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They tied my wrists with hemp that smelled like old river water and blood-rust, then they walked me through the snow like I was a sack of grain.

The rope bit into my skin every time I stumbled. I tried not to give them the pleasure of a sound. I kept my mouth shut. I kept my chin up. I kept my eyes forward like I had someplace to go.

I didn’t.

The woods around the trading grounds were dead quiet, like even the crows knew better than to speak. Smoke lay low over the campfires, pressed down by winter air so thick it felt like I was breathing wool. Men stood in clumps, shoulders hunched, hands wrapped around cups of sour ale. They watched me pass. Their eyes dragged over me like dirty fingers.

“Pretty thing,” somebody muttered.

“Too skinny.”

“She’ll fatten.”

I wanted to spit. I wanted to bite. I wanted to run until my lungs tore and my legs gave out.

But my ankles were cuffed too, iron rings that clinked with every step. They’d left just enough chain to keep me upright, not enough to give me speed. Smart. Cruel. Practiced.

The man leading me—Hobb, they called him—yanked the rope like he was tugging a mule. He didn’t look back to see if I could keep up. He didn’t care.

“Don’t you go turning that lip on me,” he said, like he could read my thoughts. His voice had that old-market bite to it. “You’re lucky I fed you at all.”

He had fed me. A crust of bread. A swallow of water that tasted like tin. He’d done it the way a person waters a dog they mean to sell. Not kindness. Maintenance.

I was so tired my bones felt hollow. Three nights on the road, hiding from riders, hiding from hunger, hiding from the cold that crept under my ribs and stayed. I’d told myself the worst part was over when I made it to the trading grounds. At least there were people. At least there were fires.

I’d lied to myself.

The trading grounds weren’t a town. Not really. It was a spit of land between territories, a place no pack claimed because no pack wanted to admit they needed it. Traders came here to sell pelts and moonshine and stolen goods. Sometimes they sold information. Sometimes they sold people.

Sometimes they sold girls with wolf-blood in their veins.

Hobb marched me up onto a rough wooden platform. The boards creaked under our boots. The wind hit harder up there, sharp as a slap. It cut through my thin cloak like it wasn’t even there. My cheeks burned. My eyes watered. I blinked fast and swallowed hard.

I would not cry.

Not here.

Not in front of them.

They’d taken enough.

Hobb shoved me to the center. “Stand,” he said.

I stood.

He turned me by the shoulders like I was a doll and not a living thing. He lifted my chin with a finger that still had dried meat stuck under the nail.

“This one’s from the south ridges,” he called out. His voice carried, loud and proud, like he was selling a fine horse. “Wolf-blood. Strong stock, even if she’s been running thin. Got teeth in her, so mind your hands.”

A laugh went through the crowd. A few men stepped closer to the edge of the platform. I could smell them. Sweat and smoke and stale drink. One of them smelled like wet fur, a pack man, and my stomach tightened.

I knew pack men.

I knew how they looked at a girl who didn’t have a pack’s protection wrapped around her like armor.

Hobb walked to my side and tugged my cloak down off my shoulder. Cold air hit my skin. I flinched before I could stop it. That got another laugh.

“Show ’em the mark,” Hobb said under his breath.

“I won’t,” I said.

My voice came out rough. I hadn’t used it much these last days. Talking felt like wasting what little strength I had.

Hobb’s hand closed on my hair and yanked. White light sparked behind my eyes. He forced my head to the side.

“Don’t make me bloody you,” he hissed. “They like ’em unspoiled.”

Unspoiled.

Like I was meat.

Like I was a thing.

I bit down so hard my jaw ached, and I lifted my braid away from my neck.

There it was, just under my left ear. A small brand, old and faded now. A crescent scar, shaped like a half moon. It wasn’t pretty. It never had been.

A murmur rolled through the crowd. Some leaned in like the mark was proof of value. Some leaned back like it was proof of trouble.

“Ah,” someone said. “She’s pack-marked.”

“Was,” another corrected.

That word hit like a stone to the chest.

Was.

Hobb grinned. “Aye, was. Mark’s old as dirt. Means she knows the rules. Means she knows how to mind an Alpha if she’s given one.”

