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They say the Moon don’t make mistakes.

That’s what the elders spit from their high seats when a bond turns sour. That’s what the pack mothers hum to their pups when the nights get hard. That’s what the King’s men shout when they need folks to bow and swallow.

The Moon don’t make mistakes.

Aye.

But people do.

I learned that with my bare feet on cold stone, with smoke in my throat, with a room full of wolves watching me like I was meat hung out too long.

The packhall was packed tight that night. Shoulder to shoulder. Fur cloaks and rough hands. Hard faces shining with lamp oil and sweat. The long tables had been shoved back to make a wide ring, like an old fight pit. The high dais sat at the far end under the antler rack, the King’s chair carved from dark oak and stained with old blood no one talked about.

Above us, the rafters held years of smoke. The air tasted like burnt pine, sour ale, and fear.

My fear.

I stood alone in the ring.

No cloak. No shoes. No kin at my back.

Just me.

And him.

King Leofric sat high, his crown of hammered iron catching the firelight. He didn’t wear furs like the rest. He wore black leather and silver clasps, clean as a blade. His hair fell long, tied back, the color of wet earth. His eyes were pale, almost wolf-white, and I had seen those eyes soft once.

Only once.

Tonight, they were stone.

I could feel our bond like a cord under my ribs, pulled tight. It had been there since the first time I caught his scent on the wind and my knees nearly gave. Since the night the forest went quiet around us and my wolf woke up snarling and needy and sure.

Mate.

That word don’t care for rank. It don’t care for crowns. It don’t care if you’re born in silk or in mud.

Mate is mate.

The pack didn’t like that.

The elders didn’t like that.

And the woman standing beside the King didn’t like that either.

Lady Isolde—his chosen bride, his pretty promise, his peace treaty wrapped in a woman’s skin. Her dress was deep red and heavy with beads. Her throat held a necklace of teeth, small and white and polished smooth. She smiled like she’d already won.

I kept my chin up anyway.

I told myself I wouldn’t beg. Not in front of them. Not with their eyes on my throat.

My name is Mara.

I was born behind the tannery where the stink never leaves your hair. My mother died with her hands still stained from scrubbing other folks’ floors. My father was a name no one spoke. I grew up with scraps and sharp elbows and the kind of hunger that makes you quick.

Omega, they called me.

As if it was a brand burned into my hide.

As if it meant I should be grateful for whatever was tossed my way.

I used to think I could outwork it. Outlast it. Prove myself.

Then the Moon chose me.

And the King looked at me like I was a problem he couldn’t kill without staining his hands.

The High Elder, Brannoc, rose slow from his seat. His beard was braided with bone rings. His shoulders were wide, but age had bent him a touch, like even wolves bow to time.

He lifted his staff and struck it once against the floor.

The sound cracked through the hall.

“Hear now,” he said, voice thick as old bark. “We stand under the old laws. The Moon’s pull has been claimed. The scent has been judged. The bond has been named.”

A murmur ran through the pack like wind through dry grass.

Some looked eager. Some looked sick. Some looked like they’d been waiting years for this kind of mess.

Brannoc’s eyes fixed on me.

“Mara of the lower dens,” he said, like it hurt his tongue. “Step forward.”

I was already in the center, but I took one more step anyway. The stone bit cold, even through my skin. My heart thudded hard. Not just mine.

I pressed my palm against my belly without meaning to. A small, quick touch. A secret touch.

No one noticed. No one ever notices an omega unless she’s in their way.

Brannoc turned to the dais.

“Your Majesty,” he called. “By the old rite, you must speak.”

The hall went quiet. Even the fire seemed to hush.

King Leofric stood.

When he rose, the room changed. Wolves shifted their weight. Heads dipped. Backs straightened. It weren’t respect only. It was instinct. It was fear that lived in blood.

He stepped down from the dais, one slow step at a time, like he wanted each footfall to count. He didn’t look at me right off. His gaze swept the crowd, hard and warning, as if daring anyone to speak out of turn.

Then his eyes hit mine.

And my chest tightened so sharp I almost made a sound.

For a blink—just a blink—something moved in his face. Not softness. Not kindness.

Something like pain.

It was gone fast.

