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The first thing I learned about the moon is that it does not belong to anyone.

Not to kings. Not to gods. Not to wolves.

It hangs up there like an eye that won’t blink, watching us crawl and fight and love and die, the same as we always have. The old women say it’s kind. The old men say it’s cruel. I say it’s just there. Like cold. Like hunger. Like the way loss comes quiet, then all at once.

That night, the moon was full and bright as a blade.

And I was still foolish enough to think my life was mine.

I stood at the river’s edge with my skirts hitched up, bare feet in the mud, scrubbing blood out of cloth until my fingers went numb. The water ran black in places where it was deep, and silver where the moon hit it clean. I watched my hands move like they belonged to somebody else.

Behind me, the pack’s bonfires snapped and hissed. The air smelled like smoke and wet fur and roasted meat. The men had been out hunting since dawn, and they came back proud with deer slung over shoulders and laughter that sounded like barking. The women worked without stopping. Bread. Stew. Salt. Needles. Bandages. All the small things that keep a den from turning into a grave.

I was washing cloth because someone had to. That was my place most days—hands in water, hands in herbs, hands in work that never ends.

People called me “Moon-touched” like it was a blessing.

It never felt like one.

The cloth I scrubbed belonged to my father. He’d cut his palm earlier on an iron nail while fixing the gate. It wasn’t a deep wound, but he bled heavy like he always did. Some men do. He refused my help at first, like he always did.

“I ain’t helpless,” he’d growled, shaking his hand like he could fling the pain off.

I’d taken it anyway and wrapped it, tight and neat. I didn’t ask. I didn’t smile. I just did what had to be done. He watched me with that tired look he wore more and more these days, as if each season took a piece of him and didn’t bother to give it back.

Now I rinsed his blood out of the cloth and tried not to think about how my hands were always in somebody else’s hurt.

A twig snapped behind me.

I didn’t turn right away. The riverbank was slick, and I wasn’t in the mood to fall for anyone’s curiosity.

“Still workin’?” a voice asked.

I knew that voice. It sat in my ribs like a low drum.

I turned and saw Jory standing a few steps back, half in shadow. He had his sleeves rolled up, forearms bare and corded. A thin scar cut across his eyebrow, pale as milk. His hair was dark and messy, like he’d dragged his fingers through it too hard. He smelled like pine sap and sweat and the sharp clean scent of a wolf who’d run hard.

He didn’t smile. Jory didn’t waste smiles.

His eyes flicked to the cloth in my hands. “You’re bleedin’ your own fingers for his.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You always say that.”

“I always am.”

That was a lie. We both knew it.

Jory stepped closer, boots sinking into the mud with a soft suck. He crouched beside me without asking, like he had a right. He did not touch me. He just looked, the way a man looks when he wants to grab hold but holds himself back.

“Whole pack’s feasting,” he said. “You’re out here like a ghost.”

“I don’t like crowds.”

“You don’t like eyes.”

That was closer to truth.

Every full moon, the pack’s eyes turned mean and bright. Not because the moon made them so—because it reminded them of what they were. It made men bold. It made women sharp. It made secrets slip loose.

And it made people look at me like I was a thing that could be used.

I wrung the cloth hard, water pouring out in a thin stream. My wrists ached. “What do you want, Jory?”

He let out a breath that sounded like a laugh that never learned how. “Straight as a spear, you are.”

“What do you want?” I asked again.

His gaze dipped to my hands. “To tell you your father’s lookin’ for you.”

I stiffened.

Jory caught it and his jaw tightened. “Not like that. He ain’t angry. Just... it’s time.”

Time. That word always meant someone else had decided something for me.

I stood, keeping my balance, and shook the river water off my fingers. The cold bit deep. Jory rose too, towering close enough that I had to tip my head back a little to meet his eyes.

“You coming?” he asked.

“You already came.”

He flinched like I’d slapped him, then forced his face blank. “Ain’t what I meant.”

“I know,” I said, softer. “I know what you meant.”

