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PROLOGUE

The pines don’t change.

I did.

The trees still lean in like they’re listening. Their needles still whisper when the wind pushes through, and the ground is still black with old rot and wet stone. It smells the same as the night I left. Sap. Smoke. Cold. Blood, if you know how to find it.

I know how.

My boots sank into the soft earth as I crossed the line I swore I’d never cross again. There’s no fence. No gate. Just a shift in the air. Like the woods take one breath in, then hold it.

Pack land.

Home.

I hated that word. It had teeth in it.

The moon sat low, pale and watchful. I kept my cloak tight around me, not because the cold could beat me, but because I didn’t want the woods to see how I shook. My hands were steady when I needed them to be. My heart wasn’t.

I wasn’t supposed to be here.

I wasn’t wanted here.

And still, I came back.

A branch snapped somewhere off to my left. Not loud. Not careless. A warning sound. Someone tracking me without breaking pace. I didn’t turn my head. If it was one of ours, they already knew it was me. If it wasn’t, they’d be dead before they got close.

I kept walking.

My bag was light. I hadn’t brought much. What was the point? I wasn’t returning to live. I was returning because the past reached out and grabbed me by the throat.

The letter was still folded in my pocket, soft from being touched too many times. The paper had been cheap. The ink had bled a little where rain hit it on the road.

Come back.

That was all it said at the top. No greeting. No name. No warmth. Just two words like a hand on the back of my neck.

Under it was the seal burned into wax—our mark. The hollow moon with the claw split down the middle.

The King’s mark.

He had called me back.

I told myself it was law. I told myself it was duty. I told myself I had no choice.

Truth was, I wanted to know why.

Truth was, I wanted to know if the things I left behind were still alive, or if they died the moment I walked away.

Truth was, part of me still belonged here, no matter how hard I ripped at it.

A second crack. Closer.

I stopped and finally turned.

A man stood between two trees, half in shadow. Big shoulders. A wolf’s stillness. His scent hit me a heartbeat later—pine tar and old iron.

“Didn’t think you’d crawl back,” he said.

Tomas.

He used to run with me when we were pups. Used to steal smoked meat from the kitchen and grin like the world couldn’t touch him. Now his grin was gone. His eyes were sharp as flint.

I looked him over. Scar along his cheek. New. He’d been in fights. Maybe in wars. Maybe in the kind of pack work that stains your hands and doesn’t wash off.

“I didn’t crawl,” I said.

“Same mouth,” he muttered. “Same damn pride.”

His gaze dropped to my throat, where skin met cloak. He was looking for the mark. The brand. The proof.

I kept the cloak closed.

“Let me pass,” I said.

He barked a laugh with no joy in it. “Ain’t up to me, Luna-girl.”

Don’t call me that.

I swallowed it down. I’d swallowed worse.

“What’s it up to, then?” I asked.

He stepped closer. The air between us tightened. Wolves remember. Even when people pretend not to.

“It’s up to the old law,” he said. “It’s up to the Hall. It’s up to him.”

I didn’t have to ask who.

Tomas watched my face like he wanted to see me break. He didn’t get his wish. My pain didn’t show easy. It never had.

“You here to drag me in?” I asked.

He tilted his head. “If I was, you’d already be on your knees.”

I nodded once. Fair.

“Then move,” I said.

He didn’t move right away. He stared hard at me, like he was trying to line my face up with a memory and see if it still fit. When he finally stepped aside, it wasn’t kindness. It was permission with a blade behind it.

As I passed him, he spoke low.

“You should’ve stayed gone.”

I didn’t answer. If I opened my mouth, I might’ve said something that would get us both bleeding.

I walked on.

The trail bent downhill toward the river. I could hear it before I saw it, rushing over rock in the dark. That river used to be where I’d wash my hands after training. I’d kneel on the stones and scrub until my knuckles turned white, trying to get the smell of sweat and sparring off my skin.

I never could get the smell of him off.

I crossed at the shallow spot where the water spread thin. The cold bit my ankles. It cleared my head for half a second, then the memory slammed back in harder.