He came into the ring, close enough I could smell him. Cold night air, pine resin, steel. Under it all, the wild male scent that had haunted my dreams since the bond snapped shut.

My wolf rolled under my skin, pleading and furious all at once.

Mate.

He stopped an arm’s length from me.

I waited for him to lift his hand. To touch my cheek the way he did that one night. To mark me before the pack, to end this whispering, to make me real.

Instead, his jaw tightened.

His mouth opened.

And the words that came out weren’t the ones the Moon wrote.

“Mara,” he said.

Just my name.

No “my mate.” No “chosen.” No “blessed.”

The silence pressed in. I could hear my own breath, rough and loud.

“I have heard the elders,” he went on. “I have heard the scent-judges. I have heard the old laws.”

His voice was calm. Too calm. Like a man reading a sentence in a court.

I tried to swallow, but my throat was dry.

He looked past me, over my shoulder, to the crowd.

“This bond is not fit,” he said.

A sharp intake ran through the hall. Someone hissed like they’d been burned.

My blood went cold.

I stared at him, waiting for the jest. Waiting for him to say “I speak to test you,” or “I speak so they won’t suspect,” or anything that meant the cord under my ribs wasn’t about to be ripped out.

He didn’t.

His eyes came back to mine, and he said it plain so no one could twist it.

“I reject you.”

For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Not to the room. Not to me.

Then the bond screamed.

It felt like a hot hook caught behind my ribs and yanked. Like my wolf was being dragged across stones. My knees buckled. I caught myself before I fell, but it took all I had.

A sound escaped me, low and ugly. Not a cry. Not a sob. Something more animal than that.

The hall wasn’t quiet anymore.

Voices burst out—shock, delight, disgust, all tangled.

“Good,” a man barked.

“About time,” a woman snapped.

“Moon’s gone mad,” someone muttered.

Lady Isolde’s smile widened. She stepped down from the dais with slow grace, as if the hall belonged to her already. She came to the edge of the ring and looked at me like she was studying rot.

The King’s gaze didn’t follow her. He kept his eyes on me.

I wanted to spit in his face.

I wanted to grab his collar and shake him until whatever made him do this fell out.

I wanted to collapse into him and beg him to stop the pain.

All those wants battled inside my bones, and I did none of them.

Because the pack was watching.

And an omega learns early: you can’t give them blood and expect mercy.

Brannoc struck his staff again.

“Silence,” he growled.

The room obeyed, but the hunger in their eyes didn’t fade.

The elder’s voice turned sharp.

“By the old laws,” he said, “a rejected mate has no claim. No rank. No protection. The bond is refused. The pack is released from duty.”

Released.

That word sounded clean. It wasn’t clean.

It meant open season.

It meant you belong to no one.

It meant if you starve, they’ll step over your bones.

My hands curled into fists.

I looked at King Leofric again. “Say it’s a lie,” I whispered, so low I wasn’t sure he heard. “Say it’s a trick.”

His face didn’t move.

His eyes did.

They flicked down for half a breath—down to my belly—and then back up quick, like the glance burned him.

My heart stuttered.

He knew.

He knew.

My stomach turned, not from sickness this time, but from a cold dread that sunk deep.

Lady Isolde lifted her voice, sweet as spoiled milk.

“Your Majesty does what is needed,” she said for all to hear. “The realm needs a strong Queen. The pack needs a clean bloodline.”

Clean.

As if I was dirt.

As if what was inside me was dirt too.

I took a step back without meaning to. My heel caught a crack in the stone. I steadied myself.

Brannoc’s eyes narrowed.

“Mara of the lower dens,” he said, “you are stripped of pack name. You are stripped of den rights. You are stripped of hunting ground. You will leave before the Moon sets, or the guard will drag you beyond the border themselves.”

My mouth went numb.

I heard a laugh somewhere behind me. A sharp, mean sound.

I looked over my shoulder and saw faces I knew.

Women I’d worked beside. Men I’d shared stew with. A boy I’d once bandaged after he fell from a tree.

None of them met my eyes.

Only one did.

Old Ena, the cook, stood near the back with flour still on her hands. Her eyes were wet. She started forward like she meant to come to me.

A guard blocked her with one arm.