For a heartbeat, we just stood there with the river whispering behind us and the bonfires snapping in the distance.

Jory’s voice dropped. “You heard the talk.”

“Which talk?” I asked, though my stomach already knew.

“The King.”

The word made the hair on my arms lift.

I turned toward the lights of the den, toward the noise and smoke and music. “People talk about him every moon.”

“Not like this.”

I watched figures move between firelight. Men with cups. Women with braids. Children darting and laughing like the world was simple. Above it all, the moon sat fat and white, watching.

“What’s different?” I asked.

Jory’s mouth pulled tight. “Riders seen on the ridge. Three nights back. Big horses. Black banners.”

My throat went dry.

“That could be traders,” I said, though it sounded weak.

“Traders don’t carry black banners.”

I swallowed. “You don’t know it’s him.”

Jory’s eyes burned. “You don’t know it ain’t.”

The Lycan King was a story we told to scare pups into listening. A shadow with teeth. A man with a crown made of bone. Some said he was older than the oldest trees. Some said he ate hearts. Some said he took brides the way wolves take rabbits—fast, bloody, without care.

I never believed the eating-hearts part. Men always add ugliness where fear already has enough.

But I believed this: kings don’t stay kings by being gentle.

Jory stepped closer, voice rough. “Come inside. Stay where I can see you.”

“You can’t keep eyes on me all night,” I said.

“I can try.”

I wanted to say something sharp. Something that would make him step back and let me breathe.

Instead I said, “All right.”

We walked back toward the den side by side.

The pack’s gathering place was an open stretch of ground ringed by rough timber homes and sheds. The bonfires were built in pits lined with stone, and the smoke curled up thick, making the moon look like it had a veil pulled over it.

People looked at us as we passed.

Not at Jory.

At me.

I felt it like fingers on my skin.

A few women stopped talking when I came near. A man raised his cup and grinned, then lowered it when he saw my face. Children stared without shame, then ran off. I kept my eyes forward and my shoulders stiff.

“Don’t mind ’em,” Jory muttered.

“I mind,” I said.

He made a sound in his throat. “I know.”

We reached my father’s house—a squat timber place with a crooked door and a roof patched in three places. It smelled of dried herbs and old smoke and the faint metallic bite of blood that never fully leaves a healer’s home.

My father stood inside near the table, sleeves rolled up, hand wrapped in clean cloth now. His hair had gone more gray this winter, and his beard was rough as bark. He looked at me like he was trying to memorize my face.

Beside him stood Elder Mave.

She was small, bent like a hook, with eyes that never stopped moving. Her braid was thin as rope and tied with a strip of red cloth. She leaned on a cane carved with old symbols that most of us pretended we understood.

My stomach dropped.

Jory paused at the door like he didn’t belong in the room. He belonged more than me.

My father said, “Come here, Lina.”

I hated when he used my name like that. Soft. Final.

I stepped closer. “What is it?”

Elder Mave’s gaze slid over me like cold water. “There she is.”

I wanted to spit. Instead I said, “Evening, Elder.”

Her mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. “Moon’s bright for you, girl.”

“It’s bright for everyone,” I said.

“It don’t touch everyone the same.”

My father cleared his throat. “Sit.”

I didn’t.

He didn’t push. That told me enough.

Elder Mave tapped her cane once. “We got word from the west trail.”

Jory’s shoulders went tighter at the door.

My father didn’t look at Jory. He looked at me. “Riders. Like Jory said.”

My mouth went numb. “So it is him.”

Elder Mave didn’t answer right away. She liked the weight of fear in a room. Then she said, “Could be. Could be not. But the pack don’t take chances with old law.”

Old law. A chill crawled up my spine.

My father spoke quietly. “There’s things you don’t know. Things I should’ve told you sooner.”

My chest tightened. “Like what?”

He stared at his wrapped hand. “Like your mother.”

I froze.

My mother’s name wasn’t spoken much. Not because I forgot her. I never forgot. Not because it hurt—though it did. Because the pack treated her memory like a sore tooth. They’d poke it and flinch, then pretend it wasn’t there.

