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The first time I saw him, he was not wearing a crown or a grin.

He was just a man in a dark coat, standing in the mud like the rest of us, watching the coal carts drag by. The wind had teeth that day. It cut through wool and pride the same way. Folks kept their heads down. They always did when strangers came to Black Hollow. Strangers meant trouble, and trouble meant blood, and blood meant the Council would meet by firelight and talk like they owned God.

I didn’t keep my head down.

I had a basket on my hip and flour on my hands. I was coming from Old Ma Hester’s with bread wrapped in cloth. My boots were split at the toes, and I could feel the wet seeping in. I was tired. I was hungry. I was thinking about my little room behind the bakery and the patch of candle I’d saved for night.

Then I felt it.

Not a sound. Not a smell. Not even a look.

A pull.

Like somebody had tied a string from my ribs to his ribs and gave it a hard tug.

My breath caught so sharp it hurt. My hands went numb. The basket tilted and a loaf thumped to the ground, rolling in the slop.

I stared at it like it had betrayed me. Then I stared at him.

He had eyes like storm water. Not pretty. Not warm. Just deep and cold and full of things that didn’t belong to poor streets. His hair was dark and cut clean. City-clean. His hands were bare, but they looked like they’d never known cold. His boots didn’t have mud on them yet. He was new to this place even if his face said he’d been born from it.

A few men nearby stiffened, noses lifting. Wolves knew before people did. You can dress a wolf in silk and it still carries its pack stink under the cloth. The air around him tasted like iron and smoke and money.

Money has a smell. Folks who don’t have it pretend it don’t.

He turned his head slow, like he’d heard my heart stutter. His gaze landed on me and held.

And the pull snapped tight.

It lit up inside me, bright as a match in the dark. I hated it right away. I hated that my body reacted before my mind could. I hated that my throat got thick. I hated that my hands started to shake.

He looked at me like I was something he hadn’t ordered but got served anyway.

Not with disgust.

Not with want.

With shock, quick and ugly.

His jaw flexed. Just once.

Then his eyes cut away like he’d been burned.

I bent down to pick up the bread. My fingers were clumsy. Flour smeared into the mud. I could hear my pulse in my ears. I could also hear the whispers starting, soft and fast, the way gossip moves through a pack like fleas.

“Who’s that?”

“That’s him.”

“No... can’t be.”

“It is. Kane Blackthorn.”

The name hit me harder than the bond did.

Kane Blackthorn.

Even I knew it. Everybody did. Even the drunks who slept behind the mill knew it. Blackthorn money built half the town. Blackthorn land sat under our feet. Blackthorn steel was in the bridge over the river. The old stories said the first Blackthorn Alpha tore out a rival’s throat with his teeth and then bought the man’s farm off his widow the next day. Folks laughed when they told it, but their eyes never laughed.

Kane Blackthorn was the one who left.

The one who didn’t come back for years.

The one who went to the city and grew into something too big for this hollow.

The one they called billionaire like it was a title.

My hands closed around the bread. I straightened. The basket felt heavier than it had before.

I should have turned and walked away.

I didn’t.

I lifted my chin and looked at him again. Stupid pride. Stubborn bone-deep foolishness. Maybe it was the bond, pushing me toward him like a tide. Maybe it was just me being tired of stepping aside for everyone with sharper teeth.

He was already walking off, boots careful, shoulders squared, like he had decided not to see me.

But I saw him.

I saw the way his fingers twitched at his side, like he wanted to grab hold of something and couldn’t.

I saw the way his throat worked when he swallowed.

I saw the way his scent flared, sharp with anger, not at me but at the fact of me.

It scared me more than if he’d smiled.

That night, I couldn’t sleep.

Not because I was dreaming of him. I wasn’t.

I was wide awake, staring at the cracked ceiling, listening to my own breath. Every time I closed my eyes, I felt that pull again. It was still there, even through walls and distance, like a hook.

I pressed my palm to my sternum and tried to push it away.

It didn’t move.

Old Ma Hester always said a mate bond was a blessing. Said it was the Moon’s way of giving you someone who’d never leave you.

I’d watched Ma Hester bury three husbands.

Blessing, my ass.

