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They say the bond makes you brave.

They lie.

The bond makes you honest. It strips you down to what you are. It takes your pride and crushes it into the dirt so the whole pack can watch you crawl.

I learned that on the night the King called me to the Packstone.

The Packstone sits in the center of our valley like a rotten tooth. Gray. Cracked. Old as the first howl. Every law we live by got spoken over that stone. Every oath. Every wedding bite. Every sentence.

Every banish.

The snow was coming down hard, fat flakes sticking to my lashes. The kind that hushes the world. The kind that makes it feel like mercy.

There was no mercy in the ring of wolves waiting for me.

Torches burned around the circle. Smoke twisted up and stung my eyes. Faces stared out from fur hoods and shadow, their breath ghosting in the cold. Men I’d fed as a girl. Women who had braided my hair. Old ones who had pressed coins into my palm for luck.

None of them smiled.

The guards didn’t touch me, but they didn’t need to. Their spears pointed low, like I was already a problem that needed pinning.

“Walk,” one of them said, like I’d forgotten how.

I stepped into the circle and felt the ground change under my boots. The packed earth here was stained darker than the rest. Blood had soaked into it year after year. Some of it spilled in war. Some of it spilled because a wolf broke a rule.

My throat felt tight. Not from the cold. From the way the air tasted—like iron and ash.

I kept my chin up anyway.

That was the only thing I had left.

At the far side of the ring, he stood on the stone.

Lycan King Rowan Blackhart.

That name alone used to make me feel steady. Like a mountain. Like something that couldn’t be moved.

Now it made my stomach roll.

He wore his crown the old way. Not gold and gems like city folk love. Just a band of dark metal hammered flat, carved with runes, set with a single wolf fang at the front. His cloak was wolfskin, heavy and black, and snow dusted his shoulders like he belonged to the storm.

His eyes found mine right away.

And the bond—my curse, my miracle—lit up under my ribs like a wound ripped open.

It wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t gentle.

It was need. Heat. Recognition so sharp it felt like pain.

My knees almost gave. I caught myself before anyone could see.

Rowan didn’t flinch. Didn’t soften. His face was carved into a hard, still mask.

He looked like a King.

He didn’t look like a mate.

The Elder stood beside him, bent and stern, holding the law staff. The staff was old oak, wrapped in leather, with bone charms clacking softly when he moved. The sound crawled up my spine.

“Wren of Alder Den,” the Elder called out.

My name, spoken like a charge.

I swallowed. “I stand.”

A low murmur rolled through the ring. I heard my own den name thrown around in whispers. Alder Den. The small den. The poor den. The den that kept to the edges. The den folk visited only when they needed someone to scrub their floors or stitch their torn coats.

The den where my mother died coughing blood in winter.

The den where I learned early that an omega’s life is always owed to someone else.

Rowan’s gaze stayed fixed on me. It made my skin feel bare.

The Elder lifted the staff. “You were called to the Packstone under moon-law. You know why.”

I nodded once. My throat burned. “Aye.”

“You claim a bond.”

I forced the words out. “Aye. I claim it.”

A laugh broke from somewhere in the crowd. Bitter. Sharp. It wasn’t joy. It was disgust.

My cheeks went hot. I kept my eyes forward.

“Speak the name,” the Elder said.

My tongue felt too big for my mouth. My chest hurt with every breath.

“Rowan Blackhart,” I said. “Lycan King of Packheart.”

The torches hissed. Snow kept falling. Somewhere, a baby cried and was hushed fast.

Rowan didn’t move.

The Elder turned his head slightly, waiting. “King.”

Rowan’s jaw worked like he was chewing something hard.

Then his voice came out low and flat.

“I know her.”

Two words.

Not I know the bond. Not I feel it. Not she is mine.

Just—I know her.

My hands curled into fists at my sides. My nails bit skin. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run. I wanted to drop to my knees and beg him to stop this before it began.

But I didn’t beg.

Not yet.

The Elder’s eyes narrowed. “Do you deny the call?”

Rowan’s gaze slid away from mine for the first time. It went to the crowd, to the high families and the warriors and the council wolves. It went to Lord Harker, who stood with his sons like carved stone. It went to Lady Sable, who watched with a small, satisfied tilt to her mouth.