My hands curled into fists. The rope creaked as I tightened it between my wrists.

I hadn’t been pack-marked by an Alpha.

I’d been marked by a healer woman with shaking hands and a needle heated over a candle flame. My mother—if I can call her that—had whispered prayers while I cried into a pillow, and she’d said, “This’ll keep you safe, little wolf. This’ll show ’em you belong.”

I belonged to no one.

Not anymore.

The bidding started low. A bag of coin, a knife with a bone handle, a small cask of whiskey. Men shouted numbers like it was sport. Like it didn’t matter that I was standing right there, hearing every word, understanding every price placed on my body.

I stared over their heads at the line of dark trees beyond the clearing. I fixed my eyes on the woods because if I looked at the men, really looked, I might do something foolish.

I might lunge.

I might bite.

And then they’d break my teeth out with a hammer and still sell me, just cheaper.

Hobb kept calling out details, like he was proud of his catch.

“She can shift,” he said, loud enough to make the crowd lean in. “Not full—she ain’t Lycan born—but she’s got claws and a nose that’ll track a rabbit through rain. You need a runner? A guard? You want a warm body come cold nights? She’ll do.”

My throat closed.

Warm body.

Cold nights.

I forced myself to breathe. In. Out. Slow. I tasted smoke. I tasted fear.

I told myself, just hold on. Just a bit longer. Let it happen. Live through it. You’ve lived through worse.

But that was a lie too, and I knew it.

Because the worst part wasn’t the rope.

It wasn’t the platform.

It wasn’t the men shouting prices.

The worst part was where I was.

The north.

These woods.

This air.

The smell of pine and iron and old stone.

I knew this place. Not these trading grounds, not this ugly little camp of thieves and cowards—but the land beyond it.

I grew up not far from here. I learned to run in these snows. I learned the sound of wolves calling to each other across the valley, the way it could make a person feel like their own heart was being pulled out toward the night.

I left.

I swore I would never come back.

And yet here I was, dragged by a rope, put up on a platform, returned like a lost coin found under a floorboard.

Returned.

The word had followed me all the way north.

I heard it in the wind.

I heard it in my own blood.

“You can’t run forever,” my father had said, the last night I saw him alive.

He was lying on his bed, skin gray, eyes too bright. The fever had eaten him down to bone. He’d tried to smile at me, like he didn’t want me to be afraid, but he couldn’t hide the shake in his hands.

“Watch me,” I’d told him. I’d been proud then. Stupid.

I’d been so sure I could outrun my past.

I’d been so sure I could carry his debt like a pack on my back and still keep my head above water.

Debt doesn’t work that way.

Debt is a chain. You don’t feel it at first, not until you try to move.

Then it bites.

The bidding climbed. The crowd got louder. A few men argued over me like I couldn’t hear. Like I wasn’t there.

One man with a red scarf around his neck lifted his chin and shouted, “Two gold crowns!”

Someone else barked, “Three!”

“Three and a steel trap!”

“Four!”

Hobb’s eyes gleamed. He slapped his hands together. “Aye, aye, now we’re talking.”

My stomach turned.

Gold crowns.

Steel traps.

I thought of my father’s hands, how they’d looked the last time he reached for me. Thin. Cold. Still trying to hold on to me even as he slipped away.

I’d sold my last blanket for medicine that didn’t work.

I’d begged men who laughed.

I’d borrowed coin from a trader with a friendly smile and a knife in his belt.

When the trader came back for payment, I didn’t have it.

So he took me.

Simple as that.

I didn’t scream when they grabbed me because there was nobody to hear it who would care.

Now I stood here, listening to men decide my worth, and all I could think was: Father, I tried. I tried so hard.

I didn’t know if spirits heard words like that. I didn’t know if dead men listened. I didn’t know anything anymore.

The crowd shifted.

Not the loud men at the front—the ones with money and hunger in their eyes—but the pack folk along the edges. They went still, like a scent had cut through the smoke.

My nose caught it a moment later.

Cold. Clean. Like snow on stone.

And something else.

Pine sap.

Leather.

Iron.

It hit me right in the chest, like a fist.