In the days after, the town changed around me.

People looked at me longer. Too long. Not the way they looked at pretty girls or strong boys. Like I was a problem on their doorstep.

Wolves from the Alpha’s house started showing up near the bakery. They didn’t buy anything. They just stood there, hands tucked in their coats, eyes on me, waiting for me to do something wrong.

I tried to act like I didn’t notice.

My boss, Tomlin, stopped letting me close alone.

“Don’t go near the ridge,” he said, voice tight as wire. “Don’t go past the creek. Keep to the lit roads. Hear me?”

“Why?” I asked, though I knew.

He didn’t answer. He just looked at my throat, like he expected to see teeth marks. Like he expected to see a claim.

A claim.

That word made my stomach turn.

Because I felt it, too.

Not teeth on skin. Not hands on hips.

Something deeper.

Like my blood knew his name.

The bond wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t soft. It didn’t sing.

It ached.

It made my ribs sore when the day got quiet.

Once, I was kneading dough and I suddenly doubled over, gasping, because the pull yanked so hard it felt like my insides shifted.

Tomlin thought I’d cut myself. He grabbed my hands, looked for blood.

There wasn’t any.

Just pain.

I couldn’t tell him the truth. I couldn’t say, “I think Kane Blackthorn is somewhere across town, and my body is acting like it wants to crawl to him.”

So I lied.

“Bad bread,” I muttered. “Must’ve been off.”

Tomlin didn’t believe me. He didn’t push, either. Folks in Black Hollow learn early when to stop asking.

Then the summons came.

It was a folded paper delivered by a boy with a runny nose and a pack badge on his coat. He didn’t meet my eyes. He handed it over like it was hot.

I wiped my hands on my apron before I touched it. Like flour could protect me.

The seal was black wax stamped with a thorn branch.

Blackthorn.

My fingers shook as I broke it.

The words were short.

Come to the Hall at sundown.

I read it twice.

No name. No please. No reason.

Just a command.

My chest tightened. The bond pulsed, like it had been waiting for this.

I told Tomlin I had to go.

He didn’t argue. He just nodded once, face pale.

“Wear your coat,” he said.

“I always do.”

He opened his mouth like he wanted to say more. Like he wanted to tell me to run.

But he didn’t.

Sundown in Black Hollow is not gentle. The light dies fast behind the ridge, and the cold rushes in like a beast.

I walked to the Hall with my hands stuffed in my pockets and my shoulders hunched. The streets were quiet. Too quiet. Doors were shut. Windows were dark. Even the dogs were inside.

They all knew.

Of course they did. Packs don’t keep secrets. They pass them mouth to ear, howl to howl.

By the time I reached the Hall, the yard was full.

Men and women stood in a half circle around the steps. Some had lanterns. Some had their arms crossed, faces hard. Some looked away when I got close, like they couldn’t bear to watch.

I climbed the steps anyway.

The doors opened before I touched them.

Warmth spilled out, smelling of wood smoke and old whiskey.

And there he was.

Kane Blackthorn stood at the front like the Hall belonged to him. Because it did.

He wasn’t alone. The Council sat behind him in their high chairs, six old wolves with silver hair and sharp eyes. Pack law carved into their bones. Their faces were lined with seasons and sin.

Kane didn’t sit.

He stood.

He wore a clean shirt and dark trousers, nothing fancy, but everything about him screamed power. He carried it like a weapon. Like he could swing it and break you in half.

His gaze hit me.

And the bond roared.

I stopped walking.

For a breath, the room tilted. The noise of the crowd fell away. All I could hear was my own heart and the low hum under my skin that said, Mine. Mine. Mine.

I hated it.

I hated that my body would betray me like this.

Kane’s face didn’t soften. If anything, it got harder.

Like he was bracing himself.

I took the last steps. My boots thudded on the boards. Every sound felt too loud.

I stood where they wanted me, in front of him, under the eyes of everyone I’d known my whole life.

Kane didn’t speak right away.

He looked me over, slow. Not like a man looking at a woman. Like a man judging a horse. Seeing if it had a limp.

His gaze paused at my wrists. My hands were red from work. My nails were short. I smelled like bread and cheap soap.

