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CHAPTER ONE:Under a Mean Moon, I’m Marked
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I was going to be found, whether I wanted it or not.

Rock pressed cold against my shoulder, dirt under my nails, and Kade’s voice above us like a blade drawn slow.

“Right here,” he said.

The little den Oren had dragged me into felt too small for two breaths. The air tasted of crushed bitter leaves and damp stone. Outside, snow shifted under boots pack boots

careful now, like they could smell fear.

Last I remembered, I’d crossed the border stone with my mother’s bundle in my hand and nothing else. Banished. Rejected. Left in the wild like I was trash. I’d told myself the bond was dead. Then that mark had shown up on my ribs like a cruel joke, and Oren stranger with travel stink and tired eyes had said one thing that wouldn’t leave me alone.

You’re tagged.

Now Kade was hunting me anyway.

Oren’s hand slid across the ground and gripped my wrist hard enough to stop me from moving. No comfort in the touch. Just a warning.

“Don’t,” he mouthed.

Darkness held tight. He’d killed the tiny wick light, so we had nothing but the sound of the world above.

Another voice came from the ravine edge one of the pack men, low and eager. “I got her trail. It’s thin, but it’s there.”

Kade didn’t answer right away. When he did, his tone was quiet, sharp. “Circle.”

My ribs warmed where the mark sat under cloth, the skin there acting like it had its own mind. It wasn’t pain the way rejection had been. It was worse, because it felt like purpose.

Hand pressed against my side, trying to smother it. That did nothing.

Oren leaned close, his breath barely there. “If he steps down, we’re done.”

“He rejected me,” I whispered back, the words scraping. “Why is he”

Oren’s eyes cut to my face even in the dark. I could feel the look. “Ask later. Live first.”

Boots shifted again. Something slid down the ravine snow dislodged, pebbles clattering. The pack was coming lower.

Oren eased his cloak open and pulled out a small bundle wrapped in oiled cloth. His fingers worked fast, practiced. No shaking. No hesitation. He opened it just enough for me to smell sharp resin and old ash.

“What is that?” I breathed.

“A lie,” he said. “One that might hold.”

He took a pinch, rubbed it between his palms, then smeared it along the den wall and across the mouth of the gap. The scent hit hard bitter, stinging, like crushed pine needles and burned bone.

My nose watered. My wolf inside me flinched.

Above, someone coughed. “Smells foul down here.”

“That’s him masking,” another voice said. “He’s close.”

Kade’s voice came again, nearer, and my blood turned heavy. “Spread wider. She’s not alone.”

Oren froze for half a second. Then he moved with a decision that felt like it had been waiting in him.

He leaned into my ear. “When I say run, you don’t argue.”

“Where?”

“Down.”

“There’s no down”

His grip tightened. “There is.”

A scrape sounded at the den mouth snow being pushed aside, ferns shoved away. A thin blade of moonlight sliced into the gap.

A shadow blocked it.

A man’s voice dropped into the hole, smug and certain. “Found you.”
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