My head lifted before I could stop it.

A path opened in the crowd, not because people were polite, but because something in them knew better. They moved out of the way with quick steps and tight shoulders, as if they didn’t want to be touched by whatever was coming through.

Boots crunched on snow.

Slow. Heavy. Sure.

I saw a dark coat first, long and thick, edged with fur. Then a pair of gloved hands. Then a face half-shadowed by the hood.

When he pushed the hood back, the firelight caught his eyes.

Gray.

Not light gray like ash.

Deep gray like storm clouds.

The world narrowed. The noise around me dulled, as if somebody had stuffed wool in my ears.

No.

No, no, no.

My mouth went dry.

I knew those eyes.

I’d seen them in moonlight when I was young and stupid and full of hope. I’d seen them looking at me like I was something worth saving.

I’d seen them turn away.

The Lycan Alpha stood at the edge of the platform and looked up at me like I was the only thing in the world.

Like he had been looking for me.

Like he had found me.

Hobb’s grin widened. He rubbed his hands together. “Well now,” he said, voice slick. “If it ain’t the north Alpha himself. Rowan Blackthorn. Come to bid?”

Rowan.

His name slid through me like a blade.

I hadn’t said it in years. I hadn’t let myself.

If I kept it buried, I could pretend it didn’t hurt.

But pain don’t care what you pretend.

Rowan’s gaze didn’t flick to Hobb. It stayed on me. It pinned me where I stood.

I should have looked away.

I should have spat.

I should have done something bold.

Instead, I stood frozen, because my body remembered him even if my mind tried to forget.

He took one step closer, and the air shifted. Even the fires seemed to lower. The crowd held its breath.

“Her name,” he said.

His voice was low. Not gentle. Not soft. Just steady, like a man used to being obeyed.

Hobb chuckled. “Names cost extra.”

Rowan’s eyes moved, just for a second, to Hobb. It wasn’t a glare. It wasn’t anger. It was worse.

It was nothing.

Like Hobb didn’t matter enough to hate.

“Her name,” Rowan repeated.

Hobb licked his lips. His smile tightened at the corners. “Elowen,” he said, like he was throwing the word away. “Most call her Wren, though. Little bird. Been fluttering all over, trying to fly where she ain’t welcome.”

Wren.

I hadn’t heard that name spoken aloud in so long I felt like my ribs cracked.

Rowan’s jaw worked once, like he was biting back something. Then he nodded, slow.

“Wren,” he said.

My throat closed.

Hearing him say it did something to me. It was like being fourteen again, hiding in the woods behind the old stone hall, knees scraped, hands muddy, heart beating like a drum because I’d run too far from the pack boys who liked to throw stones.

Rowan had found me then. Not to hurt me. To help.

He’d crouched in front of me like he wasn’t afraid of being seen with a half-blood girl. He’d held out his hand and said, “Come on. You’re safe with me.”

Safe with me.

I’d believed him.

I’d believed him so hard it ruined me.

Hobb clapped his hands. “Right, you heard the Alpha. Name’s Wren. Strong. Useful. Starting at five gold crowns for a pack-marked wolf-girl with a bite. Who’ll—”

“Ten,” Rowan said.

The word cut through the clearing like a whip.

The crowd erupted. Men cursed. Someone laughed like it was a joke. Someone else looked scared.

Hobb blinked, then laughed loud. “Ten! Hear that, boys? Ten gold crowns! That’s a proper bid. Who’ll give me eleven?”

A man with a scar across his nose shouted, “Eleven!”

Rowan didn’t even glance at him.

“Twelve,” Rowan said.

The scarred man hesitated. “Thirteen!”

Rowan’s voice didn’t rise. “Fifteen.”

The scarred man’s face went red. He spat into the snow. “To hell with it,” he muttered, backing off.

Others tried. One, then another, calling out numbers like they were brave. But the moment Rowan spoke again, their courage snapped. They dropped away one by one.

Twenty.

Twenty-two.

Twenty-five.

By the time Rowan said “thirty,” the clearing went dead silent.

Nobody else had that kind of coin. Nobody else had the nerve to fight him for it, either.