Ena’s lips trembled, but she didn’t speak. If she spoke, she’d be punished too. That’s how packs keep their peace—by making fear a family heirloom.

I turned back to the King.

He stood so close I could see a faint scar on his lower lip. I remembered biting it. I remembered his hand on my hair, not rough, not kingly. Just a man in the dark, breathing like he’d been drowning his whole life and found air with me.

My chest squeezed until it hurt.

“What did I do?” I asked.

My voice didn’t shake. That surprised me.

His throat moved as if he wanted to speak.

He didn’t.

Brannoc snapped his fingers. Two guards stepped into the ring. Their faces were blank. They didn’t need to hate me. They just needed to obey.

One reached for my arm.

I jerked away. “Don’t,” I said.

The guard paused. Looked to the King.

King Leofric gave a small nod.

Permission.

I laughed once, short and harsh. I didn’t mean to. It just came out, like my body couldn’t hold that much hurt without letting something break.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll go.”

I looked at the King one last time, trying to find any crack in him. Any sign this was tearing him too.

His eyes were bright.

Not with tears. He’d never give the pack that.

Bright like frost.

His mouth moved, and for a second I thought he might say my name again. Might call me back. Might fix it.

Instead, he said, so quiet only I heard, “Walk out proud.”

Proud.

Like pride fills an empty belly.

Like pride warms you when the snow comes.

I stared at him.

“You’re a coward,” I whispered back.

That was the only gift I had left to give him.

Then I turned my back on the ring.

The crowd parted slow, like a river making room for a stone. People leaned away as I passed, as if my shame might stain their cloaks.

Some spat on the floor.

Some muttered old curses.

“Moon-mad.”

“Bitch-born.”

“Let her freeze.”

My ears rang.

I kept walking.

Outside, the night hit me hard. Cold air slapped my face. The sky was clear and sharp, the Moon half-full and bright as a coin. Snow lay thin on the ground, crunching under my feet as I crossed the yard.

The packhall behind me roared back to life—voices, laughter, cups raised. Celebration. Relief.

Like they’d cut a rotten limb off and could finally feast.

I didn’t run.

Running would’ve made me prey.

I went to my small hut by the tannery, the one with a roof that leaked and a door that never shut right. The smell of cured hide clung to the walls, even though I’d scrubbed it for years.

Inside, it was dark. I lit a stub of candle with shaking hands and looked around at the life I’d built from scraps.

A thin blanket. A wooden bowl. A carved wolf tooth on a string—my mother’s, the only thing she left me.

My hands hovered over my few things, and I didn’t know what to take. It all felt useless. You can’t carry a home in a sack.

I sat on the edge of my bed and pressed both hands to my belly, slow.

That morning, before the packhall summons, I’d gone to Old Nessa.

Nessa was the midwife, the healer, the woman folks feared because she knew too much. She lived at the edge of the woods in a hut that smelled of herbs and smoke.

I’d gone because my body felt wrong. Too tired. Too hot, then cold. My wolf restless at odd hours, pacing inside me like it was waiting for something.

Nessa had taken one look at my face and said, “Sit, lass.”

She’d pressed her fingers to my wrist, then my belly.

Her eyes had gone wide, then hard.

“You’ve been with him,” she’d said. Not a question.

I hadn’t answered. I didn’t have to.

Nessa had clicked her tongue. “Fool girl,” she’d muttered, but her voice hadn’t been cruel. “The King don’t take what he can’t keep.”

Then she’d leaned in close and whispered, “There’s a spark in you. Small. New.”

My breath had left me all at once.

“What?” I’d asked, like I didn’t understand words anymore.

“A bairn,” she’d said. “And not just any. I can smell the old line. I can smell the crown.”

I’d put my hand over my mouth. My eyes had burned.

Nessa had gripped my wrist, tight. “Hear me. Keep your tongue behind your teeth. Not yet. Not in that hall. Not with that woman on his arm.”

“Why?” I’d whispered.

Her gaze had gone distant, like she was seeing ghosts. “Because wolves will kill what they fear. Even in swaddling.”

I’d stumbled out of her hut with my head full of thunder, telling myself I’d speak to him first. Tell him in private. Tell him like it was good news.