It went everywhere except where it should have stayed.

Then Rowan looked back at me, and for a heartbeat I saw something flicker in him. Not warmth. Not love.

Something like regret.

I hated it. Regret is a poor thing. It doesn’t save anyone.

His voice carried over the circle. “I deny it.”

The words didn’t land all at once.

They hit in pieces.

I. Like a blade drawn slow.

Deny. Like a door slammed.

It. Like a final nail.

Sound left the world. The murmur stopped. Even the torches seemed to hold their breath.

My ears rang.

I stared at him, waiting for him to take it back. Waiting for him to say I’d misheard, that it was a cruel joke, that the snow was too loud.

He didn’t.

My vision blurred. Not from tears yet. From shock. From the way my body fought to keep standing.

Rowan’s expression stayed hard, but his hands were clenched at his sides. White-knuckled. Like it cost him something.

I didn’t care what it cost him.

It was costing me everything.

The Elder lifted his staff again. “Then by moon-law, the claim is refused.”

A shiver went through the crowd. The old laws don’t get used often. They scare people. Not because they’re cruel.

Because they’re clean.

No wiggle room. No soft edges.

The Elder looked down at me. “Do you accept the refusal?”

The question was a trap. If I said no, I’d be called a challenger. A rabid omega reaching for a crown she had no right to. They could tear me apart for that.

If I said yes, I’d be nothing. Less than nothing. A rejected thing marked by the King himself.

I tasted blood. I’d bitten the inside of my cheek without meaning to.

My voice came out ragged. “What choice have I?”

A few heads turned. A few eyes went wide.

Rowan’s face twitched. Just once.

The Elder didn’t blink. “Answer the law.”

I looked up at Rowan.

He looked back.

For a moment, the bond pulled tight between us, like a rope around my ribs. It begged me to reach. It begged me to run to him. It begged me to believe there was something in him that would catch me if I fell.

I almost hated my own body for wanting that.

I lifted my chin. “Aye. I accept.”

The murmur returned, louder now. The circle tightened. Wolves leaned in, hungry for the next part.

The Elder nodded. “Then the King’s writ is sealed.”

A guard stepped forward with a small iron bowl. Inside was ash and salt and something green that smelled like crushed leaves.

Wolfsbane.

My stomach turned. My hands shook.

“No,” I whispered before I could stop it.

The guard didn’t look at me. He looked at Rowan.

Rowan nodded.

That nod will haunt me until I rot.

The guard dipped two fingers into the bowl and walked toward me. The crowd opened just enough to let him through. I could feel every stare on my skin. I could feel old friends turning their faces away so they wouldn’t have to watch.

I could also feel a few who watched harder, like they’d waited years to see an omega brought low.

The guard stopped in front of me. His fingers hovered near my cheek.

I didn’t flinch.

If they were going to brand me, they were going to do it while I stood.

He pressed the ash mix against the side of my neck.

It burned.

Not like a flame. Like a bite. Like poison kissing skin.

I gritted my teeth so hard my jaw ached.

The guard dragged his fingers down in a rough line, then crossed it with another. An old mark. A mark that meant cast out.

The crowd made a sound, half sigh, half growl.

My eyes watered. I forced them open wide. I wouldn’t let the tears fall yet. Not in front of them.

The guard stepped back.

The Elder’s voice rose. “By King’s writ and pack law, Wren of Alder Den is stripped of denright and name.”

The words felt like hands tearing cloth off my body.

“From this night onward, she is outcast.”

I heard my own breath, loud and harsh.

I heard someone whisper, “Poor wretch.”

I heard another voice, colder. “Should’ve known her place.”

I wanted to turn and find who said that. I wanted to rip their throat out with my teeth.

But I stayed still.

Because the law wanted me to break.

And I was tired of giving them what they wanted.

The Elder lifted the staff one last time. “You will be put beyond the pine-line before the next sunrise. If you return, you will be hunted. If you speak the King’s name, your tongue will be cut. If you bear his mark with pride, it will be burned deeper.”