Hobb’s grin shook on his face, like he couldn’t believe his luck. “Thirty,” he breathed, eyes wide. “Thirty gold crowns, sold to—”

“Wait,” I said.

The word came out cracked, but it carried. It surprised me. It surprised everyone.

Hobb turned like I’d slapped him. “Shut your mouth.”

I didn’t look at him. I looked at Rowan.

My hands were shaking so hard the rope trembled. I hated that. I hated how my body betrayed me.

Rowan stared up at me, those storm-gray eyes steady.

“Why?” I asked.

My voice broke on the last word. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Why are you here?”

Because this wasn’t chance.

Not with him.

Not with this land.

Not with how the pack folk had moved aside like they’d been waiting.

Rowan’s mouth tightened. He looked like he hadn’t slept. There were shadows under his eyes. His beard was rough, like he’d been on the road. His coat was dusted with snow, and the edge of it was torn, as if he’d fought through brush and thorn without caring what it did to him.

He looked like a man who’d been running, too.

“Because you’re in chains,” he said.

“That ain’t an answer.”

His gaze didn’t soften. But something in it shifted, like a door cracking open.

“It’s the only one you’ll get in this place,” he said.

Hobb barked a laugh. “Don’t mind her. Girl’s got more spit than sense. Thirty gold crowns, sold to Alpha Rowan Blackthorn!”

He snapped his fingers at a boy nearby. The boy scrambled forward with a ledger and a pouch.

Rowan pulled a heavy bag from inside his coat and tossed it up. The pouch hit Hobb’s hands with a solid thud. Coin clinked inside.

Hobb’s eyes shone. He weighed it, then nodded fast. “Pleasure doing trade,” he said.

Rowan didn’t answer. He stepped up onto the platform like he owned it.

Like he owned everything.

Like he owned me.

My stomach lurched at the thought.

He stopped in front of me. He was taller than I remembered. Broader. Harder in the shoulders. There was a scar along his throat I hadn’t seen before, pale against his skin. He smelled like winter and steel and something wild beneath it, something that made my wolf-blood stir, even after all these years.

That made me hate myself for noticing.

His eyes dropped to the rope cutting into my wrists.

His jaw flexed.

Then he reached into his coat and pulled out a small knife, the blade clean and sharp.

I tensed, ready for pain.

He slid the blade under the rope and cut it in one smooth pull.

The hemp fell away. My hands dropped, heavy and numb. Blood rushed back into my fingers and they tingled like fire.

I stared down at my wrists, at the raw marks, at the freedom that didn’t feel like freedom at all.

The iron cuffs still bound my ankles.

Rowan crouched, his coat pooling around him, and his fingers closed around the lock.

My breath caught.

He didn’t look up. He worked the key in slow, sure turns.

Click.

The cuff opened.

Click.

The other.

The chain dropped to the boards with a dull clang.

For a moment, I just stood there, stupid as a stunned deer, because my body didn’t know what to do without weight dragging it down.

“You can run,” Rowan said, still crouched. “If that’s what you want.”

My mouth opened.

No sound came out.

Because of course I could run.

But run where?

Behind me was the south, long miles of road, hunger, and men with knives.

Ahead of me was the north, the pack lands I swore I’d never set foot on again.

And standing in front of me was the one man whose name still hurt to think.

I found my voice by force. “Don’t act like you’re doing me a kindness.”

Rowan stood. He was close enough I could see the flecks of silver in his eyes. Close enough I could feel heat from him despite the cold.

“It ain’t kindness,” he said.

“Then what is it?”

His gaze held mine. He didn’t blink.

“It’s a debt,” he said.

I laughed, sharp and ugly. “A debt? You’ve got the wrong girl.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t.”

My heart kicked once, hard, like it was trying to break out.

“You left,” I said before I could stop myself.

The words came out small. That made them worse. I hated small.

Rowan’s face didn’t change. But his hands curled at his sides, like he wanted to grab something and couldn’t.

“I did,” he said.

“You turned your back,” I said, voice shaking now. “You let them—”

I couldn’t finish.

Because if I said it, it would be real again.

If I said it, I would be back there, in the snow behind the stone hall, waiting for footsteps that didn’t come.