Now, sitting on my bed with my candle guttering, I knew Nessa had been right.

He knew, and he still said it.

I pressed my forehead to my knees.

For a moment, I let myself shake.

Not loud. Not in a way the world could hear. Just quiet tremors that ran through my bones. My throat hurt from holding in sounds I didn’t want to give.

A knock hit my door.

I froze.

Another knock. Quick.

“Mara,” a voice hissed. “Open, quick.”

Old Ena.

I stood and yanked the door open.

Ena slipped inside like a shadow, pulling her cloak tight around her. Her cheeks were red from cold and rage. Flour still dusted her sleeves like snow.

“Oh, pup,” she whispered, and her voice broke.

I stiffened. Wolves don’t like to be touched when they’re hurt. But Ena grabbed my face in both hands, like I was still small.

“I tried,” she said. “I tried to speak. They’d have tossed me out too.”

“I know,” I said, and my voice came out flat.

Ena’s eyes dropped to my belly. Her mouth tightened.

“You’re carrying, aren’t you,” she said.

I didn’t answer, but my hands went there again.

Ena made a sound, half sob, half growl. “Sweet Mother,” she whispered. “He did this to you.”

I flinched at the way she said it. Like it was a wound. Like it was violence.

Part of me wanted to defend him. The stupid part. The part that remembered warmth.

I didn’t.

Ena reached into her cloak and pulled out a small bundle wrapped in cloth. She shoved it into my hands.

“Bread,” she said. “Dried meat. A bit of salt. And this—” She pressed a coin pouch against my palm. “Take it.”

I pulled back. “No.”

“Don’t be proud, lass,” she snapped, wiping her eyes with her wrist. “Pride don’t fill a belly. Yours or the babe’s.”

The babe.

The word landed heavy.

I swallowed.

Ena leaned in close. Her voice dropped.

“They’ll watch the gates,” she said. “They’ll make sure you go. Some will follow, just for sport. You need to leave by the creek path, not the main road. You hear?”

I nodded.

Ena cupped my cheek again, gentler.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry the world is this way.”

I stared at her. “Will he come?”

Ena’s eyes flicked away.

That was answer enough.

My throat tightened so hard I thought I might choke.

Ena hugged me quick, fierce, like she wanted to pour strength into my bones by force.

Then she pulled back and pointed a finger at me like I was a pup she’d raised.

“You live,” she said. “You hear me? You live. For that bairn. For yourself. Don’t you let them make you small.”

My eyes burned. I nodded again because words were gone.

Ena slipped out the door as fast as she’d come.

I stood there in the candlelight, holding her bundle, holding her coins, feeling like I was holding a whole new life I hadn’t asked for.

I packed what little I could. The bread. The meat. The tooth necklace. A small knife with a chipped handle.

I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders and stepped back out into the night.

The yard was quiet now. Most were inside drinking and cheering. But I could feel eyes somewhere, watching.

I kept to shadows.

I took the creek path like Ena said, slipping behind the tannery, past the stacked hides, past the low fence that marked the edge of pack lands. The creek ran dark, half-frozen, whispering under thin ice.

My feet were numb, but I didn’t stop.

Each step away from the packhall felt like a tear ripping wider.

When I reached the border stones, I stopped.

They were old. Moss-covered. Carved with runes no one used anymore. Beyond them lay wild land—no dens, no guards, no rules.

A place where wolves like me died.

I looked back.

From here, I could see the packhall’s windows glowing amber, warm and bright. I could almost hear the music, the stomping feet, the laughter.

A king’s home.

My home, once.

I waited.

Not long. Just long enough to make a fool of myself.

A part of me still believed he’d come running, cloak flying, eyes wild, saying he was sorry. Saying he’d been forced. Saying he chose me after all.

No footsteps came.

No door banged open.

No voice called my name.

Only the wind.

I turned and stepped over the border stones.

The moment my foot crossed, something in my chest went quiet. Like a door shutting. Like a hearth going cold.

I walked deeper into the trees.

The forest swallowed me fast, dark trunks and heavy branches. Snow dusted the ground, and my breath came out in white puffs. My ears strained for pursuit.

