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Chapter 1: The Mist and the girl.
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The mist came off the moor like it owned the place. Which, fair enough. It'd been there before the Calders, before the pact, before the wolves learned to walk on two legs and beg. The mist'd be there after, too. That was Brackenford for you. Nothing left. Nothing stayed dead. Nothing forgot.

She found the trap line where the old man's map said it'd be—third cairn east of the corpse road, then seventy paces north toward the Hanging Stone. Iron jaws baited with deer shank and something else. Something that smelled wrong. Sick, under the peat.

Rowan knelt. Touched the blood.

Not deer. Fresher. Hot.

Her stomach turned, but not the way you'd think. Not disgust. Worse. That flash-sense she'd spent seventeen years learning to ignore: heat in the gut, adrenaline that wasn't hers, the sick-sweet terror of something that'd stopped struggling.

Claws on stone. Breath fogging iron. Wanting to shift but knowing the trap'd take the foot if you tried.

She pulled back. Shook it off. Not mine. Not real.

But it was. It always was.

Tracks led west, away from the boundary stones, toward the deep fells where humans didn't go. Dragged at first, then limping. One paw—no, foot—leaving a heel print human enough to look wrong in the mud.

Rowan stood there too long. Long enough the mist soaked through her coat. Long enough the choice stopped being theoretical.

Go back. Tell her father. Let him handle it the way Calders handled everything—steel and fire and the old hard laws that kept the peace by keeping the graves full.

Or follow.

Follow the blood. Follow the thing that felt like her own panic when she slept. Follow whatever wild, broken piece of the world had wandered into a Calder trap and would die there if no one came.

She went west.

The moor swallowed her. Didn't even burp.

—-
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The hollow wasn't somewhere you'd find by accident. Scoop in the hillside where the peat'd sloughed away, granite underneath. Water seeping through cracks, feeding a pool so dark it looked bottomless. Locals called it the Tarn of Drowning. Kids got stories. Adults just walked around.

He'd made it maybe ten feet from the water before collapsing.

Wolf form. Big. Dark coat matted—no, plastered—with blood from the shoulder down. The trap'd done its work. Iron through fur and muscle, probably chipped bone, definitely severed something that mattered. He'd tried to bite through his own leg to free himself. She could see where.

He was conscious. Eyes on her the second she crested the rise. Yellow. Human-intelligent. Watching her the way prey watches a thing that might be predator, might be death, might be worse.

Rowan held up both hands. Empty.

"I'm not—" She stopped. What was she? Not Warden. Not anymore. "I'm not here to finish it."

The wolf's lip curled. No sound. Too far gone for sound.

She crossed the hollow. Slow. Each step deliberate. No sudden moves. Same way you approached a spooked horse, a cornered dog, a Calder father who'd caught you crying over something that wasn't yours.

Up close, he was younger than she expected. Wolf faces didn't map to human years, but she knew. Nineteen, maybe. Twenty. Fur still thick with that youth gloss, even caked in blood. Teeth bared but eyes—

Eyes were begging.

Not for mercy. For something. Death or rescue or just someone to witness he'd fought.

Rowan knelt. Touched the trap.

Iron. Old. One of hers. Release mechanism was simple if you knew it—both hands, push inward, twist counter. She'd been taught at twelve, same as every Calder who'd ever walk the boundary lines. Check your traps daily. Dispatch anything still alive. Waste nothing.

Her hands didn't shake. That surprised her.

"I'm going to open it," she said. "Then you're going to run. Understand? No gratitude. No debt. You just—run. And we never saw each other."

The wolf's eyes never left hers.

She pushed. Twisted.

The trap sprang open with a crack that echoed off the granite. Blood welled fresh where the teeth pulled free. The wolf's leg crumpled, useless. He didn't move.

"Run," she said. "I said run."

He couldn't. Course he couldn't. He'd crawled a mile on three legs and a prayer, and now he was empty.

Rowan looked at the dark tarn. At the sky going grey above. At the wolf who was going to die here because she'd been too slow, too careful, too Calder to—

Pain.

Not hers. His.

Hitting her like a wave off the moor—ice and fire and the wrongness of a body that wasn't shaped right, bones that wanted to break and reform, flesh that remembered being something else. She gasped. Doubled. Caught herself on hands that weren't hers anymore, vision doubling, wolf-sight and human-sight layering until she couldn't tell which was real.

Then silence.

She opened her eyes.

He'd shifted.