Rowan swallowed. His throat moved around that pale scar.

“I was told you were gone,” he said.

I stared at him.

“Gone where?” I asked.

His eyes didn’t flinch.

“Dead,” he said.

The word hit me in the face.

Dead.

I’d been many things in the years I was away. Hungry. Cold. Angry. Afraid. Alone.

But dead?

No.

Not yet.

Not even close.

A sound came out of me, half laugh, half sob. It scraped my throat raw. I lifted a hand and pressed it to my mouth, as if I could push the noise back inside.

Rowan’s gaze dropped to my hand. Then to my face. His voice went rough.

“I looked,” he said. “I looked for what I could. I found nothing. No trail. No body. Just a story. And stories—”

“Lies,” I whispered.

“Yes,” he said. “Lies.”

The crowd was still watching. I could feel them. But for a moment, it didn’t matter. The world was just me and him and the space between us, filled with things unsaid.

I thought of my father, fever-bright eyes, telling me I couldn’t run forever.

I thought of my mother’s hands shaking as she pressed that brand into my skin.

I thought of nights sleeping under roots, listening for wolves, praying I wouldn’t hear them because hearing them meant I was close enough to be caught.

I thought of how my own blood had pulled me north even when my mind screamed no.

Returned.

Not by choice.

Not by love.

By hunger. By debt. By loss.

Rowan stepped closer, slow, like he was approaching a wounded animal.

“I didn’t come here to watch them take you,” he said. “I didn’t come to bargain your body like meat.”

I lifted my chin. “You did. You paid coin.”

His eyes flashed, brief as lightning. “I did what I had to.”

“That’s what they all say,” I snapped.

Rowan’s breath came out in a hard line. Then his shoulders lowered, like he was letting some fight go.

“Wren,” he said, and that old name in his mouth nearly broke me. “I ain’t asking you to trust me. I ain’t asking you to forgive me.”

I shook my head fast. “Then what do you want?”

His gaze held mine, steady as stone.

“I want you alive,” he said.

The simple words landed heavier than any sweet talk. Not pretty. Not polished. Just truth, bare and blunt.

My eyes stung.

I blinked hard.

Too late.

A tear slipped down my cheek. I hated it. I swiped it away with the back of my hand, rough.

Rowan watched the motion like it hurt him to see.

“You think buying me makes you some kind of savior,” I said, voice low, shaking. “You think you can toss coin at the world and set it right.”

Rowan’s mouth twisted. “No.”

“Then say it,” I demanded. “Say what this is.”

He was quiet for a long beat.

When he spoke, his voice was even, but there was something torn underneath it.

“This is me bringing you back,” he said. “This is me putting you where you should’ve been all along.”

I laughed again, but this time it cracked into a sob I couldn’t stop. I hated myself for that. I hated the way my chest tightened like a fist.

“Back,” I whispered. “You call this back?”

Rowan’s eyes didn’t leave mine.

“Yes,” he said. “Back.”

The wind howled through the trees, and for a second it sounded like wolves calling across the valley. It made my skin prickle. It made my blood remember.

A pack man at the edge of the clearing lifted his head, nostrils flaring, eyes bright. Others followed. A low murmur rose, not words, not quite—more like a sound of recognition passing from throat to throat.

Returned.

They didn’t say it, but I felt it.

Rowan reached into his coat again and pulled out something heavy and folded. A cloak. Dark wool, lined with fur. He held it out, not forcing it, just offering.

I stared at it like it was a trick.

I was cold. So cold my teeth had started to ache. My body wanted that warmth like it wanted breath.

My pride wanted to set it on fire.

I didn’t move.

Rowan’s voice went quieter. “You’re shaking,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

I swallowed. My throat hurt. Everything hurt.

“Don’t,” I whispered. “Don’t act like you know me.”

Rowan’s eyes softened just a fraction, like a bruise showing under skin.

“I knew you,” he said.

That was worse.

Because he was right.

He knew the girl I used to be.

The girl who believed in safe hands and promised words.

That girl was gone.