Hands on my shoulders.

His voice in my ear.

Not gentle. Never gentle.

Not cruel, either. Just certain. Like he owned the air I breathed.

I kept walking faster.

The Hall came into view through the trees—stone and timber, tall as a threat. Smoke rose from its vents. Light glowed in the cracks between the shutters. The place looked alive. Warm. Safe.

Lies.

A guard stood at the edge of the clearing. Another at the steps. Wolves in men’s skin, watching.

I heard the murmurs before I stepped fully into the open. People were out despite the cold—women with shawls, men with axes slung on shoulders, kids half-hidden behind skirts. Faces turned toward me like flowers toward sun, only this sun was rot.

A few didn’t recognize me.

Most did.

Some spat onto the ground.

My stomach tightened, but I kept my chin up. If you show fear in a pack that hates you, they eat it.

“Luna!” someone hissed.

Not my name. A warning.

I didn’t look to see who said it. If I looked, I might see pity. Pity is worse than hate. Hate means you’re still worth something to them.

I moved toward the steps.

A woman stepped forward, old and thin, her hair braided tight down her back. Elder Sera. Her eyes were milky now, but her nose flared when she caught my scent.

“Returned,” she said, like the word tasted sour. “After all this time.”

I stopped at the base of the steps and faced her.

“I was summoned,” I said.

“Summoned,” she repeated, like she didn’t like that I had a reason.

A younger woman behind her leaned in and whispered, and I caught the words plain as day.

“Witch-blood.”

The whisper spread in a ripple. A few heads nodded. A few lips curled.

I didn’t flinch.

Sera lifted her chin. “You know the rules, girl.”

“I know them,” I said.

“You’ll be brought before the King,” she said. “You’ll answer.”

“I’m here,” I said. “That’s answering enough.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Still sharp.”

“Still breathing,” I said.

That got a few laughs. Not friendly.

Sera stepped aside and motioned toward the doors. “Go on, then. Walk in. Let him lay eyes on what crawled back from the dead.”

My fingers clenched around my bag strap. My lungs felt too small.

I climbed the steps.

Each one was a memory. The third step where I tripped once as a kid. The fifth where my mother sat and waited for me after training. The top step where he stood the night he made the pack bow.

I pushed the doors open.

Heat rolled out. Smoke. Beer. Sweat. Meat.

The Great Hall was loud in the way only pack places are—talking, laughing, the scrape of boots, the crackle of fire. But the sound thinned when I entered. Not all at once. Like a wave pulled back from shore.

Heads turned.

Eyes landed on me.

Some widened. Some hardened. Some looked away fast, like seeing me was bad luck.

I walked down the center with my shoulders set. I didn’t let my gaze flicker. Not to the tables. Not to the faces. Not to the old corner where my family used to sit.

My mother’s seat was empty.

My throat tightened so fast it hurt.

Then I smelled him.

It didn’t matter that he was across the Hall. It didn’t matter that a dozen bodies and a wall of smoke sat between us. His scent hit me and everything in me went still.

Winter air and cedar.

Blood-warm steel.

And something else—something that didn’t have a name, something that made my bones ache like they remembered being held too hard.

My steps slowed before I could stop them.

At the far end, on the raised platform, sat the Lycan King.

He wasn’t wearing a crown. He didn’t need one. He was built like a war—broad, heavy, calm in a way that meant violence was never far. Dark hair fell back from his face like it obeyed him. His jaw was rough with old stubble. His eyes were brighter than I remembered.

Or maybe I had forgotten on purpose.

He watched me come closer without blinking.

Beside him stood a man with a scroll in hand. The scribe. Beside the scribe stood two guards with spears. And to the King’s right—

A woman.

Young. Pretty in a clean way. Hair pinned up with silver combs. A dress the color of snow, fur at the collar.

She wore the Luna chain around her neck.

My stomach dropped so hard I almost stumbled.

The chain was ours. Not hers. It belonged to the pack’s Luna. To the mate. To the one who stands beside the King, not behind him.

My skin went cold even with the fire roaring.

