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They told me a king should die with his chin up.

My father died with his face in the mud.

That’s the first truth I ever learned about crowns: they don’t keep the dirt off you. They don’t stop the cold. They don’t make your own blood love you.

I was twelve when the horn blew from the watchtower and the whole keep went quiet. Not the good quiet. Not the kind that means sleep is coming. The bad kind. The kind you get when wolves stop breathing at the same time.

I was in the lower yard, splitting kindling with a blunt axe that was too heavy for my arms. The yard stank of wet straw and old piss and forge smoke. The men on the wall stared out into the pines like they’d seen a ghost with teeth.

Then the horn came again—one long note, cracked at the end.

A death call.

I knew it in my bones before anyone spoke it. My body went hot, then cold, like I’d stepped into a river in winter. The axe handle slipped in my hands.

A lad ran past me, barefoot, face pale as ash. He didn’t look at me. None of them did. They never did, not proper. I was the bastard whelp. The king’s mistake. The thing they spat near but never named to my face.

I followed the lad anyway.

I didn’t think. I just moved.

The great hall doors were open wide, and the smell hit me first. Blood. Not fresh-spilled, sharp blood. This was old blood, thick and sweet, the kind that clings to stone. Mixed with it was smoke and pine and the sour stink of fear.

Men stood in a half-circle like fence posts. Their heads were bowed, but their eyes were up. Watching. Always watching.

I pushed between them, and that’s when I saw him.

My father—Alpha King Draven of Wolfsblood Keep—lay on the floor near the hearth. His cloak had been pulled off him like it was nothing. His arms were bare. His hands were still huge, even in death, but they looked wrong without motion. His fingers were curled like he’d tried to grab the world and the world had yanked away.

His throat was torn. Not butchered, not hacked. Torn. A clean savage tear. A wolf’s work.

His crown sat a few feet from his head, on its side, ugly in the firelight. It wasn’t gold, not like stories. It was iron and bone, blackened by age, set with a dull stone that caught the light like an eye that never blinked. I’d seen it on his brow a hundred times, and it always felt too heavy for any neck. Seeing it on the floor made my stomach twist.

A king should die with his chin up.

My father died with his face in the mud.

I heard a sound, low and rough, and I realized it came from me. Not a word. Not a sob. Just a broken animal noise.

“Hold.” A voice like gravel.

That was Rourke.

He was my father’s war-hand. His right man. Big as a cart horse, scar across his lip, eyes like cold river stones. He stepped in front of me with one arm out, barring my way like I was a dog trying to get to a bone.

I shoved at him. He didn’t move.

“That’s my—” The word stuck. The hall was full of men who’d never let me say it. Father. King. Mine.

Rourke’s gaze flicked down to me. Not gentle. Not cruel either. Just flat.

“Not now, boy.”

Boy.

Always boy.

A few of the older wolves shifted behind him. I smelled them—sweat, leather, iron. And under it, their wolf-scent stirred, uneasy and hungry. They weren’t mourning. Not truly. They were measuring.

Who will lead? Who will eat first? Who will bite?

That’s what packs do when the old alpha falls. They mourn for a breath, then they circle the body like it’s meat.

My mother wasn’t in the hall.

That hit me harder than the sight of my father’s dead eyes. If she’d been there, she’d have thrown herself across him. She’d have howled the roof down. She’d have clawed at any man who looked at his crown with want in his belly.

She wasn’t there.

I turned and pushed back through the men. No one stopped me. That was its own kind of message.

I ran.

Down the hall. Past the carved pillars with wolves and moons and kings long dead. Past the banners that stank of smoke and old pride. Out into the cold passage where the torchlight shook like it was scared too.

My feet slapped stone. My breath burned. My heart felt too big for my chest.

I went to her chambers.

The door was shut.

It was never shut.

I hit it with my shoulder. Once. Twice. The third time it gave, and I spilled inside.

The room was dim. A single candle burned on the table, its flame small and stubborn. My mother sat on the edge of the bed, fully dressed, hair braided tight down her back like she’d been ready to run. Her hands were folded in her lap. Too calm. Too still.

She looked up at me and I saw it in her face.

She already knew.

For a moment I couldn’t speak. My throat felt packed with ash.

“He’s dead,” I managed, because sometimes you have to say the thing to make it real, even when it kills you.