Rowan’s gaze dropped to my neck. His nostrils flared slightly, like he could smell the burn.

For a heartbeat, something cracked in his face.

I clung to that crack like it mattered.

Then it sealed again.

The Elder stepped back. “It is done.”

The circle broke into motion. Wolves shifted, talking low. Some looked pleased. Some looked uneasy. Nobody stepped forward to claim me. Nobody offered a cloak. Nobody said, This is wrong.

That’s how a pack kills you without drawing blood.

They make you alone in the middle of them.

Rowan turned away from me.

Just turned, like I was already gone.

My heart stuttered. My chest felt hollow.

I didn’t understand it. I still don’t.

If he felt the bond—if he truly felt it—how could he do that and breathe after?

A guard grabbed my arm. Not rough, but firm. Like moving a sack of grain.

“Come,” he said.

I yanked free. “I can walk.”

He gave me a look like I was annoying, not dying. “Aye. Walk, then. Don’t make a show.”

I almost laughed. A show. As if my whole life hadn’t just been turned into one.

I walked out of the circle with my head up.

The snow kept falling.

The torches hissed behind me.

I didn’t look back until I reached the edge of the ring.

That’s when I saw her.

Lady Sable’s daughter, Elowen, standing near the front with a pale cloak around her shoulders. Tall. Pretty in that clean, soft way the high dens are. Her hair braided with silver cords. Her eyes bright.

Rowan’s eyes went to her for the briefest moment.

Not love. Not hunger.

Duty.

And Elowen smiled like she’d won something.

My stomach dropped so hard I thought I might be sick right there.

So that was it.

Not because I was wrong.

Not because I lied.

Because I was in the way.

The guard shoved me forward again. “Move.”

I moved.

They took me to the holding hut near the outer fence. It was a crude thing, meant for drunks and thieves. The air inside smelled like old sweat and wet fur. A single candle burned on the shelf, its flame trembling.

They didn’t chain me. They didn’t have to.

Where was I going to go? Run into the blizzard? Run past guards? Run past the law?

They left me with a bucket of water and a stale heel of bread.

The door shut with a thick wooden thud.

Silence settled.

And that’s when I broke.

I slid down the wall until I sat on the dirt floor. My hands went to my neck without thinking. The mark was hot and angry. My skin felt swollen beneath my fingers.

I pressed my palm over it like I could smother it out.

It didn’t help.

A sound came out of me, small at first. A hurt little thing.

Then it turned into a sob that tore my throat raw.

I covered my mouth fast, like that could stop it. Like the walls wouldn’t hear me. Like the pack wouldn’t smell the weakness in my tears.

I cried anyway.

I cried for my mother, because she used to tell me the moon watches the small ones too.

I cried for my father, because he’d died in a border skirmish before he could teach me how to stand in a world like this.

I cried for the girl I’d been, the one who used to smile when Rowan rode through the valley on his great black wolf, the one who thought King meant protection.

I cried for the bond.

That was the worst part.

The bond doesn’t just vanish when you’re rejected. It doesn’t just pack up and leave.

It stays.

Like a bruise you can’t stop touching.

Like a hunger you can’t feed.

It twists in you, asking questions you can’t answer.

Why? What did I do? What are you?

I rocked forward, elbows on my knees, breathing hard. My tears fell onto my hands, hot against cold skin.

Then my stomach rolled again.

Not from grief this time.

From something deeper. Something physical.

I froze.

Slowly, like I was afraid of myself, I put a hand low on my belly.

I’d been feeling strange for days. Tired. Sore. Sick in the mornings. I’d told myself it was the winter. The stress. The way the bond had been pulling tight as the moon grew full.

I hadn’t let myself think the other thought.

Because the other thought was too big.

Too dangerous.

Too impossible.

My hand pressed down, gentle.

Nothing moved. Not yet. It was early. If it was real.

If it was real.

I swallowed hard and stood on shaky legs. The bucket of water sat near the door. In the dim light, my face looked pale and wild-eyed.

I stared at myself and didn’t recognize the woman looking back.

My neck was branded.

My eyes were swollen.

My mouth looked like it had forgotten how to smile.