I lifted my chin.

“You called for me,” I said. My voice came out steadier than I felt.

A murmur ran through the crowd. Some folks didn’t like that tone. A girl like me wasn’t meant to talk like that to an Alpha, much less him.

Kane’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. A crack.

“I did,” he said.

His voice was low. Rough. It scraped.

It sent a shiver down my spine that made me want to curse myself.

The Council head, Elder Rusk, leaned forward. “State your name,” he barked.

I looked at him. “Mara Gray.”

The name sounded small in that big room.

“Kane Blackthorn,” Rusk said, nodding once toward him, “claims you are his fated mate.”

A gasp, sharp and hungry, rose from the crowd.

My stomach dropped.

Kane’s eyes stayed on mine, unblinking.

He didn’t look pleased to say it. He looked... trapped.

I swallowed. “I didn’t ask for that.”

Rusk’s eyes narrowed. “None of us ask. The Moon gives.”

Kane’s jaw clenched.

Rusk turned to him. “Do you accept the bond?”

The room held its breath.

So did I.

Because even though I hated the pull, even though fear sat heavy in my belly, a part of me—some soft, stupid part—still wanted him to say yes.

Not for crowns or money.

For the one simple thing I had never had.

To be chosen.

Kane stared at me like he could see all that wanting on my face. Like it disgusted him.

His voice came out flat. “No.”

One word.

That’s all it took.

It hit the room like a slap.

It hit me like a fist.

The bond inside me jolted, panicked, like it didn’t understand. Like it tried to grab hold harder.

Pain bloomed behind my ribs. Hot. Bright. I bit down on the inside of my cheek to keep from making a sound.

Rusk’s brows shot up. “Explain yourself, Alpha.”

Kane didn’t look away. He didn’t flinch.

“She’s not fit,” he said.

Whispers erupted. Angry. Shocked. Curious.

Not fit.

Like I was spoiled meat.

My eyes burned. I forced my voice out. “Not fit for what?”

“For my house,” he said. “For my name.”

I laughed once, sharp and ugly, because if I didn’t laugh I might break.

“I don’t want your house,” I snapped. “I don’t want your name.”

His nostrils flared. “You will, if you’re bound to me.”

Rusk slammed his cane on the floor. “Enough. Kane Blackthorn, pack law demands—”

“Pack law can choke,” Kane cut in.

The room went dead silent.

Even the old wolves blinked at that.

Kane didn’t care. He stepped closer to me. Close enough that I could smell him clear now. Smoke. Pine. Steel. And under it, something raw and wild that made my skin prickle.

He lowered his voice. “You don’t know what you’re standing in.”

I stared up at him. He was taller by a head. Bigger in the shoulders. Built like a man who didn’t have to fight anymore because his name did it for him.

“You called me here,” I said. “So tell me. What is it you want?”

His eyes flicked to my mouth. Then back to my eyes.

Hate. Want. Fear. All mixed.

“I want this gone,” he said.

Gone.

Like the bond was a stain.

My throat tightened. “You can’t cut it out.”

His gaze hardened. “I can do what I damn well please.”

The crowd shifted. A few wolves growled low. Not at him—never at him—but at me, as if my presence was the threat.

Elder Rusk stood, slow, creaking. “There are ways,” he said. “Old ways. Painful ways. But it can be severed.”

Severed.

The word made my stomach roll.

Kane’s eyes stayed on mine. “Then do it.”

Something inside me cracked.

I didn’t cry. Not yet. My body went cold instead.

Rusk studied me, like I was a tool they were deciding how to use. “The girl must agree.”

Kane’s mouth tightened. “She will.”

I found my voice again, thin but there. “I don’t belong to you.”

His eyes flashed. “You do, by Moon law.”

“And you just said no.”

“I can refuse a mate,” he said, voice low, “and still not let her run around wearing my bond.”

I flinched at the word wearing, like it was jewelry I’d stolen.

Rusk leaned in. “Mara Gray. Do you accept severance?”

All those eyes on me.

All those mouths hungry for my shame.

All those years of being small and quiet and careful.

I looked at Kane. Really looked.

His face was set. His hands were curled into fists at his sides. His throat worked, like he was swallowing something bitter.