Her eyes didn’t change. She just nodded once.

“Aye,” she said. “He’s gone.”

I waited for her to break. For her to scream. For her to crumple.

She didn’t.

That scared me more than any howl.

I stepped closer. “Who did it?”

A flicker then—anger, sharp as a blade, gone as fast as it came.

“Someone who wanted the crown,” she said.

“That’s half the keep.”

“It only takes one.”

I thought of the torn throat. A wolf’s work. A pack’s work.

My nails dug into my palms. “Where were you?”

Her jaw tightened. “Hiding what matters.”

“What matters?” I spat, because I was twelve and full of grief and I didn’t know how to hold it without throwing it.

She stood so fast the bed creaked. Her hands gripped my shoulders—hard, not gentle. Her eyes were bright, but she would not let the tears fall. My mother cried in private. She bled in private. In front of wolves, she stood tall.

“Listen to me, Maximus,” she said. She never used my name unless it was serious.

My stomach sank. “Don’t—”

“Listen.”

I shut my mouth.

Her breath shook once, just once. Then she steadied.

“They’ll come for you,” she said. “Tonight.”

I stared at her like she’d spoken nonsense. “Why?”

Her mouth twisted. Not in a smile. In pain.

“Because you’ve got his blood,” she said. “And because you’re not theirs.”

I hated the way she said it—plain, true. Like a stone dropped in water.

“I’m his son.”

“You’re his son,” she agreed. “Not their chosen pup. Not their sweet little lordling raised in feather beds. You’re the reminder of what your father did outside the law of the pack. You’re the shame they’ve swallowed for years.”

I felt my face heat. “He loved you.”

“I know.”

Her voice cracked on that, and I saw a flash of the woman she was when no one watched—tired, hurt, human.

Then it was gone again.

She crossed the room to the chest by the wall and pulled it open. Inside were things she never showed anyone. A dagger with a bone hilt. A strip of leather with charms tied to it—teeth, bits of iron, dried herbs. A small pouch that smelled like smoke and salt.

She took the dagger and held it out to me.

I didn’t take it at first.

“I’m not—”

“Take it,” she snapped.

I took it.

It was heavier than it looked. The bone was warm, like it had held life once and still remembered.

She took my face in her hands then, gentler. Her thumbs brushed under my eyes.

“You’re going to leave,” she said.

My chest seized. “No.”

“You will.”

“I won’t.”

Her eyes went hard. “You will, or you will die in this keep, and I will not bury you here.”

That word—bury—made my vision blur.

“I can fight,” I said, stupidly. I was a whelp with an axe-blistered hand and a skinny body.

She leaned in close, forehead to mine. I smelled her—pine soap, iron, and beneath it the wolf-scent that was hers alone, steady and strong.

“You can fight,” she said softly, “but not tonight. Not here. Not like this.”

I swallowed. It hurt.

“What about you?”

A pause. Too long.

Her fingers tightened in my hair. “I’m staying.”

“No.”

“I have to.”

“Come with me.”

She shook her head once. The braid down her back swung like a rope.

“If I go,” she said, “they’ll hunt us both. If I stay, they’ll look at me first. They’ll argue. They’ll posture. They’ll forget you for a breath.”

“And then they’ll remember.”

Her mouth tightened. “Aye. But by then you’ll be gone.”

I backed away from her hands, panic rising, big and ugly.

“I don’t want to go.”

“I don’t care what you want,” she snapped, and it was the first time she’d ever spoken to me like that. Then her voice dropped again, low and broken. “I care what keeps you breathing.”

A knock hit the door—hard.

We both froze.

Another knock.

“Lady Mara,” came Rourke’s voice, muffled by wood. “Open.”

My mother’s face didn’t move, but I saw the wolf behind her eyes lift its head.

She grabbed my arm and yanked me toward the narrow back door that led into the servants’ passages.

“Go,” she hissed.

I dug my heels in. “No.”

Her hand slapped the side of my head, not hard enough to hurt, hard enough to shock.

“Move, Maximus.”

That was the last time my mother ever struck me.

I moved.

She shoved the door open, and the cold draft from the passage wrapped around us like a wet cloth. She pushed me through, then pressed something into my palm—small, hard.

A ring.

Iron band. A tiny wolf head carved into it, worn smooth.