I took a breath, then another. Slow. Like I was trying to remember how to live.

A memory rose, unasked.

Rowan’s hand on my wrist three nights ago, in the shadow of the training yard, when he’d stopped me from walking away.

His voice low. “Wren.”

Just my name. But it had sounded like he’d been holding it in his mouth all his life.

My voice, shaking. “You shouldn’t call me that.”

His thumb brushing my pulse. “I can’t stop.”

I’d pulled free, heart hammering. “Then stop looking at me like that.”

He’d leaned close, his breath warm in the cold. “Like what?”

“Like you’re starving.”

For a moment, his face had gone soft. Almost young. Almost human.

Then footsteps had crunched nearby, and he’d stepped back like I’d burned him. The mask had snapped back into place. King again.

I hadn’t understood it.

Now I did.

He’d wanted me.

And he’d still thrown me to the wolves.

I sank back down, my head in my hands.

If I was with child, it was his.

The thought didn’t bring joy. Not right away. It brought fear so sharp it made my bones ache.

A pup born of a rejected bond would be a target. A shame. A whisper. A thing folks might “lose” in the night to keep the pack clean.

And me?

I’d be dead before I ever had the chance to put a name on it.

I wiped my face hard with my sleeve. The skin around my eyes felt scraped raw.

“No,” I said out loud.

My voice sounded rough. Like someone else’s.

“No,” I said again, louder.

Because if I kept whispering, I would fold up into myself and disappear. That’s what the pack wanted. A quiet vanishing. A problem solved.

I stood again. My legs shook, but they held.

I walked to the door and put my hand on the wood. I could feel cold seeping through the cracks. I could smell the night beyond—pine, snow, smoke, wolves.

I could also smell the packhouse farther in. Roasted meat. Ale. Warmth.

Life going on without me.

A fresh sob tried to claw up my throat. I swallowed it down until it hurt.

I wasn’t going to die here.

Not on this dirt floor. Not with my neck marked and my heart split open.

If there was a pup in me, it deserved more than a bucket and a heel of bread. It deserved a mother who fought.

Even if she was scared.

Even if she was alone.

Even if the world had decided she didn’t matter.

I pressed my forehead to the door. My breath fogged the wood.

“Rowan,” I whispered, and the sound broke me all over again.

Not as a plea.

As a truth.

I didn’t know if he could feel me from the other side of the valley. Some say mates can. Some say that’s just stories.

But the bond inside me pulsed like a bruise, like it heard his name and woke up.

I hated that.

I hated him.

I loved him.

I didn’t know how to pull those things apart.

Outside, a wolf howled.

Not a long, proud call. A warning. A sharp, short sound.

The kind the border guards use when something’s near.

The kind they use to remind you that the world beyond the pine-line is teeth and hunger.

Good.

Let it be teeth.

I could be teeth too.

The candle flickered. The flame bent, almost went out, then steadied again.

I straightened up.

I took one more breath and made myself face what was coming.

At dawn, they would march me to the pine-line. They would open the gate. They would shove me out like trash and lock it behind me.

They’d think that was the end.

It wasn’t.

Not for me.

Not anymore.

I lifted my hand and touched the burn on my neck. The mark stung under my fingers. It would scar. It would always show.

Fine.

Let it show.

Let it remind me what they did.

Let it remind me what I survived.

Because when the sun rose, I would step into the darkwood with nothing but my boots, my breath, and the stubborn piece of me that refused to lay down and rot.

And somewhere behind me, the Lycan King would sit on his stone crown and tell himself he did the right thing.

He would tell himself it was duty.

He would tell himself an omega from Alder Den was nothing.

He would tell himself he didn’t hear the sound my heart made when he said I deny it.

But the bond doesn’t lie.

It doesn’t forget.

And neither do I.

When the first pale light crept through the cracks in the wall, I placed both hands over my belly again, not gentle this time—steady.

“If you’re there,” I whispered, voice shaking, “hold on.”

My throat closed up. Tears tried to return.

I blinked them back hard.

“I’ll hold on too.”

Outside, footsteps approached. Voices. The scrape of boots. The rattle of a latch.

The door began to open.