He wasn’t calm.

He wasn’t sure.

But he was choosing this anyway.

Not because he had to.

Because he wanted to.

My chest hurt. The bond throbbed, begging. Like a dog whining at a closed door.

I opened my mouth.

And then I didn’t say the word they expected.

“No,” I whispered.

A stir. A few shocked sounds.

Kane’s eyes widened, just a hair.

I lifted my chin higher. “If you want it cut, do it yourself. You called me here. You look at me like I’m dirt, so don’t you stand there and ask me for permission.”

My voice shook on the last part. I hated that.

Kane’s stare went hot. “You think this is pride? You think you’re making a point?”

“I think you’re scared,” I said, and the truth tasted like blood.

The crowd hissed.

Kane stepped in so close our coats brushed. His voice was barely a sound. “Watch your mouth.”

“Make me,” I said.

For a second, the room held still.

The bond surged like it wanted to slam us together.

Kane’s eyes flicked down again, to my throat.

His hand lifted.

My whole body tensed, waiting for teeth, for claim, for heat.

Instead, he gripped my jaw. Hard. Not gentle. Not kind.

The touch was real. Solid. It made my knees weak even as anger rose.

“You don’t know what you’re asking for,” he growled.

“I’m not asking,” I said, forcing the words past his fingers. “I’m standing.”

His grip loosened. His eyes looked almost... pained.

Then he dropped his hand like I burned him.

He turned to the Council.

“I won’t be bound,” he said. “Not to her.”

Rusk’s face was stone. “Then by law, she cannot stay.”

The words slammed into me.

Stay.

I blinked. “What?”

Rusk’s voice didn’t soften. “A rejected mate is a risk. A wound. It rots the pack if left close.”

My fingers went numb.

Kane didn’t argue.

He didn’t protest.

He didn’t say, No, she can still work, she can still live, she’s still one of us.

He just stood there, letting the law do his dirty work.

Rusk lifted his cane. “Mara Gray. You are banished from Black Hollow pack lands. Tonight.”

A sound left my throat that wasn’t a sob and wasn’t a laugh. It was something broken trying to stay whole.

I looked at Kane again.

I needed to see something. Anything.

Regret. Mercy. A lie.

His face was blank.

But his eyes... his eyes were a storm with no rain. Like he had locked something up tight behind them.

I whispered, “You’re doing this.”

His jaw jumped. “It’s done.”

That was all.

Like my whole life could be packed up into two words.

It’s done.

The crowd parted when I turned. Not out of kindness. Out of fear of being touched by my ruin.

I walked out of the Hall on legs that didn’t feel like mine.

Cold air slapped my face. The sky was dark now, moon rising thin and pale. The yard was lit by lanterns. Shadows moved like ghosts.

Two guards followed. Not close, but enough to make sure I didn’t run back inside and throw myself at his feet.

I didn’t.

I went to my room behind the bakery. Tomlin was waiting outside like he’d been holding his breath for hours.

When he saw my face, he flinched.

“Oh, Mara,” he said.

I pushed past him, grabbed my small bag from under the bed. I didn’t have much. A spare shirt. A worn book. A piece of ribbon my mother had left me before she died.

Tomlin hovered in the doorway. “Where will you go?”

I didn’t know. I couldn’t say that. So I shrugged like it didn’t matter.

He stepped forward, pressed a few coins into my palm. “Take these. Please.”

My throat burned. “You’ll get in trouble.”

He shook his head. “I’ll live. You might not.”

I closed my fingers around the coins. They felt heavy with shame and love.

“Thank you,” I managed.

Tomlin’s eyes were wet. “He’s a devil,” he whispered. “Money don’t make him less of one.”

I couldn’t answer. My voice was gone.

I slung the bag over my shoulder and walked out into the night.

The guards walked me to the pack gate at the edge of town. It was an old iron thing, taller than two men, set between stone posts carved with thorn branches and wolf heads. Beyond it lay the woods. Beyond the woods, the world.

At the gate stood Kane.

Of course he did.

He didn’t have to. He could’ve stayed warm inside his big house, drinking whiskey, pretending he didn’t feel the pull.