“My father’s,” she whispered. “Your grandsire. Keep it. Don’t lose it. Don’t let them take it.”

My throat tightened. “I’ll come back.”

Her eyes flashed. “Aye,” she said, but it sounded like a lie she told herself so she could breathe.

Rourke’s voice rose again. “Lady Mara. Now.”

My mother shoved me farther down the passage.

“Go,” she said. “And if you live, don’t live small. Don’t live hiding in holes like a rat. You’ve got king-blood, whether they like it or not. Make it mean something.”

I wanted to say a hundred things. I wanted to tell her I loved her. I wanted to promise I’d kill whoever did it. I wanted to swear I’d drag the crown back with my teeth.

But the door to her chamber slammed open behind us.

Boots.

Men.

My mother’s hand left my arm.

That empty feeling—her letting go—was worse than the cold.

I ran.

The servants’ passage was low and narrow. My shoulders brushed stone. My breath came fast and loud. Somewhere behind me, voices rose. The sound of my mother’s voice—sharp, commanding—cut through them. Then another voice, laughing. A sneer, mean with power.

I didn’t look back.

Not because I didn’t want to.

Because I couldn’t.

I knew if I looked back, I’d go back. And if I went back, I’d die.

The passage opened into the old storage tunnels under the keep. My mother had shown them to me once, years ago, when I’d been small and she’d needed a place to hide me from cruel hands and cruel words. “This keep was built on bones,” she’d said then. “Not just the beasts. Men too. Kings too. Remember that. Stone remembers.”

Now the tunnels smelled like damp earth and mold. I heard rats skitter. I felt the weight of the keep above me like a mountain.

I followed the path she’d taught me—left at the broken pillar, right at the rusted grate, duck under the low beam where the old marks were carved. My hand brushed the carvings as I passed. Wolves. Moons. Crowns. Names I couldn’t read.

I reached the outer door—a slab of wood hidden behind a stack of barrels. It had been sealed with iron, but my mother had shown me the trick. A loose pin. A latch you had to lift, not pull.

My hands shook as I worked it.

Outside, night waited.

The air hit me like a slap. Cold. Wet. Pine-heavy. The sky was a dark bruise, the moon half-shown behind cloud, like it was ashamed to look down.

I stepped out into the woods behind Wolfsblood Keep.

For a moment, I just stood there. Listening.

The keep loomed behind me, dark and huge, windows lit like watchful eyes. Somewhere up there, my father’s body lay cooling on stone. Somewhere up there, my mother faced wolves who didn’t love her.

A sound drifted on the wind.

Not a howl.

A scream.

One voice. A woman’s voice. Cut short.

My stomach rolled. My vision tunneled.

I took one step back without meaning to.

Then another.

My mother’s words hit me like a fist.

If you live, don’t live small.

I turned away from the keep and forced my legs to move.

The forest swallowed me fast. The pines were tall and close, their branches knitting the dark. My feet sank into wet needles. The ground was slick with frost.

I didn’t have a cloak. I didn’t have food. I had a dagger, a ring, and a chest full of pain that felt like it might tear me open.

I walked until my legs ached and my lungs burned.

I didn’t know where I was going. I just knew I couldn’t stop.

Because if I stopped, I’d hear the keep again. I’d hear my mother again. I’d hear my father’s death in the silence.

The wind shifted.

A scent reached me.

Human smoke.

Not the keep’s smoke. Different. Wood smoke and bread and sheep. A village.

Barrowgate lay at the edge of the fells, a cluster of huts and a small stone chapel where the priests mumbled prayers they didn’t understand. I’d been there once with my father, riding behind him, my hands gripping his belt so I didn’t fall. The villagers had bowed too low and too fast. They’d offered meat and ale with shaking hands.

I wasn’t welcome there now. Not as myself.

But it was shelter.

I kept to the trees until I saw the first lanterns. Little yellow dots in the dark. The sound of a dog barking. A baby crying. A man coughing.

Life.

It made my throat hurt.

I crept closer, staying low, moving like my mother had taught me—quiet feet, quiet breath. I reached the edge of a small clearing where the last huts stood. Behind one of them was a woodpile stacked high and neat. I slid behind it and pressed my back to the cold logs.

My hands were numb. My jaw clenched so tight it ached.

I tried to breathe.