The woman looked at me like I was dirt on her hem.

The King didn’t look at her at all.

His gaze stayed on me.

When I reached the space before the platform, I stopped. The whole Hall had gone quiet enough that I could hear the fire pop.

The King rose.

Not fast. Not slow. Just one smooth motion, like a blade sliding from its sheath.

He stepped down from the platform and walked toward me. People leaned back as he passed, giving him space like the air belonged to him.

He stopped close. Too close.

I lifted my chin. I forced my eyes to stay steady. His face was inches away. I could see the tiny scar at the edge of his eyebrow. I could see the faint shadow under his eyes like sleep didn’t come easy anymore.

His voice was low, meant for me.

“You came,” he said.

It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t thanks. It was a fact, like a chain tightened.

“You called,” I said.

His eyes dropped to my throat again.

He knew where my cloak was fastened. He knew what sat under it. He knew it like he knew his own hands.

“You still hide what’s yours,” he murmured.

“What’s mine?” I shot back before I could stop it. “You mean what you tried to take and then threw away?”

A hiss went through the Hall. Someone sucked in a breath. Tomas, somewhere behind me, muttered a curse.

The King didn’t flinch.

His mouth twitched once. Not a smile. Not kindness.

“Same mouth,” he said, and I hated that Tomas had said the same thing. Like they were all reading from the same old script.

I swallowed hard.

The woman on the platform spoke then, sharp and sweet.

“My King, she has no right—”

He lifted a hand without looking at her.

She stopped.

The Hall noticed. I noticed.

I looked back at her. The Luna chain gleamed against her pale throat. My chest burned.

“Who is she?” I asked, though I already knew what answer would do to me.

The King’s gaze stayed on mine. “A choice.”

The word hit like a slap.

A choice.

Not a mate. Not a bond. Not fate. A choice.

I nodded once, like I could take it.

Inside, something cracked.

“You didn’t call me back to see me,” I said.

His eyes narrowed. “You think I called you for comfort?”

“No,” I said. “I think you called me back to punish me.”

A low murmur rolled through the crowd. The Elders at the side of the Hall leaned together like vultures.

The King’s voice dropped lower. “You left under stain.”

“I was driven out,” I snapped.

“You ran,” he said.

“I survived,” I said.

His nostrils flared. For one moment, the wolf in him showed. Not in teeth. In stillness. In the way his body held ready, like the wrong word could turn the air red.

Then he leaned closer.

So close I could feel his breath on my cheek.

“You returned,” he said.

The word sounded different in his mouth. Heavy. Loaded.

My heart kicked. My body betrayed me, pulling toward him like it always had. Like it never learned.

I hated it.

I hated him for making me want him even now.

“You don’t get to say that like it means something,” I whispered.

His eyes flashed. “It means you’re under my law again.”

I wanted to laugh. It came out rough.

“Your law,” I said. “Your Hall. Your chain.” I flicked my gaze to the woman again. “Your Luna.”

The woman’s lips tightened.

The King’s jaw clenched once. “Watch your tongue.”

“Or what?” I asked. “You’ll banish me again? You’ll tear my name from the pack songs? You’ll—”

His hand shot out and caught my wrist.

Not hard enough to bruise. Just hard enough to remind me what he was.

Silence snapped tight.

My breath caught. My skin lit up where he touched me, heat flaring under my cloak, under my bones. My wolf stirred, restless and aching, like it recognized him and hated him in the same breath.

His thumb brushed the inside of my wrist, right over the pulse. Slow.

My throat went dry.

He looked down at our hands like he felt it too.

Then he released me.

The loss of his touch felt like falling.

“You’ll speak when spoken to,” he said, and his voice was steel. “The Elders will hear you at dawn. Until then, you will be kept.”

“Kept,” I repeated, tasting the word.

The guards shifted.

I straightened. “I’m not your prisoner.”

The King leaned in again, voice low so only I heard.

“You are whatever I say you are while you stand on my ground.”

His eyes held mine, unblinking.

And for the first time since I stepped into the woods, fear crawled up my spine.