But there he was, hands in his coat pockets, face lit by lantern glow, eyes fixed on the road like he was waiting for a train.

I stopped a few paces away.

The guards kept back. Even they didn’t want to stand between a rejected mate and an Alpha.

Kane didn’t look at them. He looked at me.

The bond flared again, desperate, like it sensed the end coming. Like it knew I was about to step beyond something that couldn’t be undone.

My chest hurt so bad I thought I might throw up.

Kane’s voice was rough. “You got what you wanted.”

I barked a laugh, bitter. “I wanted to be thrown out like trash?”

“You wanted to defy me,” he said.

“I wanted you not to be a coward,” I snapped.

His eyes darkened. “Careful.”

“No,” I said, shaking now. “I’ve been careful my whole life. Careful not to speak. Careful not to look. Careful not to take up space. And it still brought me here.”

Kane’s throat bobbed. He took one slow step closer.

The bond surged so hard my knees almost buckled.

He stopped just out of reach.

“I didn’t choose this,” he said, quieter.

I swallowed hard. “Neither did I.”

For a second, his face shifted. Something raw flashed through. Like grief. Like want. Like the part of him that was only wolf.

Then it was gone.

He lifted his chin toward the gate. “Go.”

The word gutted me more than the banishment did.

I stared at him. My eyes burned. I refused to let tears fall in front of him. Not because crying is weak. Because he didn’t get to have that part of me, too.

I forced the words out. “If I leave, don’t you call me back.”

A muscle jumped in his cheek.

“You hear me?” I pushed. “Don’t send letters. Don’t send men. Don’t come looking when you decide you miss what you broke.”

His hands curled in his pockets. His shoulders went tight.

He didn’t answer.

That was his answer.

I nodded once, like I understood something final.

Then I did the hardest thing I’d ever done.

I turned my back on him.

I walked to the gate.

My fingers wrapped around the cold iron. For a breath, I just stood there, forehead pressed to it, breathing in metal and winter.

Behind me, Kane’s scent was still there. Smoke and pine and steel.

In front of me was nothing I knew.

I pushed the gate open.

It groaned like it was alive.

I stepped through.

And the bond screamed.

I gasped, sharp. My hand flew to my chest. Pain ripped through me like claws, tearing at the place where the pull lived. The air left my lungs. My vision went white at the edges.

I heard someone curse behind me. One of the guards, maybe.

I heard Kane inhale, fast, like he’d been punched.

I forced myself to keep walking.

One step.

Then another.

Each step felt like dragging myself through deep water. The pain didn’t stop. It didn’t fade. It followed, tugging, snapping, begging me to turn back.

I kept going.

When I reached the line where the pack land ended—the old boundary stones half-buried in snow—I stopped.

I didn’t mean to. My body just gave out.

I bent over, hands on my knees, breathing hard.

That was when my stomach turned again, not from pain this time but from something else.

Something new.

Something I’d been ignoring for days. Weeks.

The way my appetite had changed. The way smells made me sick. The way my body felt different under my own skin.

The way my wolf, quiet as she usually was, had been restless at night, curling around a secret.

I pressed a hand to my belly.

It was flat. Nothing to see.

But I knew.

I knew with a cold certainty that made my eyes finally spill over.

I was carrying him.

Not in my heart.

In my blood.

In my bones.

A pup.

Our pup.

I swallowed a sob so hard it hurt. Tears ran anyway, hot on my cold face.

I straightened slow, turned my head just enough to look back.

Kane stood by the gate like he was carved from stone. The lantern light caught his face. His eyes were on me like hooks.

For a moment, I thought he might come after me.

For a moment, I wished he would.

Not to save me.

Just to prove he had a soul left.

But he didn’t move.

He didn’t call my name.

He didn’t cross the gate.

He just watched.

I stood there, shaking, with my hand on my belly and my heart cracking open wider than it ever had.

Then I did something I never thought I’d do.

I lifted my chin and mouthed the words he didn’t deserve to hear out loud.

Goodbye.

He blinked once.

That was all.

I turned away before I could change my mind.

Before my feet could betray me.

Before the bond could drag me back like a chain.