That’s when I heard the whisper.

“Who’s there?”

I froze so hard it felt like my bones locked.

A girl stepped out from behind the hut. She held a broom like a spear. Her hair was dark, tied back with a strip of cloth. Her face was smudged with soot. She looked about my age, maybe a year older. Her eyes were wide, but not soft. Sharp. Like she’d learned early that the world bites.

She stared straight at the woodpile.

At me.

I didn’t move.

“Show yourself,” she said. Her voice shook, but she didn’t back up. “Or I’m calling my da.”

I swallowed. My throat made a small sound.

Her grip tightened on the broom. “I mean it.”

Slowly, I stepped out.

Her eyes flicked over me—bare hands, thin shirt, dirty face. She saw the dagger in my fist and flinched, but she didn’t run.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

I opened my mouth to say the truth.

I’m Maximus. King’s blood. Wolfsblood Keep.

But the truth was a blade, and blades cut both ways.

So I lied.

“I’m... I’m no one,” I said.

She snorted, sharp and rude. “No one don’t look like you. You’re shaking.”

“I’m cold.”

“Aye,” she said, like that was the dumbest thing she’d ever heard. “It’s winter.”

I didn’t answer. My teeth chattered. I hated that she could see it.

She took a cautious step closer. “You running from something?”

I looked past her at the hut—warm light in the window, smoke curling from the roof. A sound inside like someone humming. A mother, maybe.

My chest tightened so hard I thought I might fold.

“Yes,” I whispered.

The girl’s face changed then—just a little. Less hard. Not kind, but not cruel either.

“Who?” she asked.

I stared at her broom. At her hands. At the small cut on her knuckle that had crusted over.

“My pack,” I said before I could stop myself.

Her eyes widened. “Pack?”

I could’ve bitten my tongue off. I could feel my wolf-scent stirring under my skin, angry and scared.

She stared for a long second, then her gaze darted to the trees.

“You’re from the keep,” she breathed.

I didn’t answer.

Her lips parted. She looked like she wanted to run. Then she didn’t.

Instead, she lowered the broom a little.

“They’ll come,” she said, voice low. “The men. They come out when they’re mad.”

I swallowed. “I know.”

She hesitated, then stepped close enough that I could smell her—bread, smoke, and something green like crushed leaves.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

I stared at her face. Those sharp eyes. That soot-smudged cheek. The way her chin lifted like she’d rather die than beg.

I wanted to tell her the truth. I wanted someone to know me, even for a breath.

So I did.

“Maximus,” I said. My voice broke on it.

She blinked. “That’s a big name for a half-frozen boy.”

I almost laughed. It came out like a sob.

She glanced toward the hut again, then back at me.

“Come on,” she muttered, like she was angry at herself.

“Where?”

“Behind the chapel,” she said. “There’s a little shed. Old priest keeps bones and candles and such. He won’t notice if a rat moves in for the night.”

“I’m not a rat.”

She shot me a look. “Aye? Then stop smelling like wet fear.”

I stiffened.

She sniffed the air and then looked surprised, like she hadn’t meant to say it.

For a beat, we both just stared.

Then she jerked her head. “Move. Before I change my mind.”

I followed her.

We kept to shadows, slipping between huts, past a muddy trough, past a fence where goats slept. The chapel rose up, small and squat, stones dark with damp. A crooked wooden wolf charm hung over its door, more superstition than faith.

Behind it sat a shed, half-collapsed, door hanging loose.

She pushed it open and waved me inside.

The smell hit me—wax, dust, old wood, and something faintly sweet like dried flowers.

She shut the door most of the way, leaving a crack for air.

In the dim, I could see shelves stacked with candles and jars. A pile of bones in one corner—animal bones, picked clean. The priest’s “holy” things.

The girl leaned against the wall, arms crossed.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat on the dirt floor. My legs shook with exhaustion now that I’d stopped.

She studied me like I was a stray dog she wasn’t sure she wanted to feed.

“What happened?” she asked.

I stared at my hands. They were dirty. My nails were black with soot and earth.

“My father died,” I said.

Her face went still.

I waited for her to ask who my father was.

She didn’t.

She just nodded once, slow.

“That’ll do it,” she said quietly.

I swallowed. “They killed him.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Who’s they?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Not yet.”

Silence pressed in.