Hobb cleared his throat behind us, eager. “Right then, Alpha. Trade’s done. You take your purchase and—”

Rowan didn’t look back. He didn’t raise his voice.

“Leave,” he said.

Hobb opened his mouth.

Rowan turned his head just enough for Hobb to see his eyes.

Hobb shut his mouth.

He stepped back fast, clutching his pouch of coin like it was his heart.

Rowan looked at me again. He held the cloak out, steady.

I didn’t take it.

My hands were trembling too much.

So Rowan stepped closer and draped it over my shoulders like he used to, long ago, when I came back from the river soaked and laughing and he’d pretended to scold me while he warmed me by the fire.

The fur brushed my neck.

Warmth sank into my skin.

My chest clenched so hard I thought I might be sick.

I whispered, “This doesn’t fix anything.”

Rowan’s voice came low, close to my ear, and it carried no sweetness at all—just tired truth.

“I know,” he said.

My eyes filled again. I stared at the boards under my boots so I wouldn’t have to look at him.

The crowd began to move, uneasy now, like they’d just watched a storm roll in. Men turned away. Fires crackled. Somebody coughed. Life tried to start up again around us, but the air still felt held.

Rowan stepped toward the edge of the platform. He didn’t grab me. He didn’t tug. He simply walked like he believed I would follow.

I stood there for a heartbeat.

Free feet.

No rope.

No cuffs.

I could run.

I could throw the cloak off and sprint into the trees.

I could vanish again.

But my body didn’t move.

Because the moment I looked past Rowan, past the clearing, past the smoke, I saw the dark line of the land that had made me and broken me.

I saw the direction of the old stone hall.

I saw the place I’d left behind.

Home.

Not a kind home.

Not a soft home.

A home of teeth and rules and cold nights. A home where love could be a chain. A home where a promise could turn to ash in your mouth.

Rowan paused at the edge of the platform and looked back.

His eyes asked without words: Are you coming?

I should have said no.

I should have stayed gone.

But my father was dead. My south was burned to nothing. My body was tired of running. And some cruel part of fate had lined my steps up with Rowan’s like the world thought it was funny.

Returned.

I stepped forward.

The boards creaked under my boots. The cloak slid tighter around my shoulders. Warmth and weight.

Rowan’s gaze dropped to my face, like he was looking for something he’d lost.

He didn’t find it.

He looked away first.

We walked through the crowd, and they parted again, pack folk watching, traders watching, eyes sharp and hungry and wary.

Somebody muttered, “Back again.”

Somebody else said, “Should’ve stayed gone.”

I kept my face blank. I kept walking.

Rowan led me toward a waiting horse, black as night, breath steaming in the cold. A small escort stood nearby, men with hard eyes and quiet hands on their weapons. Pack men.

They didn’t smile at me. They didn’t sneer, either. They watched me like they weren’t sure what I was.

Neither was I.

Rowan reached up and took the reins. Then he looked at me again.

“You’ll ride,” he said.

“I can walk.”

“You’ll ride.”

The old command in his voice made my stomach twist.

I lifted my chin. “I’m not your dog.”

Rowan’s jaw tightened. For a second, something wild flashed behind his eyes, something Lycan and sharp. Then it was gone, swallowed down.

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I’m telling you, not ordering.”

That line hit harder than any shout would’ve.

Telling you, not ordering.

Because it meant he had thought about it.

It meant he knew what this looked like.

It meant he knew what it felt like to be pulled by someone else’s will.

My throat burned. I swallowed it down.

He held a hand out to help me up.

I stared at it.

His hand looked the same as it always had—big, rough, scarred. A working hand. A fighting hand.

A hand I used to trust.

My fingers hovered.

Then I took it.

His grip was firm. Warm. Not crushing. Not soft either.

He lifted me into the saddle like it was nothing. Like I weighed nothing.

Maybe I did.

He swung up behind me without asking, close enough that I could feel the heat of him through the cloak. I stiffened, ready to fight, but he didn’t wrap his arms around me. He kept his hands on the reins, not on my body.

That should have made me feel better.

It didn’t.

Because it meant he was being careful.

It meant he knew I might break.

The horse started forward. Snow crunched under hooves. The trading grounds fell behind us, fires shrinking into dull orange dots.