And the cold rushed in like a mouth.
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The door swung wide and the cold hit me like a cuff across the face.

“Up,” a guard said. “Dawn’s on us.”

Candle wax had pooled into a crooked puddle on the shelf. The flame was gone, leaving a sour smoke smell behind. I’d dozed in scraps, waking every time the wind pushed at the boards. Now there was no more waiting. Just the next step.

Boots scraped outside. Two sets. One heavy, one light. The latch clacked again like they didn’t trust the first open to hold.

I stood without being told twice. Legs stiff. Mouth dry. The burn on my neck had cooled overnight into a tight, angry ache. A mark that didn’t let me forget, not for a blink.

The younger guard tossed a bundle at my feet. “Law’s allowance. Don’t say you got naught.”

A rough cloth. Thin blanket. A heel of bread, hard as old bark. A skin of water that sloshed low. It wasn’t kindness. It was the pack cleaning its hands before it shoved me into the wild.

I bent, picked it up, and slung the bundle over my shoulder.

The older guard—Bram, I remembered now, square jaw and broken nose from a past war—nodded toward the door. “Keep your mouth shut and your feet moving. That’s how you make it to the pine-line without trouble.”

“Trouble already found me,” I said.

Bram’s eyes flicked to my neck, then away. He didn’t answer. Maybe he agreed. Maybe he didn’t care.

We stepped out into a world gone pale.

Snow still lay thick, but the sky had that thin gray light that comes before the sun shows its face. Smoke crawled from chimneys in lazy strands. The packhouse sat in the middle of it all, wide and warm, windows dim with firelight. That place used to smell like stew and wet wool to me. Now it smelled like a closed door.

Few folk were up. Those who were kept to the edges, pretending they had work that couldn’t wait. A woman with a bucket stared too long, then snapped her eyes away as if she’d been caught stealing. A boy on the path froze, wide-eyed, until his mother yanked him back by the collar.

Outcast. That word had teeth. They didn’t need to say it. The way bodies angled away said enough.

The guards didn’t take me straight to the gate.

They led me toward the center.

Toward the Packstone.

It sat there like it always had, broad and ugly, cracked down the middle. Last night’s torches were gone, but the ring was still there—black smudges on the ground where fire had been, trampled ash, boot prints frozen into mud that would never look clean again.

Ash on the Packstone.

My stomach tightened, not with shock this time, but with the plain bitter truth of it. They’d marked me here and the land remembered. Even after the snow, even after the night, it stayed.

The Elder stood near the stone with the law staff tucked under his arm. He looked older in daylight. Not softer. Just more worn, like the law had chewed him for years and he’d let it.

Beside him were two council wolves and a handful of guards. No big crowd. No torches. No drama. The pack had already had its show.

Rowan wasn’t on the stone.

That was the first thing I noticed, sharp as a splinter.

He stood off to the side, half in shadow, cloak clasped at his throat. The crown band sat on his head like it weighed him down. He didn’t look at the stone. He didn’t look at the Elder.

His eyes were on me.

Not soft. Not open.

Just there.

Like a watcher at a hanging.

The bond under my ribs stirred at the sight of him, a dull pull that made me want to step close and slap him in the same breath. I didn’t do either.

Bram and the younger guard—Cale, thin and twitchy—brought me to the edge of the circle and stopped.

The Elder lifted the staff. “Outcast.”

He didn’t call me Wren. He didn’t say Alder Den. The law had stripped that away, so he treated me like a thing.

“By writ sealed under the old moon, you are sent beyond the pine-line,” he said. “You carry no denright. You claim no hearth. You have no voice in pack matters.”

His words were plain, spoken like a list of chores.

I stared at the stone behind him and kept my face still. The last thing I’d give them was my tears again. I’d spent enough of myself on that floor in the holding hut.

The Elder’s gaze dropped to my bundle. “The pack gives the outcast what the law allows. Bread. Water. Cloth.”

A pause. His eyes narrowed. “No steel.”

My hand moved without thinking, touching the place at my hip where a knife used to hang. Empty. That had been taken the moment I was dragged in last night. I’d hoped—stupidly—that they’d toss it back with a shrug.