Outside, wind scraped the chapel stones.

The girl shifted her weight. “My name’s Elowen,” she said finally.

It sounded old. Like a name pulled from moss and moonlight.

“Elowen,” I repeated, tasting it.

She dug into her pocket and pulled out a small twist of cloth. She unwrapped it and held it out.

A hunk of bread. Hard at the edges, but real.

I stared at it like it was magic.

“Take it,” she said, not unkind, but rough like she didn’t want me to think she was soft.

I took it with shaking fingers. “Why?”

She shrugged. “Because you look like you’ll fall apart.”

I swallowed a mouthful. It tasted like ash and heaven all at once.

Elowen watched me eat, then glanced at the crack in the door like she expected something to burst through.

“They’ll sniff you out,” she said.

My chest tightened. “Aye.”

She frowned. “You talk like them.”

I laughed once, short and bitter. “I am them.”

She looked at me then, really looked, and something flickered behind her eyes.

“Are you... are you one of the cursed ones?” she whispered.

I didn’t answer.

Her face went pale. “Gods.”

I swallowed. “Don’t be scared.”

“I’m not scared,” she snapped too fast.

Then, softer: “I’m not scared of you. I’m scared of what comes with you.”

That landed like a stone.

Because it was true.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “You should go,” I said.

She didn’t move.

“Go home,” I added. “Forget you saw me.”

Elowen’s mouth twisted. “Aye? And let you freeze in a boneshed like some poor fool?”

I stared at her. “Why do you care?”

She hesitated.

“I don’t know,” she said, and it was the most honest thing I’d heard all night.

A sound outside—boots on wet ground.

Elowen stiffened. Her eyes snapped to the door crack.

A voice drifted through the dark, carrying on the wind.

“Boy!” someone shouted. “King’s whelp! Come out!”

My blood turned to ice.

Elowen’s hand flew to my arm. Her grip was tight, shaking.

“Is that—”

“Aye,” I whispered.

Another voice, closer. “Search the huts! Search the chapel! He can’t have gone far!”

Elowen’s eyes went wide. “They’re here.”

I rose, slow, trying to keep my breathing quiet. My wolf inside me pressed against my ribs, snarling to be let out. Not full-shift—not yet. But the urge was there. The need to run, to bite, to live.

Elowen grabbed my wrist. “There’s a back way,” she whispered.

“There’s a wall,” I whispered back.

“I know the wall.”

Boots crunched closer. Lantern light swept across the crack in the door.

“Elowen?” a man’s voice called. “Elowen, you out here?”

Her face tightened. “That’s my da.”

My chest squeezed. “Go to him.”

She shook her head once, fierce. “Not yet.”

The shed door creaked as someone tried the latch.

“Locked,” a voice muttered.

Elowen’s eyes darted to the side wall—rotted boards, a weak spot near the bottom.

“Here,” she hissed.

She dropped to her knees and shoved at the boards. They gave with a soft snap.

Cold air rushed in.

“Go,” she whispered.

I grabbed her arm. “Come with me.”

Her eyes flashed, bright with fear and something like anger.

“I can’t,” she whispered. “They’ll kill my da if I run.”

“They’ll kill you if you stay.”

“Then I’ll die here,” she hissed. “Not in the woods like prey.”

Lantern light flared at the shed door.

“Open up!” someone barked.

Elowen shoved me toward the hole. “Go, Maximus!”

My throat closed. “Elowen—”

She pushed a small charm into my palm—twine tied around a little carved piece of wood, shaped like a wolf tooth.

“For luck,” she whispered. Her voice cracked. “For later.”

I stared at it. My fingers curled around it like it was her hand.

The shed door slammed.

Wood splintered.

Men’s voices surged in.

Elowen’s body jerked as someone grabbed her.

“Da!” she cried.

That sound tore through me.

My wolf surged.

I almost turned back.

Almost.

But then I heard my mother again, like her voice was carved into my skull.

If you live, don’t live small.

I shoved through the hole and hit the ground outside, hard. Mud soaked my shirt. Frost bit my hands.

I ran.

Behind me, Elowen’s voice rose once more—shouting my name.

“Maximus!”

Then something struck—maybe a hand, maybe a fist—and her voice cut off.

The woods swallowed me again.

Branches whipped my face. My lungs burned. The charm and the ring dug into my palm like teeth.

