore off a strip and chewed slow. Tough, salty, not enough. It sat in my mouth like a promise I couldn’t afford.

Somewhere behind me, a twig snapped.

I stopped.

No breath held. No dramatic pause. Just stillness, the kind you learn when you grow up around wolves who can hear a lie in the way you shift your weight.

Another snap. Closer.

My wolf stirred under my skin, restless, urging me to drop to all fours and run, or turn and tear. Neither felt smart. Running meant leaving tracks. Fighting meant bleeding in the snow.

A shadow moved between the trees. Wide shoulders. Tall.

Rowan?

My throat tightened on the thought, half anger, half something worse. Hope is the cruelest thing a body can make in the cold.

The shadow stepped into a thin strip of moonlight, and the pale eyes proved it wasn’t him.

Kael.

He looked less like a half-dead man now and more like a blade someone forgot to put away. His hair was dark and damp with snow. His coat hung open at the throat. He walked like the world owed him space.

“I wondered how far you’d get before you dropped,” he said.

My knife came up without thinking. The point aimed at his chest, steady enough.

“Stay back.”

Kael’s mouth curved, almost amused. “You won’t use that.”

“You don’t know what I’ll do.”

“I know what you are,” he said, and his gaze slid over me like he was counting marks on a pelt. “And I know you’re alone.”

A laugh scraped out of me. “That’s plain enough.”

He took one slow step closer. Not a lunge. Not a threat. Like he was showing he didn’t fear my steel.

“Your pack tossed you out, then?” he asked.
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