Ahead, the forest waited.

Tall pines. Dark trunks. A road I’d walked once, long ago, when I was a girl with a pack-mark and a foolish heart.

The cold wind cut at my cheeks. Tears dried there in tight tracks. I didn’t wipe them away this time.

I let the cold take them.

Rowan’s voice came low behind me.

“Wren,” he said, and my name sounded like a bruise.

I didn’t answer.

“I won’t pretend this is clean,” he said. “I won’t pretend this is right.”

I closed my eyes for a second. My chest hurt like it was full of stones.

“What do you want from me?” I whispered.

Rowan was quiet.

Then he said, so plain it felt like a wound opened fresh, “I want a chance to make it up. And if you won’t give me that, then I’ll still keep you safe from those who’d do worse.”

I let out a shaking breath. I didn’t know whether to laugh or scream.

Safe.

A word that used to mean something.

Now it felt like a story told to children so they’d sleep.

The trees swallowed us. The light dimmed. The road narrowed.

The farther we went, the more my blood started to hum, like it recognized every bend, every smell, every shift in the air.

I was coming back to the place that made me.

Coming back to the place that broke me.

Coming back to the man who once promised he’d never let anyone take me.

And now he’d paid coin for me like a thing.

My hands curled in my lap, fingers digging into my own skin.

I told myself I would not hope.

Hope was a knife.

Hope was what I’d bled out the day I left.

Still, as the horse carried me deeper into the north, a thought rose in me, unwanted and sharp:

Maybe the worst thing wasn’t being returned.

Maybe the worst thing was wanting, for one stupid heartbeat, to believe he’d come back for me.

Because if I believed it, even a little, then I had something to lose again.

And I had already lost too much.
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A Collar of Coin and Winter Breath
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Cold coin buys a lot of things, but it don’t buy back what a man let die.

The trading fires were gone behind us, swallowed by trees and dark, yet their stink still clung to me—smoke, spilled ale, hungry eyes. Rowan Blackthorn rode the black horse like he was born in the saddle, steady as old stone, not saying a word unless it mattered. My wrists still burned where hemp had chewed them raw. His cloak sat heavy on my shoulders, warm enough to make me sick with memory.

Snow kept falling, fine and dry, like the sky was sanding the world down to bone.

Ahead, the road cut through pine and fir, packed hard by hooves and sled runners. The farther north we went, the more my blood started to wake up, like it knew the bends and the wind and the taste of this place. That was the worst part. Not the cold. Not the fact I’d been sold. Not even the man behind me who’d paid for me like I was a tool.

It was that my body remembered home before my mind could stop it.

Rowan’s voice came low at my back. “You’re favoring your left foot.”

“So?”

“So it’ll swell if you keep hanging it off the stirrup like that.”

A bitter laugh slipped out. “Didn’t know you cared for my ankles now.”

Silence stretched. The horse’s breath puffed out in pale clouds. Hooves crunched. Leather creaked.

“Your pride’s still sharp,” he said at last.

“Pride’s all I got that ain’t been priced.”

His hands tightened on the reins, not on me. That choice felt like a blade turned sideways—careful, controlled, still able to cut.

“Wren,” he said.

“Don’t.”

He went quiet again. Good. The name sounded wrong in his mouth now, like he was trying to speak to a girl who no longer lived in my skin.

The woods thickened. Tracks crossed the road—deer, hare, wolf. Real wolf, not half-blood like me. Their scent hit my nose and lit up an old part of me that had slept for years. Hunger, fear, belonging, all tangled.

A howl rose far off to the west, low and long. Another answered from the east.

Rowan didn’t flinch. “Patrols.”

My shoulders went tight under his cloak. “They’ll smell me.”

“They already have.”

That turned my stomach. “Then why aren’t we surrounded?”

“Because they know my horse. Because they know me.”

“And me?” The word came out rough. “What do they know about me?”

Rowan’s breath came out slow. “They’ll know you’re mine the moment you pass the ridge.”

Heat rose in my face, sharp and ugly. “Don’t say it like that.”

“It’s the truth,” he said, blunt as a fist. “Truth keeps you breathing.”