“She died,” I said, flat. “Everybody knows that.”

Elder Mave’s cane clicked again. “She didn’t die like folks say.”

My throat burned. “What does that mean?”

My father’s eyes were wet. That scared me more than anything else. He wasn’t a crying man. He was a man who carried pain in his spine and kept walking.

He said, “Your mother was taken.”

The room tilted.

Jory swore under his breath.

My hands curled into fists. “Taken by who.”

My father’s voice cracked. “By the Lycan King.”

For a moment, I didn’t hear the fires outside. I didn’t hear the people laughing. I didn’t hear my own breath.

All I heard was the river in my memory and the night wind and a woman’s scream that I never knew I remembered.

“That’s a lie,” I said.

Elder Mave’s eyes narrowed. “Mind your tongue.”

“I will not,” I snapped. “You let me think she left us. You let me think she—” My voice broke. I swallowed hard. “You let me hate her.”

My father stepped toward me, slow, like I was a cornered animal. “Lina—”

“Don’t touch me,” I said.

He stopped.

His face looked older than it had this morning. “I did it to keep you alive.”

I laughed once, sharp and ugly. “Alive in what? A lie?”

Elder Mave cut in. “Your mother was Moon-marked. Like you.”

I stared at her. “Stop saying that.”

“You carry it,” she said. “That scent. That pull. The old blood in your line.”

My stomach turned. “I’m not cursed.”

“Maybe not,” she said. “But you’re seen. By things bigger than this den.”

My father’s voice was low. “He came before. He can come again.”

My skin went cold. “Why now?”

Elder Mave looked at my father, then back at me. “Because the King don’t forget what he claims.”

Claim.

That word hit like a fist.

Jory took one step into the room. “She ain’t his.”

Elder Mave’s gaze snapped to him. “Boy, don’t snarl at law you don’t understand.”

Jory’s hands were clenched. “I understand enough. You’re talkin’ like she’s a parcel to be handed over.”

My father’s voice rose, sharp. “Jory, stay out—”

“No,” Jory said, and there was something wild in him now. “No more secrets. No more hush. Not about her.”

My father’s face hardened. “This is pack business.”

“Then she’s pack,” Jory shot back. “And so am I.”

Elder Mave’s eyes went flat. “If the King comes, blood will spill. Men will die. Pups will die. You want that on your back, boy?”

Jory didn’t flinch. “I want him dead.”

A silence fell heavy.

Elder Mave let out a dry sound that might’ve been amusement. “You ain’t the first pup to say it.”

I stood there, shaking, trying to shove air into lungs that didn’t want to work.

My father turned to me again, softer. “Listen. We can hide you.”

“And if he finds me?” I asked.

Elder Mave said, “Then we give him what he wants and pray he leaves the rest.”

My vision blurred. “You mean you give me.”

My father’s shoulders sagged like he’d been carrying stones. “I don’t want that.”

“But you will,” I said, and my voice was small now. “You will, because you’re afraid.”

His eyes filled. “Yes,” he whispered. “I’m afraid.”

It hurt more than if he’d shouted.

I took a step back, away from him, away from the table, away from the life I thought I understood.

“You let her be taken,” I said.

My father shook his head fast. “I tried to stop it.”

“How?” I demanded. “With words? With prayers?”

“I fought,” he said, voice breaking. “I fought and I bled and I begged and it still wasn’t enough.”

Elder Mave’s cane tapped again. “The King don’t come with a small hand. He comes with a fist.”

I swallowed hard. My mouth tasted like iron. “Did she come back?”

My father’s face twisted like he’d been cut.

Elder Mave answered instead. “She returned.”

The word made my spine go stiff.

Returned.

I’d heard that word in old songs. In warnings. In whispers. Returned wolves. Returned brides. Returned men from war who came home with hollow eyes.

“She came back?” I asked, and hope flashed so fast it almost blinded me.

My father’s voice was barely there. “She came back... but not whole.”

My heart dropped.