I heard distant howls—pack howls. Not for me. Not for warning.

For celebration.

My throat made a sound, sharp and small.

I stopped and pressed my hand hard against my belly, like I could hold everything in place.

A cramp twisted low in my gut. Fear shot through me. I bent forward, breathing fast.

“No,” I whispered. “No, no, no.”

I stood there shaking, listening to my own heartbeat.

Then, under my palm, I felt it.

Not a kick. Not yet.

Something smaller.

A flutter, like the faintest drumbeat. Like a moth’s wings. Like a tiny life saying, I’m here.

Tears spilled before I could stop them. Hot on my cold cheeks.

“I’ve got you,” I said out loud, voice cracking. “I’ve got you.”

I didn’t know if that was true.

I had no den. No pack. No safe fire.

I had a knife, a blanket, and a pouch of coins that might buy me a few days.

And I had a secret under my ribs that could get us both killed if the wrong wolves caught my scent.

I looked back one last time toward the glow through the trees.

I couldn’t see the King from here.

But I could feel the hole he left in me, raw and open, like a bite that never closed.

He rejected me.

He rejected this.

Whatever love I’d thought lived in him, he’d buried it under his crown.

Maybe he believed it was mercy. Maybe he told himself I’d be safer gone.

If so, he didn’t know wolves.

They hunt what runs.

They tear what’s weak.

They punish what dares to return.

I wiped my face with my sleeve and forced my legs to move again.

Each step hurt.

Each step was a goodbye.

I didn’t know where I’d sleep. I didn’t know what I’d eat when the bread ran out. I didn’t know how I’d keep my child warm when winter came in full.

But I knew one thing, clear as bone.

I wasn’t dead yet.

And one day—whether it took moons or years—I would come back to this land with my head up.

Not to beg.

Not to crawl.

To return what was taken.

To show them what a rejected mate can become when she has nothing left to lose.

I walked into the dark with two heartbeats in my body and no home behind me.
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The Night I Was Cast Out
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The border stones were behind me, and the world felt like it had forgotten my name.

Snow took the prints as fast as I made them. That was the only mercy the night offered. Trees pressed in on all sides, black trunks like watchmen. The pack’s warmth was gone, the smell of stew and smoke traded for sap, wet bark, and the sharp bite of winter air.

Behind those stones, they were drinking. Laughing. Acting like a rejection was a feast.

Out here, there was only quiet and the drag of my own steps.

Ena’s bundle knocked against my hip. Bread, meat, salt. A small pouch of coins that felt too heavy for what it was, like it carried her worry as well. My mother’s tooth hung at my throat, tapping my skin with each step. That tiny knock was the only thing that kept me from feeling like I’d already turned into a ghost.

“Walk out proud,” he’d said.

The King always had a fine line ready when it cost him nothing.

The thought made bile rise. It wasn’t grief anymore. That had burned out fast. What sat in its place was a hard, cold thing that kept my legs moving.

The creek Ena told me to follow ran close by. I heard it before I saw it, a low hiss under thin ice. Water meant tracks washed away. Water meant cold that could kill if it seeped into bones.

Still, I angled toward it.

The pack’s howl rose somewhere far back—one long call, then another. Not a hunt-call. Not an alarm. A song. A toast to a clean crown and a clean hall.

A short laugh broke out of me, rough as sand.

“Sing louder,” I muttered to the dark. “Maybe it’ll keep you from hearing what you’ve done.”

The trees didn’t answer. The Moon didn’t answer. They never do.

A bend in the creek opened into a narrow stretch of bank. Ice crusted along the edge like broken glass. I crouched and dipped my fingers in the water. It stung right away. Fine. Better pain I chose than pain given.

Cold water smeared across my wrists, my neck, my hairline. The pack knew my scent. They could find me by it if they had the will. Washing it down to river-sour might buy me time.

A small twist tightened low in my belly, not sharp, more like a warning.

“Easy,” I whispered, though there was no one to soothe but me and the life inside.

My palm went to the place without thinking. Not to hide. Not to plead. Just to check. To make sure the secret was still there.

It was.

A faint flutter answered, barely more than a brush from within. Not enough to call a kick, but enough to make my throat go tight.