Not fear of death.

Fear of him.

Fear of what he could still do to my heart without lifting a claw.

He turned away like I was finished.

The scribe cleared his throat and read out loud, voice shaking with the weight of old law.

“By the hollow moon and the first bite, the returned shall be held until judgment. No blade may spill her blood until the King speaks.”

Returned.

Held.

Judgment.

People stared at me like I was a story they’d been waiting to see end.

Two guards moved forward.

I didn’t fight them. Not because I couldn’t. Because fighting here, in front of everyone, would turn me into what they already believed I was.

I let them take my arms.

As they led me toward a side door, I caught one last glimpse of the woman in white. Her fingers were curled tight around the Luna chain, like she thought I might reach across the room and rip it from her throat.

I looked away.

I wouldn’t give her that.

The hall door shut behind me with a heavy sound that echoed in my ribs.

They led me down a corridor that smelled like old stone and damp fur. Torches flickered. Shadows crawled.

“This way,” one guard grunted.

I knew the way.

That was the cruel part.

I knew every turn, every crack in the wall, every place the cold sat.

They stopped at a door made of thick oak with iron bands.

My chest tightened.

No.

Not here.

The guard shoved the door open.

Inside was a small room with a cot and a bucket and a narrow slit window too high to reach. The walls were stone. The floor was stone. The air was stale.

It was the holding room.

The place they put wolves who broke rules. The place they put the sick when they didn’t want the sickness seen. The place they put the girl who was no longer a daughter of the pack.

I stepped in like my feet belonged to someone else.

The guard shut the door behind me.

The lock slid home with a final, ugly click.

For a moment, I stood there staring at the wood grain, breathing shallow. I listened for footsteps. I listened for voices. I listened for anything that would tell me this wasn’t real.

The Hall was quiet from here. Just a distant hum, like the pack had already moved on to food and drink and laughter.

Like I was nothing.

I turned slowly and looked at the cot.

A folded blanket sat on it. Gray. Rough. The kind you give someone you don’t care about.

I walked over and sat down, then realized my hands were shaking.

I stared at them like I didn’t recognize them.

I flexed my fingers. The shaking didn’t stop.

I pressed my palms to my thighs and forced myself to breathe.

In.

Out.

Simple.

Human.

But the ache in my chest didn’t care about breathing.

I opened my cloak and reached to my throat. My fingers found the thin leather cord hidden beneath my collar. The small charm tied to it rested against my skin.

A carved sliver of bone.

My mother’s.

She gave it to me the night I left. Pressed it into my palm so hard it hurt.

“Don’t you come back,” she whispered, tears on her cheeks. “Not for me. Not for him. Not for any of ’em.”

I had nodded. I had promised. I had walked into the dark anyway.

And now I was back.

I pulled the charm free and stared at it in the torchlight seeping through the slit window. The bone had darkened over time from skin oil and sweat. The carving was simple—an old moon, split by a claw.

The same mark as the letter.

The same mark as him.

I swallowed hard.

I needed air.

The room felt too small. The walls felt like hands closing in.

I stood and paced, three steps one way, three steps back. Like a caged thing. Like the kind of wolf they thought I was.

Finally, I stopped and pressed my forehead to the cold stone wall.

I closed my eyes.

And the memory came anyway.

The night they drove me out.

The snow falling thick. The torches in a ring. The Elders speaking like they were doing something holy. Tomas’s face in the crowd, hard and scared at the same time.

And him.

The King.

Not crowned yet, but already carrying power like a second skin.

He had looked at me like I was something that disappointed him.

He had said, “No bond.”

He had said, “No mate.”

He had said, “Leave.”

And I had left with my mother’s sobs behind me and my own wolf screaming under my ribs.

I opened my eyes.

My throat burned.

I pushed away from the wall and crossed the room to the slit window. I stood on the cot to reach it, fingers scraping stone until they found the edge.

Outside, the night lay heavy. I could see the treetops and the thin slice of moon. I could smell the pack from here—smoke and meat and bodies.

And under it all, I smelled grief.