Elder Mave’s eyes stayed on mine. “She walked in at dawn, barefoot, bruised, dress torn near to rags. She didn’t speak for three days. When she did, she said your name. Then she laid down and never rose again.”

I stood very still.

My father looked at me, face wet. “She held your baby blanket in her hands and cried like she was trying to cough out her soul.”

Something in my chest tore open.

All those years, I imagined my mother leaving because she didn’t want us. Because she didn’t love. Because she was weak.

And now the truth sat in front of me like a body.

I pressed a hand to my mouth, but it didn’t stop the sound that came out. It wasn’t a scream. It wasn’t a sob. It was something worse. Something broken.

Jory moved toward me without thinking. His hand hovered near my shoulder.

I let him touch me this time.

His palm was warm. Steady.

My father whispered, “I’m sorry.”

I couldn’t look at him.

Elder Mave spoke, voice like gravel. “The King marked her, and the mark don’t fade easy. It passed to you.”

I shook my head. “I never asked for that.”

“No one asks,” she said. “It’s just blood.”

I pulled away from Jory, wiping my face with the back of my wrist like a child. I hated myself for crying in front of them. I hated them for making me.

“What do you want from me?” I asked, voice raw.

Elder Mave said, “To keep you alive.”

My father said, “To keep the pack alive.”

Jory said, “To keep you free.”

Three wants. None of them mine.

Outside, a shout rose from the gathering place. It sounded like laughter at first. Then it sharpened. Then it turned into something else.

A warning.

Elder Mave went still. My father’s head snapped toward the door.

Jory was already moving, hand on the knife at his belt.

Another shout. Louder. Then the sound of hooves—fast, heavy, tearing up ground.

My blood went cold.

Elder Mave’s eyes narrowed to slits. “He’s here.”

No.

My mind refused it. We had time. We were supposed to have time.

Jory grabbed my arm. “Come.”

I yanked back. “Where?”

“Anywhere but here,” he said, voice tight. “Now.”

My father stepped in front of me. “Lina—”

I stared at him. “You’re going to hand me over.”

His face crumpled. “I don’t know what else to do.”

That was the truth. And it was the cruelest thing he could have said.

The door rattled as someone slammed into it. “Elder! He’s at the gate!”

Elder Mave’s cane struck the floor hard. “Pack to arms!”

Outside, the den erupted. Men shouting. Wolves howling. The sound of metal pulled from leather. The bonfires flared as bodies rushed past them.

Jory dragged me toward the back of the house. “There’s a crawl space under the hearth. You fit. You hide till—”

“Till what?” I snapped. “Till he leaves? Till he takes someone else? That’s your plan?”

Jory’s eyes flashed. “My plan is you breathing.”

A crash outside made us both flinch.

My father reached for me. “Lina, please.”

I looked at him. Really looked.

He was shaking. Not from cold. From fear.

And all at once I understood something I didn’t want to understand: he loved me, and love didn’t make him brave enough. Love didn’t make him strong enough. Love didn’t stop a king.

I stepped back from his hand.

The front of the house shook as something heavy hit it. Then again.

Elder Mave moved toward the door like she could face the storm with bones and old words. “I will speak. I will—”

The door split inward.

Not slowly. Not politely. It burst like dry wood under an axe.

Cold air rushed in, carrying the stink of horse sweat and wet leather and something darker—something that didn’t smell like our pack.

Men filled the doorway, tall and hard, cloaks black as soot, faces half hidden. Their eyes glinted in firelight. They held spears and swords like they were born with them.

And then he stepped in.

He didn’t have horns. He didn’t have flames. He didn’t float.

He was just a man.

That was the worst part.

A man, tall as a doorframe, broad-shouldered, wearing a dark coat fastened with silver clasps shaped like crescent moons. His hair was long and pale, tied back with a strip of leather. His face was cut sharp, like stone. His eyes were light—too light—like winter sky.

He looked around our little house as if it was a shed for tools.

Then his gaze landed on me.

My body went rigid.

It felt like being pinned.

Not by magic. By certainty.