“Good,” I said under my breath. “Stay stubborn. You’ll need it.”

Standing again, I listened.

Something moved in the woods.

Not a deer. Not a rabbit. Too steady for that.

Wolves.

Three, maybe four, judging by the spread of sounds. They weren’t trying hard to be quiet. That meant one thing.

They thought the night belonged to them.

I stepped off the bank and into a patch of brush, slow and careful. Branches snagged my cloak. I froze until the tug eased, then shifted my weight so it wouldn’t crack.

Voices drifted close. Young men by the sound of them. Boys trying on manhood like a stolen coat.

“—can’t believe he done it in the hall,” one said, breathy with excitement. “Right in front o’ Brannoc and all.”

“Aye, and her face,” another answered. “Like she’d been slapped by the Moon itself.”

“Keep your voice down,” a third snapped, the closest of them. “We ain’t meant to be out here.”

That one had more sense. Or more fear.

The first voice scoffed. “Who’s gonna tell? The lass? She ain’t got a tongue no more, not after that.”

A short chuckle followed. My hands curled around the strap of my bundle until my knuckles ached.

The third voice lowered. “King’s orders were clear. No touchin’. Not tonight.”

The second voice spat. I heard it hit snow. “Orders, orders. He tossed her out like old bones. Now he wants to play kind?”

“Maybe he don’t want her dead,” the first said, sing-song, making fun of the idea. “Maybe he wants her cold and sorry so she comes crawlin’ back.”

A new voice cut in—older than the rest, tired. “No one crawls back from these woods in deep winter. Not without pack shelter. Leave it. Let her fade.”

Silence followed. Even fools can feel the weight in that.

Then the second voice returned, meaner. “Lady Isolde won’t leave it. She’ll want proof the stain’s gone.”

My mouth went dry.

Proof.

A body.

So that was it. No mercy. No “let her freeze” like Brannoc said in his tidy way. Someone would want to make sure.

The men moved closer, their footfalls pressing snow. One kicked a rock and cursed.

“Smell her?” someone asked.

“Faint,” the older one said. “She washed at the creek. Clever.”

Clever.

The word should’ve warmed me. It didn’t. It only meant I had to be cleverer.

Their scent hit me next—young wolf sweat, cheap ale, and the pack’s mark like smoke on cloth. My skin crawled with the memory of the hall. The ring. The eyes. The way my name sounded in the elder’s mouth, like dirt.

They were close enough now that a wrong breath would give me away.

A plan came fast, simple as a stone.

A deadfall lay ahead, where wind had snapped a pine and left it leaning low. Beneath it, an old hollow ran into the earth, half-hidden by roots. I’d crawled into places like that as a child when storms came and I had nowhere better.

Without rushing, I slid toward it and dropped to my belly. Snow soaked my sleeves at once. The cold wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was holding still while danger walked past.

My cheek pressed into damp leaves. The smell of rot filled my nose.

Boots crunched near. One man’s shadow stretched over the brush.

“Here!” he barked.

A twig snapped—on purpose, too loud. One of them was stirring the ground, trying to flush me like a rabbit.

The older voice cursed. “Stop that. You’ll spook game for a mile.”

“Ain’t game,” the second voice said. “It’s a cast-off. King don’t want it.”

The word “it” stung worse than any insult they’d thrown in the hall.

“King said no,” the cautious one insisted.

“King ain’t here,” the second said, and his grin was in his voice. “And I got a score to settle. She bit me when she ran past after the call. Drew blood right in the yard. You see that?”

A small laugh. “She had claws for an omega.”

Footsteps angled toward my hiding place.

My breath stayed slow through force. A single thought held me steady: don’t let them smell the bairn.

Something brushed my boot.

One of them. Too close.

A low hum started in the air—wolf sound, playful, cruel.

Then, from farther down the creek, a sudden crack split the night, sharp as a branch breaking under weight.

All three men jerked their heads toward the sound.

“What was that?” the cautious one hissed.

The older voice answered fast. “Falling ice. Or a deer. Stay sharp.”

They moved that way, drawn like pups to a thrown bone.

The crack hadn’t been ice.

It had been me, hours ago, when I leaned hard on a weak limb over the creek bend. I’d left it half-split without knowing. The cold finished the job.