It wasn’t new. It was old. It was soaked into the land.

I didn’t know why I smelled it now, so sharp it made my eyes sting.

Then I heard it.

A howl.

Not a hunting call. Not a rally. Not a warning.

A mourning howl.

Long and low, carried on the wind like a rope dragging across stone.

My chest went tight.

Another howl joined it. Then another. Not all at once. One by one, voices rising. Some thin. Some deep. Some broken.

The pack was grieving.

Tonight.

Right now.

My hands slipped on the stone. I almost fell off the cot.

No.

Who died?

I hammered on the door with my fist. “Hey! Open it!”

No answer.

I hit it again, harder. Pain shot up my arm. “Open it, you bastards!”

Silence.

The howls outside kept going, rolling over the trees. The sound went straight into my bones.

My breath came fast. I pressed my ear to the door, listening for footsteps.

Nothing.

I backed away, then slammed my shoulder into it.

The door didn’t budge.

Of course it didn’t.

I stood there shaking, breath ragged, and then it hit me like ice water.

The grief I smelled.

The howl.

The timing.

I dug into my pocket with numb fingers and pulled out the letter again. I unfolded it with trembling hands, staring at the seal like it might change.

Come back.

No name.

No reason.

No date.

Just the King’s mark and two words.

A summons.

A trap.

My throat closed. I forced it open.

I whispered into the empty room, “Who did you bury?”

No answer.

The howls faded, one voice at a time, until the night went quiet again.

Quiet doesn’t mean peace.

Quiet can mean something is gone.

I slid down the door until I sat on the stone floor. My cloak pooled around me like a dark spill. My fingers clutched the bone charm so tight it cut into my skin.

I thought of my mother’s eyes. The way she looked the last time I saw her. Not angry. Not proud. Just tired.

I thought of her hands, rough from work, warm when she cupped my face.

I thought of her voice, breaking as she said, “Don’t come back.”

A sound came out of my throat. Not a sob. Not a scream. Something smaller. Something worse. Like my body couldn’t pick one and just split the difference.

I pressed the charm to my lips.

“Please,” I whispered, though I didn’t know who I was begging. “Please don’t let it be her.”

The torchlight shifted as the flame outside flickered.

My shadow moved across the wall, thin and bent. I looked older than I should. I felt older than I should.

I stayed there on the floor until my legs went numb.

Then, from the other side of the door, I heard footsteps.

Slow. Heavy. One set.

The air changed.

I didn’t need scent to know who it was.

My spine straightened on its own. My heart kicked like it wanted out.

The lock scraped.

The door opened.

The Lycan King stepped into the room.

He didn’t bring guards. He didn’t bring the scribe. He didn’t bring the woman in white.

Just him.

He shut the door behind him and stood there, filling the space like smoke fills a house.

His gaze swept over me on the floor. Not pity. Not softness.

Something like calculation.

“You heard it,” he said.

My mouth went dry. “Who died?”

He stared at me. Too long.

Then he spoke, and his voice was plain. Almost gentle. That made it worse.

“Your mother.”

The room tilted.

I didn’t breathe.

I couldn’t.

I blinked once, slow, like if I blinked enough times the words would change into something else.

“No,” I said.

He didn’t move. “She’s gone.”

“No,” I said again, louder, like volume could fix it. “She can’t be.”

His eyes didn’t soften. They didn’t need to. Truth doesn’t care if you cry.

“She waited,” he said. “Longer than she should’ve.”

My throat made a sound. My body leaned forward without my permission, like I could crawl right out of the past if I moved fast enough.

“When?” I demanded.

He hesitated.

That hesitation cracked something open.

I shoved myself to my feet, shaking hard now. “When?”

His jaw clenched. “Two nights ago.”

Two nights.

She died two nights ago.

And I was on the road, following his letter like a fool.

I pressed my fist to my mouth. My teeth bit into my knuckles. Pain flared, sharp and clean, but it didn’t touch the bigger pain. Nothing touched that.

“You didn’t tell me,” I rasped.

“She wouldn’t let me,” he said.

I stared at him, not understanding.