I didn’t know where I was going.

I only knew what I was leaving.

A father dead on stone.

A mother trapped behind keep walls with wolves who wanted her quiet.

A girl in a boneshed, brave enough to stand between me and the pack’s rage.

And me—running like a coward, carrying nothing but a dagger and a promise I hadn’t earned yet.

The moon broke through the cloud for a moment, pale and sharp.

Its light fell on the trees like cold mercy.

I stopped once, deep in the pines, when my legs finally failed me. I dropped to my knees in the wet needles and pressed my fists to my mouth so the sound wouldn’t carry.

But it came anyway.

Not a neat cry. Not a boy’s sniffle.

A raw, shaking howl.

Grief.

Rage.

Love I couldn’t save.

The woods heard me. The night heard me. Somewhere far behind, wolves answered—faint and hungry.

I bit down until my teeth hurt.

“I’ll come back,” I whispered into my hands, voice shaking. “I swear it.”

But the swear tasted thin.

Because swears don’t stop blood.

They don’t stop crowns from falling.

They don’t stop a girl’s voice from breaking in the dark.

I looked at the charm in my palm. A carved tooth that wasn’t real, but felt like it mattered more than any iron crown.

I closed my fist around it until it hurt.

Then I stood up and ran again—into the cold, into the dark, into whatever waited for the last king’s bastard son.

And behind me, in the direction of Wolfsblood Keep and Barrowgate’s little chapel, the wind carried one final sound to my ears.

Not a scream.

Not a plea.

A single, low, steady howl—female, fierce, full of fight.

Then silence.

That silence stayed with me.

It still does.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Last Crown Lies Cold

[image: ]




The Last Crown Lies Cold

The crown was back on stone before the blood in the hall had even dried.

That’s what the wind told me, years later, while I sat with my back to a pine and watched a thin fire fight to stay alive.

Winter had teeth in the fells. It chewed through cloaks, through boots, through pride. The smoke from my campfire crawled low, afraid to rise too high and get seen. I kept it small on purpose. A lone wolf that wanted to live did not build bright flames.

A twig snapped somewhere beyond the circle of light.

My hand went to the bone-hilt dagger without thinking. The grip was smooth now from years of use. It had once fit a boy’s shaking fist. It fit mine easy.

“Show yourself,” I called. My voice came out rough, like it had been dragged over stone.

No answer.

Another snap. Closer.

The night carried pine and damp earth and the faint stink of iron—old traps, old blood. The wolf in me stirred, not hungry, just awake. Always awake.

A shape stepped into the weak glow.

Not a wolf.

A man, bundled in furs, shoulders hunched, beard iced at the ends. He held his hands out, palms open. He knew what it meant to walk into a stranger’s firelight.

“Easy,” he said. “I ain’t here to cut you.”

“You’re a fool, then,” I told him. “Fools get buried quick out here.”

He gave a dry chuckle that turned into a cough. “Aye, and yet here I am.”

He stayed just outside the fire’s reach. Smart. The light makes men honest, and it makes a target out of you.

His eyes flicked down to my hand on the dagger. Then they went to my face and held there, hard, like he was trying to fit me to a memory.

“You’ve got his look,” he said at last.

The words hit like a rock to the ribs.

“Whose?” I asked, though I knew. I always knew.

“The old king,” the man said. “Draven of Wolfsblood.”

The name tasted like smoke. Like ash.

My jaw tightened. “Don’t speak him like you knew him.”

“I did,” he said. “Not close. But I hauled meat up to the keep when I had meat to spare. He paid fair. He didn’t kick the poor for sport.”

That sounded like my father. A hard man, but not a petty one.

The stranger reached into his coat slow, careful. He drew out a strip of leather folded tight, sealed with black wax. The mark pressed into it was a wolf head, half-worn, but I knew it. I’d seen it on doors, on letters, on the ring my mother shoved into my palm the night the world cracked.

My throat went dry.

He held it out without stepping closer.

“Found me two days ago,” he said. “A rider with no pack-scent on him. Paid me to bring this to a man who goes by ‘Max’ and keeps to the fells. Said I’d know him by his eyes.”

The rider hadn’t wanted to be traced. That meant trouble that ran deep.

My hand hovered, then took the letter.