I walked into the woods with nothing but a small bag, a few coins, and a new life inside me that would never know his father’s arms.

The moon was thin above the trees, pale and sharp, like it didn’t care who it blessed and who it ruined.

The wind howled through the branches.

It sounded like laughter.

Or maybe it sounded like a pack calling to a wolf who had no pack anymore.

I wiped my face with my sleeve and kept walking, even when my chest hurt, even when my legs trembled, even when my throat ached from holding in sounds that wanted to tear free.

Because if I stopped, I might turn back.

And if I turned back, I would die right there at that gate, and nobody would ever know why.

So I walked.

I walked until the lantern glow was gone.

I walked until his scent faded.

I walked until the pull in my ribs dulled to a deep, sick ache instead of a scream.

And when I finally sank down in the snow beneath a black pine, alone and shaking, I pressed both hands over my belly and whispered the only promise I had left.

“I’ll come back,” I told the dark.

Not to beg.

Not to be claimed.

Not to be spared.

I didn’t know how. I didn’t know when.

But the words came out true anyway, tasted like iron and tears.

“I’ll come back,” I said again, softer. “Not for him. For me. For what he threw away.”

The woods didn’t answer.

The moon didn’t answer.

But somewhere far behind me, past stone and iron and pack law, my heart still knew his name.

And that was the cruelest part of all.
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Forsaken at the Gate

The woods don’t care who you used to be.

Snow covered my skirts and packed into my sleeves where the seams had gone thin. The pine above me creaked like an old man shifting his weight. My hands were still pressed over my belly, not because there was something to hold yet, but because there was something to protect.

A life.

His.

Mine.

That thought tried to break me all over again, so I shut it down hard. No more falling apart in the dirt. No more begging the dark for mercy. I had already given the pack my pride and my name and my home. They could have the rest of my tears, too, for all I cared.

Cold gnawed at my bones. If I stayed under that tree, I’d turn stiff before morning and the wolves would find me by scent and call it a tidy ending.

“Get up,” I told myself, voice low and mean. “Move.”

Legs complained when I stood. The bruise along my jawline throbbed where his hand had clamped down in the Hall. It wasn’t a mark anyone could see in this light, but I felt it each time my teeth clicked from the chill. A reminder that he had touched me once and still treated me like rot.

Behind me, far off, Black Hollow sat tucked into its ridge like it had always been there and always would be. Somewhere inside it, Kane Blackthorn was warm. His bed would be clean. His hands would be dry. He’d tell himself he did what he had to.

Pack law.

House name.

Not fit.

I couldn’t afford to keep thinking about him, but the Moon-knot under my ribs didn’t care what I could afford. It stayed awake. It stayed sore. It stayed angry, like an old wound you poke by accident and then can’t stop touching.

A wind slid through the trees and carried the faintest trace of smoke from town. My throat tightened. Not from longing. From plain hunger and the memory of bread I didn’t get to finish.

No road showed itself in the dark. Just trunks and shadow and the wrong kind of silence. The guards hadn’t followed past the boundary stones. That didn’t mean the woods were empty. Lone wolves lived out here. So did men who liked to set traps.

My boots sank with each step. The bag on my shoulder thumped against my back. Coins clinked. Tomlin’s kindness was a weight that made me want to turn around and fling it back at the world.

A branch snapped somewhere to my left.

I froze.

No soft footfalls after. No cough. No muttered curse. Could’ve been a deer. Could’ve been something worse.

My wolf, quiet most of the time, stirred like she’d been kicked. Not fear. Not panic. A low warning, the kind that says, Don’t be stupid.

“I know,” I whispered.

Moving again hurt, but stopping hurt more. The snow wasn’t fresh powder now. It had crusted, hard on top and slushy beneath. Each step punched through and stole heat from my ankles. The sky above the trees had a thin wash of moonlight. Not enough to guide, just enough to show how alone I was.

A shape rose ahead—straight lines instead of branches. A roof edge. A lean-to half swallowed by snow.

I didn’t trust it. Trust was for people with choices.

Still, shelter is shelter.

The place had once been a trapper’s shack. The door hung crooked. One hinge was gone. I shoved it open with my shoulder and stepped inside.