Cale gave a short laugh. “Steel’s for packfolk.”

The Elder swung the staff slightly, bone charms clicking. “You will walk to the pine-line now. You will not turn back. You will not beg at any den door. Any wolf who shelters you risks the same writ.”

The air felt tight around those words. Not because I didn’t know them. Because I knew exactly what they meant.

No help. No mercy. No second chances from anyone but the wild.

The Elder’s voice lowered. “If you return after the gate shuts, you will be hunted.”

He said it like he was telling me the weather.

A sound came out of my throat before I could stop it. Not a sob. A rough laugh with no humor in it.

Rowan’s jaw flexed. His hand tightened around the edge of his cloak.

That small crack of feeling could have meant anything. Anger. Guilt. Nothing at all.

The Elder frowned. “Do you have words to speak?”

My eyes went to Rowan without permission.

He didn’t stop looking at me.

I kept my voice even. “Aye. One.”

The Elder waited.

“I won’t die quiet.”

A murmur ran through the guards. Cale’s mouth curled like he wanted to spit. Bram’s gaze dropped for half a breath, then lifted again.

Rowan didn’t blink.

The Elder’s face stayed carved. “Then walk.”

Bram took the lead. Cale stayed close behind me, like he expected me to bolt. Where would I bolt to? The whole valley had become a wall.

We left the Packstone behind. Each step away felt like pulling a thorn out slow. It didn’t stop hurting. It just stopped being fresh.

The path to the outer fence wound between dens.

Alder Den sat off to the left, smaller than the rest, half-buried in snow. Smoke didn’t rise from its chimney. Nobody stood outside. Either they’d barred the door or they’d been warned to stay hidden.

My throat tightened anyway. That den had been poor, but it had been mine. It had been the last place my mother’s laugh lived.

Past it, the high dens rose, clean and tall, carved beams and wide windows. Folk there had full larders and warm blankets. They had sons who trained for glory and daughters who wore silver cords in their hair.

One of those daughters stood near the path as we passed.

Elowen.

Lady Sable’s girl.

She wore a pale cloak trimmed with fur, her hands tucked in a muff like she was walking to a feast. Two other young women stood behind her, eyes bright with that sharp kind of interest that never comes from kindness.

Elowen leaned forward a little, as if she had to see the mark for herself. Her gaze fixed on my neck.

“So it’s true,” she said, soft as snow. “He really did it.”

Cale snorted like he enjoyed it.

I didn’t slow. “Seems so.”

Elowen’s lips curved. “You should be grateful the law is gentle. In the old days they cut the tongue of a wolf who spoke above her place.”

I turned my head just enough for her to see my face. “In the old days, they also buried liars under the hearthstones.”

The girls behind her sucked in breaths. Elowen’s smile held, but her eyes sharpened.

Bram barked, “No talk,” at me, as if I’d started it.

Elowen’s gaze slid past me toward the path ahead. Toward the gate.

“Do try not to freeze,” she called, light and cruel. “It would be a poor end for such a loud omega.”

That word—omega—used to fit me like a tight collar. Now it felt like a name they’d thrown at a dog to make it flinch.

I didn’t flinch.

We reached the outer fence as the first slice of sun pushed up behind the pine ridge. The fence was tall, logs sharpened at the top, packed with snow in every crack. Two guards stood watch at the gate, their breath white in the cold.

Beyond the gate was the pine-line.

A stretch of trees so thick they looked like one wall, trunks black, branches heavy with snow. Darkwood began there. The land that didn’t care about kings or laws.

Cale stepped forward and slapped the gate with his palm. “Open.”

The guards didn’t move right away. One of them looked at Bram. Then at me. Then down at his boots. Like he’d rather be anywhere else.

Bram’s voice came hard. “Do it.”

Wood creaked. A bar lifted. The gate groaned open, slow as if it fought the order.

Cold air poured in, sharper than the valley’s cold. It smelled wilder. Resin. Old rot. Something animal.

The Elder’s voice carried from behind us. He’d followed at a distance, staff in hand. Rowan was there too, a few paces behind the Elder, still silent.

No parting words from the King.

No last look of mercy.