His mouth didn’t move much when he spoke. His voice was low, calm, and it made my skin crawl.

“There you are.”

Jory stepped in front of me, knife drawn. “Back off.”

One of the black-cloaked men moved, but the King lifted a hand and the man stopped.

The King’s eyes never left mine. “Girl.”

I didn’t answer.

Elder Mave stood at his side, chin lifted. “This is sacred ground, King of the western range.”

The King’s gaze flicked to her, then away like she was a fly. “Old woman. Still standing.”

Elder Mave’s grip tightened on her cane. “You have no right.”

The King smiled, slow and thin. “Right is what a crown takes.”

My stomach twisted.

My father stepped forward, shaking, hands open like he meant peace. “Please. Not here.”

The King finally looked at him. “You kept her hidden.”

My father swallowed. “I tried.”

The King’s eyes sharpened. “You failed.”

Jory surged forward. “You touch her and I’ll—”

The King moved so fast I barely saw it.

One moment Jory was in front of me. The next he was slammed back into the wall, hard enough to rattle the table. His knife clattered to the floor.

I screamed his name without meaning to.

Jory groaned, trying to rise, blood at the corner of his mouth.

The King didn’t even look winded. He stared at me like Jory was nothing but a barking dog.

My legs wanted to run. My pride wanted to spit. My heart wanted to crawl out of my chest and hide.

“Don’t,” I whispered, but I didn’t know what I was begging for.

The King took one step closer.

Elder Mave lifted her cane like a weapon. “By packlaw—”

The King’s voice cut her off, flat as iron. “By old law, what was taken returns.”

Returned.

The word hit me like a curse.

He looked at me, and for a moment, I saw something in his face that wasn’t anger. It wasn’t hunger. It wasn’t lust.

It was ownership.

“Your mother came to me,” he said.

“She didn’t,” I choked out.

He tilted his head. “She did.”

My throat burned. “You took her.”

He didn’t deny it. He didn’t soften it. “Yes.”

My father made a sound like he was dying. “Please—”

The King glanced at him again. “You should’ve learned the first time.”

I couldn’t breathe.

All I could see was my mother, walking in at dawn, barefoot, bruised, holding my blanket. Crying until she couldn’t.

All I could see was my father letting her go into the ground without telling me why.

All I could see was myself, standing here, with the same moon above me, about to be torn out of my own life.

Jory pushed himself up, shaking, eyes wild. “Lina, run.”

My feet didn’t move.

Not because I didn’t want to.

Because I knew, in that terrible instant, that running didn’t mean freedom. It meant a chase. It meant bodies on the ground. It meant blood on snow. It meant my pack paying for my fear.

The King held out his hand toward me, palm up, like he was offering something kind.

“Come,” he said.

I stared at his hand and thought of how many girls had walked to it because they had no choice.

My voice came out small. “If I go... you leave them.”

The King’s eyes narrowed, just a little. Like he was amused I dared to bargain.

Then he said, “If you come quiet.”

Jory shook his head hard. “Don’t. Lina, don’t you—”

I turned my head and looked at Jory.

He was bleeding. His pride was bleeding more. His eyes were wet and angry at the same time, like he was trying to hold back a sob and a kill in the same breath.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He made a sound that wasn’t a word.

My father stepped toward me, arms trembling. “Lina, I—”

I didn’t let him finish.

Because if he spoke, if he said he loved me, if he begged, I might fall apart right there and make it worse.

I walked past him.

Each step felt like stepping off a cliff.

The King’s hand closed around my wrist.

His grip was firm, not crushing. Like a shackle that knew it didn’t need to squeeze.

He pulled me toward the door.

I looked back one last time.

Jory stumbled forward, reaching, and two black-cloaked men grabbed him. He fought like a wolf with a trap on his leg. He roared my name. It tore through me.

My father sank to his knees, face in his hands, as if he was already burying me.

Elder Mave stood frozen, eyes blazing with hate and helplessness.

Outside, the den was chaos. Firelight. Shadows. Screams. A horse shrieking. Wolves howling in fear and rage.