“Truth didn’t keep me breathing when you—” The sentence snapped off before I could finish it.

Rowan’s jaw worked. “You think I don’t carry that?”

“No,” I said. “I think you carry what’s easy.”

The horse climbed a narrow slope. Pines leaned in close, heavy with snow. The road got meaner here, slick in spots, rutted in others. He slowed the pace without being told, like he’d done it a thousand times.

A dark shape moved between the trees. Not a deer. Not a hare.

Rowan lifted two fingers to his mouth and whistled—a short, sharp call. The shape stepped out onto the road.

A man. Broad shoulders, fur-lined cap pulled low, bow in hand. His eyes went straight to me, then to Rowan, then back to me. He didn’t smile. He didn’t scowl. Just measured.

“Alpha,” he said.

Rowan nodded once. “Garrick.”

So that was his Beta, if the way he stood meant anything. He carried himself like he’d take a knife for Rowan and laugh while doing it.

Garrick’s gaze stayed on my throat, not my face. That set my skin crawling.

“You brought one back,” he said. Not a question.

Rowan’s voice didn’t change. “Aye.”

“From where?”

“Trade grounds.”

Garrick’s mouth tightened. “And she lives.”

“She lives,” Rowan agreed.

Garrick stepped closer, boots sinking into snow, bow lowered but still ready. His scent was pack-strong—wolf and man braided tight. He leaned in just enough to catch my smell, then leaned back, eyes hard.

“Half-blood,” he said.

“Say it louder,” I snapped. “Maybe the trees didn’t hear.”

Garrick’s eyes flicked to my face for the first time. “Got teeth.”

“Bought ones bite too,” I said, and hated myself the moment it left my mouth. Sounded like the platform again. Sounded like Hobb.

Rowan’s voice cut in, low. “Enough.”

Garrick looked at him. “Council’s restless. Elders been spitting about old debts and old laws. You walk in with a girl off a block, they’ll call it weakness or sin. Maybe both.”

Rowan didn’t blink. “Let them talk.”

“They’ll do more than talk if she ain’t marked.” Garrick’s eyes went back to my throat.

My hand rose without thinking, fingers closing over skin at the base of my neck like I could hide it. There was nothing there. No collar. No chain. Just skin and old fear.

Rowan spoke like he’d already decided. “We’ll fix it before the gates.”

My stomach dropped. “Fix what?”

Rowan’s head turned slightly, just enough for me to catch the edge of his profile. “Your safety.”

“Don’t dress it up.”

His voice stayed steady. “Not dressing it. Naming it.”

Garrick stepped aside, clearing the road. “I’ll run ahead. Let the hall know you’re near.”

Rowan gave a short nod. Garrick turned and vanished into the trees like he’d never been there at all, quiet for a man his size.

The road climbed again. Wind hit harder up on the ridge, clean and sharp. Beyond the trees, a valley opened up—white ground, black lines of forest, and in the distance, stone.

The old hall.

Even from far off, it looked the same in shape, like a beast crouched low: thick walls, squat towers, a roofline jagged with age. Smoke rose from its chimneys in thin streams. Torches burned along the outer wall, small orange cuts against winter.

My throat went tight, not with tears. With anger. With the kind of ache that comes from swallowing words for too long.

“So you’re dragging me back to the place that buried me,” I said.

Rowan didn’t correct the word dragging. He just said, “You’re here. That’s what matters.”

“That’s what matters to you,” I shot back. “Not what I want.”

“What you want,” he said, “can’t be had without you living long enough to take it.”

The horse slowed at a flat stretch near a stand of tall pines. Rowan guided it off the road into a sheltered hollow where the wind didn’t bite so hard. He swung down, boots hitting snow with a dull thud, then reached up for my waist.

My body went stiff. “Don’t.”

His hands stopped in midair. “Then climb down yourself.”

Legs felt like wood when they hit the ground. The ache in my left foot lit up right away, sharp enough to make me curse under my breath. He heard it. Of course he did.

Rowan pulled something from a saddlebag—dark leather and metal that caught the thin light. He held it in both hands like it weighed more than it should.
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