Just that steady stare that made my skin feel exposed.

A small figure stood off near the fence line, half-hidden behind a post.

Nessa.

I recognized her by the braid, dark and thick, tucked under a plain hood. She’d been the one to braid my hair when I was little, fingers quick, mouth full of gossip. I hadn’t seen her last night. Not up close. Not brave enough to stand in the ring.

Now she stood with her hands clenched tight, eyes red like she’d been rubbing them.

Bram didn’t notice her. Or pretended not to.

Nessa’s gaze met mine for a beat. Her mouth opened like she wanted to speak, but she didn’t. If she did, she’d risk the writ.

Instead, she made a small movement with her hand. Quick.

Something dark slipped from her sleeve and skittered across the snow to my boot.

A small leather pouch.

No bigger than two fingers.

I bent as if to adjust my blanket. Fingers closed around it and hid it in my bundle.

Nessa’s face broke for half a second. Fear. Relief. Both.

Then she turned and walked away fast, head down, like she’d never been there at all.

My throat burned. Not from tears. From the tight squeeze of something like gratitude mixed with grief. One small act. One small risk.

It meant more than any law-staff speech.

Cale shoved my shoulder. “Go on.”

Bram held up a hand. “Not like that.”

He stepped closer, voice low enough that the other guards wouldn’t hear. “Once you cross, don’t look back. If you do, Cale’ll swear you tried to turn. And he’ll want an excuse.”

Cale’s mouth twisted. He didn’t deny it.

I met Bram’s eyes. “Why tell me?”

Bram’s face stayed hard, but his voice dropped again. “I got a sister. Pack threw her out once for choosing wrong. She didn’t make it two nights.”

A pause. “Walk smart.”

Then he stepped back like he hadn’t said anything at all.

The gate stood open. Darkwood waited.

Rowan’s gaze pinned me from behind. I didn’t turn to face him. I wouldn’t give him my words. I wouldn’t give him the shape of my pain again.

A breath went in slow.

My hand drifted to my belly without me meaning it to. Not a clutch. Not a plea. Just a steady pressure, like I was reminding myself there was a reason to keep moving.

If there was life in there, it had no den. No pack. No protection.

It had me.

I stepped over the line.

Snow crunched under my boots. The air changed at once, like the trees swallowed sound. The valley behind me felt far in a single breath.

The gate groaned.

Wood slammed.

The bar dropped.

That sound went through my bones.

No turning back now. Even if I wanted it. Even if the bond yanked at me until it bruised.

I stood for a moment with my back to the fence, facing the pines. I didn’t look over my shoulder. Bram’s warning held in my head.

Behind me, voices faded. Footsteps moved away. The pack closed around itself again, warm and fed and safe.

Ahead, the trees opened into a narrow trail choked with snow and old needles. Tracks crossed it—rabbit, fox, deer. And something else. Large. Heavy. Not wolf.

A drag mark cut through the powder, fresh enough that the edges hadn’t softened.

My skin went tight.

The wild didn’t wait for me to get my feet under me. It offered its first message right away: something had been pulled through here, and it hadn’t gone willing.

I crouched, brushed snow aside with two fingers. The drag line was deep. Too deep for a deer.

A smear of dark stained the white beneath, small but real.

Not enough to make me sick. Enough to tell me I wasn’t alone out here.

The burn on my neck flared as if the cold found it. I reached into my bundle and felt the little pouch Nessa had tossed me. Dried herbs by the feel. Maybe salt. Maybe something for pain.

No time to guess. No time to waste.

Wind shifted. Pine branches whispered overhead. Somewhere deeper in the trees, a low sound rolled out—half growl, half call. Not the clean howl of pack wolves. Rougher. Wrong.

My feet started moving again, carrying me into the darkwood trail.

One thought held steady while everything else tried to shake loose:

If something was hunting out here, it wasn’t waiting for night.

And it had already found the path I was on.
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The Banish Mark Burned In
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The latch sounded like a verdict.

Cold poured through the crack as the door swung wide, and the candle on the shelf leaned away like it wanted no part of this. Two guards filled the doorway, snow on their shoulders, eyes dull from a long night.
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