The night air hit my face like a slap.

The moon was huge above the trees, bright and cold, and for a heartbeat I hated it.

I hated the way it watched.

I hated the way it did nothing.

The King lifted me up onto a horse like I weighed nothing. I grabbed the saddle with shaking hands. My skirt tangled. My breath came fast, broken.

He swung up behind me, close enough that I could feel his heat through the layers of cloth.

His men moved around us like a wall.

I saw Jory on the ground near the doorway, still fighting, still reaching. His voice cracked as he screamed.

“Lina!”

I tried to twist, tried to reach back, but the King’s arm locked around my waist.

“Look forward,” he said into my ear, calm as if he was giving simple advice.

I didn’t.

I kept my eyes on the den until it blurred, until firelight became smears, until faces became shadows.

Then the horse surged forward.

The ground shook under hooves.

The wind tore at my hair.

The pack’s voices faded behind me, swallowed by trees and distance and the fact that a king had decided my life was his.

I tasted smoke. I tasted salt from tears I didn’t remember letting fall.

The last thing I saw before the woods closed around us was the bonfire flaring high, sparks lifting up like souls trying to escape.

And above it all, that bright, merciless moon.

Still there.

Still watching.

Still not mine.

Not anymore.
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The horse kept running even after my life stopped.

Trees whipped past in a blur of black trunks and pale snow patches. Branches grabbed at my skirt like they wanted to pull me off and leave me for the wolves. The Lycan King sat behind me, solid as a stone wall, one arm locked around my waist as if I was part of his saddle.

His men rode like shadows on both sides. No torches. No noise they didn’t mean to make. Just hooves and cold air and the steady pull of distance growing between me and everything I knew.

I tried to keep my head turned back.

It didn’t help. The den was gone. Firelight had died behind the trees. Jory’s voice didn’t reach me anymore. My father’s face was stuck in my mind like a thorn—him on his knees, hands over his head, breaking in a way I’d never seen.

The King’s voice came close to my ear, calm and flat. “Stop lookin’ back. You’ll make yourself sick.”

“I hope I do,” I said. My throat tasted like smoke.

A low sound left him. Not a laugh. Not anger. Just a sound like I’d said something he’d heard a hundred times from a hundred mouths.

“You traded yourself for them,” he said. “That’s not a weak choice.”

“Don’t talk like you know me.”

His grip didn’t tighten, but it didn’t loosen either. “I know fear. I know pride. I know a girl who’d rather be taken than see her pack bled out for her.”

My jaw ached from holding it hard. “You call that kindness? You broke into my home. You threw Jory into a wall. You—”

“Enough,” he cut in, still quiet. That quiet scared me more than shouting. “Speak plain. Say what you want.”

What I wanted was to wake up. What I wanted was to be back at the river scrubbing my father’s blood out of cloth, pretending life was small and simple. What I wanted was my mother, whole and warm, not a story of bruises and dawn.

Instead, I said the only thing I could carry without falling apart.

“Swear you’ll leave them.”

“I said I would,” he answered. “I keep my word.”

“Kings lie.”

“Men lie,” he corrected. “Kings don’t need to.”

The horse’s muscles moved under me, steady and strong. I hated the way my body had to follow that rhythm. I hated how my hands held the saddle horn because falling meant being dragged, and dying wasn’t the kind of freedom I could choose tonight.

A bend in the trail took us down toward lower ground. The air changed. Damp earth. Old leaves. A creek somewhere ahead.

The King’s men clicked their tongues and the horses slowed without anyone needing to shout. They moved like they’d trained for it since birth.

One rider, broad and dark-bearded, turned his head just enough to glance at me. His eyes were hard. Not curious. Not cruel. Just ready.

The King spoke to him in a low tone I couldn’t catch. The rider nodded once and peeled off into the trees, vanishing as if the forest swallowed him.

My chest went tight. “Where’s he going?”

“Forward,” the King said.

“To tell people I’m coming?”

“To make sure the road’s clean.”

I almost laughed. “You fear an ambush?”