Luck don’t come often. When it does, you grab it with both hands.

As the men drifted away, I slid backward, inch by inch, keeping low. Snow clung to my cloak. Roots scraped my palms. Pain didn’t matter.

Once the voices grew faint, I rose and ran—quiet run, not a full sprint. Feet placed careful. Breath kept down. A fast walk’s cousin, the kind you learn when you’ve been chased more than once.

A faint glow showed through trees ahead. Not packhall light. Smaller. Low.

A fire.

Smoke carried on the wind, thin and stale.

Someone had been there earlier. Not a fresh camp. Old ash smell, cold coals.

I veered toward it anyway. Shelter mattered more than pride.

The glow turned out to be moonlight caught on pale boards—an old charcoal-burner’s hut, half-sunk into the earth, roof sagging. A place men used in summer when they cut wood and baked it down to black fuel. Folks abandoned it in winter.

The door hung crooked. I pushed it open with my shoulder.

Inside, the air was dead and cold, but the walls broke the wind. A shallow pit sat in the center with a ring of stones. Old ash lay thick in it, gray powder like bone dust.

My boots left wet prints on the packed dirt. I shut the door behind me and leaned my back against it, listening.

No footsteps. No laughter. No voices.

Only the hush of the woods and my own blood moving.

Light wasn’t safe. Fire would show through cracks. Still, I needed heat, even a small one. My hands were stiff. The cold had teeth.

In the corner, old sacks lay rotted. A broken stool. A few dry sticks left from someone else’s poor planning.

I knelt by the ash pit and dug through the gray with my fingers. Under the top layer, I found black bits that hadn’t turned fully to dust yet. Charcoal. It smeared my skin, making it look like I’d been working a forge.

An idea came with it.

Ash hides scent.

The pack’s trackers would read my trail like a book if I stayed clean. But if I stank of smoke and old burn, it might muddle the page.

I rubbed ash into my palms, my wrists, my neck. It tasted bitter when it got near my mouth, and it made me cough once, quiet into my sleeve.

“Lovely,” I muttered. “Smell like a chimney. That’s the queen they wanted, aye?”

The thought of Lady Isolde in her red dress brought heat to my face that the cold couldn’t take. Not envy. Something harder.

Isolde wanted me gone. Brannoc wanted the hall neat. The boys outside wanted sport. And Leofric—King Leofric—had watched it all like a man who’d put his own hand in the trap and called it duty.

He’d looked at my belly.

He knew.

That was the part I couldn’t shake. Not the rejection itself. Not the pack’s eyes. The fact that he knew and still let the elder’s staff hit stone and seal my doom.

A small sound left my throat, half laugh, half growl.

No tears came. The night had taken enough from me already.

Bread came out of Ena’s bundle. I ate slow, chewing each bite until it was paste. Hunger wasn’t the only reason. Eating was a way to tell my body it still mattered. That the bairn still mattered.

The hut settled around me, wood creaking as the cold tightened it. Wind slid through gaps like a thief. I shifted the blanket around my shoulders, then sat on the dirt with my back against the wall, knees drawn up.

A thought tried to creep in—what if I can’t do this?

I shoved it aside.

There were worse things than dying in the woods. One of them was going back.

Another was letting them decide my end.

I closed my eyes for a moment, not to sleep, just to rest my head. The ash smell clung to my nose. Smoke without fire. Like the world’s aftertaste.

A soft thump came from outside.

Not wind. Not wood settling.

Footsteps.

One set. Slow. Careful.

My eyes snapped open. My hand went to the chipped knife at my belt.

The door didn’t move. Whoever it was stood still, as if listening the same way I was.

A voice came through the crack, low and rough.

“Mara,” it said, like my name was a stone in his mouth. “Open up.”

That wasn’t one of the boys.

That was a man who knew my name.

And the way he spoke it made my skin go cold for a whole new reason.
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Ashes in My Mouth, Moon in My Bones
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Cold is honest. It tells you quick what you are and what you’re not.

The border stones were behind me, but the pack’s noise still clung to my ears like burrs in wool. Somewhere back there, they were still drinking. Still laughing. Still calling my name like it was a joke.
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