It stank of old animal fat and damp wood. Better than freezing.

No one jumped at me. No eyes flashed in the corners. Just a heap of rotted cloth in one side and a cracked stove at the back. A few broken bottles lay under a thin layer of frost, their necks glittering.

My hands shook as I set the bag down. Not sobbing. Not panic. Body shaking from cold and the hard shove of reality.

“Fine,” I muttered, like the shack had asked my opinion.

The stove looked dead, but dead things sometimes come back if you work at them. There were scraps of kindling in a box, and an old tin with a bit of char inside. I tore a strip from the hem of my extra shirt and used it as tinder. My fingers didn’t want to bend. I had to force them.

Flint and steel weren’t in my bag. I wasn’t a hunter’s daughter. But I had a matchbook Tomlin kept behind the counter for the oven, shoved in my pocket without thinking earlier. Three matches left.

The first one snapped in half when I struck it.

I stared at the pieces. Felt anger rise hot and stupid. Then I breathed once and struck the second, careful this time.

A small flame bloomed.

It felt like the whole world had turned kind for a second. Just a second.

I fed it slow. The stove caught with a soft whoof and then a sullen glow. Heat didn’t fill the shack, but it gave me something to lean toward. I held my hands near it until the ache started to ease.

When feeling came back, it came with pain. Pins and sting in the fingertips. I clenched my teeth and rode it out.

Hunger hit next. Not just an empty belly. A hollowing. Like my body was angry at me for wasting energy. Like it knew there was more than one of us to keep alive now.

The bread in my bag was stiff, crust cold as stone, but it was food. I tore off a piece and chewed. My jaw protested. The bruise complained. I chewed anyway.

No one was going to bring me soup.

No pack auntie was going to tuck a blanket around my shoulders.

Chewing made me sick. Not throwing up, but close. A sour roll low in my stomach. I swallowed hard and forced another bite down.

Pregnant.

The word sat heavy.

I hadn’t said it out loud. Saying it would make it too real. It already was real, but there are different kinds of real. The kind you know in your blood, and the kind you speak and can’t take back.

The fire crackled. My eyes stung from smoke. The shack’s roof dripped slow with melt, drop by drop. Each sound felt too loud because I wasn’t used to being alone in a way that meant no one would come if I screamed.

Something brushed my thoughts—warmth, distance, and a familiar edge of iron. Not a voice. Not words. Just the sense of him somewhere out there, alive, wrapped in his own choices.

It made my teeth grind.

“Don’t you dare,” I whispered to the empty shack, like he could hear. “Don’t you dare start missing what you tossed away.”

The Moon-knot tugged once, stubborn as a mule. Not toward love. Toward him. Toward whatever stupid thing fate thought it was doing.

I pressed my palm to my belly again, slower this time, softer.

“This is mine,” I told the life inside me. “Mine to keep alive. Mine to protect. You don’t owe him a thing.”

The fire was dying down, and I needed sleep if I wanted to walk at first light. I dragged the rotted cloth heap closer to the stove. It smelled like mold and old sweat, but it was something between me and the floor. I curled up with my coat pulled tight and my bag tucked under my arm.

Sleep came in scraps. Not dreams. Just dark, broken by the sound of wind and the snap of a branch outside. Each time my eyes opened, I listened for footfalls.

Nothing came.

Morning arrived gray and thin.

The fire had gone out. Cold had crept back into the shack, patient and sure. My body felt heavy. A new soreness sat in my hips and lower back, the kind that says you slept wrong and you’re going to pay for it all day.

Still alive, though.

That counted.

I ate another piece of bread, smaller this time. Chewed slow. Made myself swallow it even when my stomach turned its nose up. Then I stepped out into the light and shut the broken door behind me out of habit, like it mattered.

Tracks crossed the snow near the shack. Deer. Rabbit. One set that looked like a wolf’s, but the snow had softened and blurred the edges.

My wolf watched that print in silence.

So did I.

Then my feet turned toward the river. I’d followed it as a child when I wanted to be somewhere else for an hour. The water ran south, toward the road and the next town over—Redwater. Folks said Redwater had an inn with a real stove and a doctor who didn’t ask too many questions if you paid.
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