He looked down for a second, then back up. “She said if you came because of her death, you’d never forgive yourself. She said you’d carry it wrong.”

My eyes burned. “So you dragged me back anyway.”

His gaze held mine, steady and cruel in its calm. “You were always coming back.”

I laughed once, broken. “Don’t act like you know me.”

“I know your scent,” he said. “I know your wolf. I know the way you stand like the world owes you an apology.”

I flinched like he slapped me.

My voice came out thin. “Why did you call me?”

His eyes dropped to my throat again. “Because she left something.”

My fingers went to the bone charm.

He saw it.

Something flickered across his face. Not regret. Not guilt. Something older. Like a wound that never closed right.

“She asked to see you,” he said. “At the end. She asked every day. And every day you weren’t here.”

The words went straight through me.

I grabbed the edge of the cot to stay standing.

“She—” My voice broke. I swallowed hard and tried again. “She said don’t come back.”

His mouth tightened. “She said a lot of things.”

I stared at him through the blur in my eyes. “Did she hate me at the end?”

He didn’t answer right away.

My chest felt hollow.

Then he said, “No.”

One word. Simple. Heavy.

My knees nearly gave out.

I dragged in air like I’d been underwater. My throat burned.

“Then why?” I whispered. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

He stepped closer. His boots scraped stone. He stopped an arm’s length away. Too close again.

“Because you wouldn’t have come,” he said.

“I came anyway,” I choked out.

His voice went quieter. “Because I didn’t want you to come for her. I wanted you to come for what you owe.”

My breath hitched.

There it was.

Not kindness.

Not mercy.

Debt.

I wiped my face with the back of my hand, angry at the tears, angry at my body for falling apart in front of him.

“What do I owe?” I asked, though my voice shook.

He looked at me like he was weighing whether to speak. Then he said it, flat.

“Your return doesn’t wipe your stain.”

I stared at him. “My stain.”

His eyes flashed. “You think the pack forgot?”

“I didn’t do what they said,” I snapped, pain turning sharp. “I didn’t—”

He cut me off. “Dawn. The Elders. Judgment.”

My hands curled into fists. “So that’s it? My mother dies, and you lock me in a stone box to wait for a trial?”

His jaw clenched. “You think I wanted her dead?”

I laughed again, bitter and wet. “I don’t know what you want. I never did.”

Silence stretched.

He looked at me for a long moment, then reached into his coat and pulled out something small.

A strip of cloth.

Dark, worn, frayed at the edge.

My mother’s shawl.

I recognized it like I recognized my own skin.

My breath left me.

He held it out.

My hands shook as I reached for it. The cloth smelled like smoke and herbs and her—faint now, like a fading mark.

I clutched it to my chest.

Something in me broke clean in half.

A sound came out of me, raw and ugly. I didn’t try to stop it. It wasn’t pretty grief. It was real grief. The kind that doesn’t care who hears.

I sank down onto the cot, pressing the shawl to my face. Tears soaked it fast.

The King stayed standing. He didn’t touch me. He didn’t comfort. He just watched like a man watching a storm he can’t stop.

Through my sobs, I forced words out. “Where is she buried?”

His voice was low. “East ridge. Under the old oak.”

I nodded, shaking so hard my teeth clicked.

“I need to see her,” I whispered.

He didn’t answer.

I looked up at him, eyes burning. “Let me go.”

His gaze was iron. “Not tonight.”

Rage flared. “You have no right—”

“I have all the right,” he said, and it was the first time his voice truly sharpened. “You returned under my law. You’ll stay under it.”

I stared at him, hate and grief tangled so tight I couldn’t tell which one was louder.

“You called me back to break me,” I whispered.

His face didn’t change. “You were already broken.”

I flinched like he struck me.

He stepped closer. I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

His voice dropped, rough now, almost tired.

“She said you’d come back and try to carry her alone,” he said. “She said you’d blame yourself until it ate you. She told me to make sure you didn’t do it.”

My laugh came out cracked. “So you’re saving me now?”

His eyes held mine, dark and unreadable.