“I respect one,” he replied.

That answer sat in me strange. A king who didn’t pretend he was untouchable. A king who moved like he expected teeth in the dark.

We came to the creek. The trail dipped and the horses stepped into shallow water, stones clicking under hooves. Moonlight turned the surface to broken glass.

The men dismounted fast. Two took positions on the bank. One stayed with the horses. Another walked the edge like he was counting every tree.

The King swung off behind me and lifted me down without asking if I wanted help. His hands were sure, rough, and he didn’t hesitate like he thought touching me would burn him.

My boots hit mud. My knees tried to fold, more from the long ride than fear. He steadied me by the elbow for half a second, then let go.

“Drink,” he said, nodding at the creek.

“I’m not thirsty.”

“You’re stubborn,” he replied. “That’s fine. Still drink.”

His tone left no room for a fight I could win. I crouched and cupped water in my hands. It was cold enough to sting my lips. I swallowed anyway. The cold cut through the smoke in my throat.

When I looked up, he was watching me.

Not like a man watching a woman.

Like a man judging the edge of a knife.

I stood and wiped my mouth with my sleeve. “Why me?”

His mouth barely moved. “You already know.”

“My mother,” I said.

A faint pause. “Yes.”

“She didn’t choose you.”

“She lived under my roof,” he answered, voice even. “She ate my food. She wore my marks.”

“You stole her.”

His eyes narrowed, just a little. “You like that word.”

“It’s the truth.”

“It’s a small truth,” he said. “And small truths make small cages. You’ll choke yourself with it.”

Anger rose up sharp. “Don’t speak like you’re some elder with a lesson. You’re the reason she died.”

His gaze didn’t flinch. “She died because her body broke.”

“She came back ruined,” I snapped.

One of his men looked over, hand shifting near his belt, then looked away again. He was listening without looking like he listened.

The King stepped closer. Not crowding. Not gentle. Just close enough that I could see the pale line of an old scar running near his jaw.

“Your den lies,” he said.

My stomach twisted. “Don’t.”

“Your father told you scraps,” he went on, steady as stone. “Not the whole meat.”

“You don’t get to speak on my father.”

His eyes went colder. “He hid you and prayed the world would forget you. The world doesn’t forget blood like yours.”

I wanted to slap him. I wanted to bite him. I wanted to run into the trees and never stop until my legs fell off.

Instead, I stood there shaking with rage I couldn’t spend.

His cloak shifted as he turned to the horses. “Camp here. Ten minutes. Then we move.”

The men obeyed like one creature with many limbs.

I didn’t move. My feet stayed planted near the creek, mud sucking at my soles.

The King glanced back. “Cold’s gnawin’ you.”

“It isn’t.”

“You’re pale.”

“Leave me alone.”

He stared a moment, then reached into his coat and pulled out a thick, dark cloak—wool, heavy, lined with fur at the collar. He held it out.

I didn’t take it.

His voice stayed level. “I’m not offerin’ comfort. I’m keepin’ you upright.”

“I don’t want your things.”

“You’re wearin’ your pack’s rags,” he said, blunt. “Those won’t last the night.”

He was right, and I hated that he was right.

My hands lifted on their own and took the cloak. The wool was warm from his body. That warmth felt like an insult.

I swung it around my shoulders anyway.

His gaze flicked to my throat, to the place where Elder Mave always said the moon-mark sat. Like he could see it, even through skin and bone.

“You feel it,” I said before I could stop myself.

His brow didn’t lift. “Feel what?”

“The pull,” I muttered.

He didn’t answer right away. His eyes slid past me, scanning the trees, the creek, the dark. Then he said, “I feel what I need to feel.”

That was not an answer. That was a door slammed.

A horse snorted behind us. One of his men gave a low whistle, quick and sharp. The others shifted, attention snapping to the woods.

Something moved across the far bank—too fast for a deer, too quiet for a boar.

My muscles went tight. “What is it?”

The King’s head turned slightly. His nostrils flared once. A small movement, but it told me everything.
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