The wax was cold and brittle. I broke it with my thumb.

Inside was a single page. Thick paper. Few words. No fancy talk.

Maximus,

The crown lies cold. The keep is split. Wolves sniff for a true throat to set it on.

If you still breathe, come. If you still remember, come.

—Rourke

For a long moment, the page might as well have been blank. My eyes were on the name at the bottom, and my mind was back in the hall—Rourke’s scarred mouth, his arm across my path, calling me boy like I was nothing but a stray.

Rourke had lived through it all.

My mother’s face flashed in my mind, braid tight, hands on my shoulders, voice like iron. Then Elowen’s cry in the boneshed. Her last howl. The sudden quiet after.

The man across the fire cleared his throat. “Well?”

The question pulled me back.

“What else did the rider say?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Just that there’s men on the roads asking after wolves with wrong blood. And that Barrowgate’s been having bad nights.”

Barrowgate.

My stomach turned, slow and heavy, like something inside me had woken up and stretched.

“What kind of bad?” I asked.

“Livestock torn. Doors clawed. Folks hearing howls that don’t sound right.” He spat into the snow. “The priest is near witless with fear. Says it’s a curse. Says the old sins are walking.”

Old sins.

That was a neat way to name what I was.

The stranger looked at the dagger again, then at my face. “You going back, then?”

The page crumpled in my fist.

Wolfsblood Keep. The stone halls. My father dead on the floor. My mother staying behind to buy me time. The crown on its side near the hearth, ugly in firelight. I had not seen it since.

I had not seen her since.

Rourke’s words didn’t say who wore the crown now. They didn’t say who bled. They didn’t say if my mother was even alive to see the keep split.

He only said the crown lay cold.

That meant it wasn’t on a brow.

That meant someone had fallen.

The stranger shifted, impatient. “I don’t care what you do,” he said. “But the roads are crawling. If you’re hunted, don’t lead it back to my hut.”

“Where’s your hut?” I asked.

He blinked. “Why would I tell you that?”

“So I can forget it,” I said.

That earned a short bark of laughter.

The man turned to go, then paused. “One more thing.”

“Say it.”

He hesitated like it hurt to push the words out. “The rider... he had a limp. And he stank of smoke. Like burned hair.”

My skin prickled. Burned hair meant a pyre. A fight. A pack that didn’t bury clean.

“Did he say his name?” I asked.

The stranger shook his head. “No. But he wore a wolf pin with a split tail.”

A split tail.

I knew that mark. The Ironhowl wolves used it back when my father ruled. They were loyal when it suited them. They turned when it didn’t.

“Get out of here,” I told the stranger. “Now.”

His eyes narrowed. “You think they followed me?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I don’t like the smell of this.”

He didn’t argue. He backed away, then melted into the dark, quick for a man his age.

The fire snapped once.

Silence settled back in, thick and watchful.

The letter lay open on my knee. Rourke’s hand was plain. No flourish. No pleading. Just a hook thrown into the dark to see if I’d bite.

A hard laugh pushed out of me, low and bitter.

“So now you call me,” I muttered. “Now.”

The wind answered with a gust that made the flames bend.

Under my shirt, against my skin, the old iron ring rested on a cord around my neck. I’d worn it since that night. Not for luck. Not for comfort. For weight. For reminder.

My fingers found it and held it for a beat.

A memory came with it—Elowen’s hand pressing that little carved tooth into my palm. Her eyes sharp even in fear. Her voice rough with anger at herself for caring.

“For later,” she’d said.

I’d carried that charm too. It lived in a pouch at my belt with a flint and a pinch of salt. I didn’t take it out often. Touching it felt like pressing on a bruise you never let heal.

The wolf in me paced.

Not in panic. Not in rage.

In want.

Not for blood. For answers. For a place to stand that wasn’t just cold ground under my boots.

The decision wasn’t clean. It wasn’t brave. It was ugly, like most true things.

Staying in the fells meant living, sure. Quiet. Simple. No crown. No keep. No faces from the past.

Going back meant teeth. Means men who’d smile while they sharpened blades. Means old wounds torn open.

It also meant I might learn what happened to my mother.

It meant I might find out what became of the girl I left behind in a boneshed.

My fire was almost dead. The embers glowed low, stubborn.

A sound drifted in from the trees.

Not a snap this time.
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