“No,” he said. “I’m claiming what’s mine.”

The words landed like a brand on skin.

My stomach turned.

I hugged my mother’s shawl tighter, like it could shield me.

“I’m not yours,” I said, voice shaking.

He leaned in, close enough that his scent filled my mouth and nose and lungs.

“You can say it,” he murmured. “You can spit it. You can scream it.”

His gaze slid to my throat.

“But your body already knows.”

My wolf stirred, aching. Angry. Wanting. Hating.

Tears spilled again, not just for my mother now. For everything. For the way love and pain had always come knotted together in this place.

I shook my head. “I came back too late.”

His voice went very quiet.

“That’s what she said before she died,” he told me. “She looked at the door like she could will it open, and she said, ‘My girl always comes back too late.’”

The words hit harder than the news itself.

Because it wasn’t just that she died.

It was that she waited.

It was that she believed I might come.

My chest caved in.

I pressed my forehead to the shawl and let the grief roll through me until I couldn’t breathe around it.

The King straightened. The room felt colder without his scent so close.

He turned toward the door.

“Sleep,” he said.

I lifted my head, eyes swollen, voice hollow. “How?”

He paused with his hand on the latch. For a moment, he didn’t look like a King. He looked like a man carrying a weight he chose and hated.

Then he glanced back at me.

“Because dawn’s coming,” he said. “And when it does... you’ll learn why she really told you not to return.”

Then he left.

The lock slid home.

The footsteps faded.

I sat on the cot with my mother’s shawl in my arms, staring at the shut door like it might open again if I stared hard enough.

Outside, the wind moved through the pines.

The Hall kept breathing.

And I finally understood something I hadn’t let myself know until this moment:

I didn’t come back to heal.

I came back to lose what was left of me.

And the worst part was—

Somewhere deep in my ribs, my wolf still wanted him.

Even now.

Even like this.

Even with my mother in the ground and my past waiting at dawn with sharpened teeth.
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The lock slid home behind him, and my mother stayed dead.

The room felt smaller once he was gone. Stone all around, the cot too narrow, the air old and sour. Her shawl lay in my arms like a thing that still had warmth in it, like if I held it tight enough I could pull her back through the door the King had closed.

That kind of thinking is for children.

I wasn’t one.

Still, my hands wouldn’t let go.

The torchlight outside the slit window flickered and moved across the wall. Shadows crawled. Somewhere in the Hall, a board creaked. A muffled laugh rose and fell. Life went on while my world cracked open.

The King’s last words kept circling, mean and slow.

At dawn... you’ll learn why she really told you not to return.

I pressed my forehead to the shawl. The cloth smelled faint now. Smoke, herbs, and a trace of her skin. I tried to breathe it in deep, to keep it, to trap it in my lungs.

It didn’t work. Nothing worked.

Minutes dragged. Maybe hours. Time in that room didn’t move right.

The bucket stank. My boots were still wet from the river. My cloak still held the cold from the woods. I stared at my bag on the floor, then at the door, then at the slit of moonlight.

Sleep didn’t come.

When I closed my eyes, I saw her face, not old and worn, but the way she looked when I was small—hair loose, hands busy, a line between her brows because she was always worried about something she wouldn’t name.

And beneath that, the other memory tried to rise. The night I was driven out. The ring of torches. The pack’s eyes. The King’s voice telling me there was no bond.

I shoved that one down hard. I couldn’t handle both.

A scrape sounded in the corridor.

Not the heavy pace from before. Lighter. Careful.

I sat up straight on the cot, shawl still in my grip. The sound came again, closer, then stopped right outside my door.

Silence.

Then a low knock. Two taps.

Not a guard’s knock. Not an Elder’s.

A knock from someone who didn’t want to be heard.

My mouth went dry. “Who’s there?”

A pause. Then a voice I knew too well, quiet as ash.

“Don’t shout, Luna.”

Tomas.

My jaw clenched. “Go away.”

“Can’t,” he muttered. “Not tonight.”

The lock clicked.

My stomach turned over. “If you came to drag me out—”
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