Human now. Naked. Young. Blood still pouring from a leg that was never meant to bend that way. He stared at her with the same yellow eyes, human face, wolf gaze.

"You," he said. First word. Voice like gravel and smoke.

And Rowan felt it lock into place behind her ribs. Something that wasn't pain. Wasn't fear. Wasn't anything she had words for.

Him. Her. A thread pulled tight between them.

He felt it too. She saw the recognition flare in those too-bright eyes, then the horror.

"No," he breathed. "No. Not you. Anyone but—"

He tried to rise. Collapsed. Tried again.

Rowan moved without thinking. Arm around his chest, hauling him toward the tarn's edge, away from the blood trail, away from the trap line, away from everything she'd ever been taught.

He weighed nothing. Weighed everything.

"The bond," he said against her shoulder. "Do you know what you've—"

"Shut up." Her voice. But not. Harder. "Shut up and crawl. We're not done yet."

They made the water. Made the rocks. Made the first hiding place the moor would give them.

Behind, the mist closed like a door.
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Chapter 2: The Bothy
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The bothy wasn't on any map.

Rowan found it the way she found most things on the moor—by feel. A shape in the mist that shouldn't've been there. Low walls of stacked stone, roof half-collapsed but the leeward corner still dry. Old shepherd's shelter, maybe. Or something older. Fells were thick with ruins no one remembered building.

She got him inside. Dropped him on the dirt floor. Stood in the doorway breathing like she'd run the whole way, which she had, more or less, with his weight across her shoulders and that bond yanking at her ribs every time he went under.

He'd shifted back to wolf at some point. She didn't remember when. Just the scrape of claws on rock, the heave of his ribcage against her palm, the wrongness of fur where skin should be and skin where fur should be and neither of them having the strength to care.

Wolf now. Stretched on the packed earth. Leg a ruin. Eyes half-mast but watching.

Rowan slid down the wall till she was sitting. Pulled her knees up. Pressed her forehead to them and tried to remember how to be a person who hadn't just done what she'd done.

The mist curled past the doorway. The moor hummed its low damp hum. Inside the bothy, nothing moved but breathing.

"You're going to die anyway," she said. To the floor. To herself. To him. "Even if I got you out. The leg—infection, blood loss, whatever your kind does when they can't heal—you're going to die out here, and I'm going to be the Calder who let a wolf rot in a bothy instead of putting it down clean, and that's somehow worse."

Silence.

"I don't even know why I did it."

Liar.

The word wasn't his. Wasn't hers. Came from the space between them, that thread pulled tight, the thing she refused to name.

She knew why. Because the terror in the trap had been hers. Because she'd felt his panic before she'd seen his tracks. Because for seventeen years she'd been dreaming in wolf and waking in human skin and telling no one, no one, because Calders didn't have visions, Calders didn't feel what animals felt, Calders were wardens—

She laughed. Just once. Short and ugly.

"My father's going to kill me."

The wolf made a sound. Not a growl. Something softer. Question.

"Not tonight. Tomorrow. Next week. When he finds out." She lifted her head. Looked at the dark shape on the floor. "He'll find out. That's what Calders do. We find things out, and then we deal with them. Permanently."

The wolf's tail twitched. Weak.

"You don't care. Why would you? I'm just the human who sprung the trap. Probably think it's a trick. Lull you into trusting me, then—" She stopped. The bond pulsed. That's not what I think.

She stared at him.

"You can't—we can't actually—"

He shifted.

Faster this time. Wronger. Bone and muscle rearranging under fur, limbs lengthening, spine realigning with a series of wet cracks that made Rowan's stomach flip. He was on his side, then his back, then human again. Naked. Shivering. Leg still mangled. Eyes still yellow. Mouth shaping words.

"We can." Voice wrecked. "Feel everything. You knew that. You felt it."

Rowan didn't move. Didn't breathe.

"You're the Calder heir." Not a question. "You're supposed to kill us. Your family wrote the laws. Your father hangs the collars on the boundary stones. Your—" He stopped. Swallowed. "Your mother shot my uncle during the uprising. Three years ago. Took his head to the town square."

Rowan knew. She'd been fourteen. Stood at the window of Brackenford Hall and watched the crowd part for her mother's horse. The thing dangling from the saddle. The way people cheered.

"I didn't do that," she said.

"No. You just set the trap."

"I didn't—" She stopped. The trap was Calder-made. Calder-baited. Calder-laid. Her father's map, her father's line, her father's iron in the earth. "I didn't know you were in it."

"Would it have mattered?"

The question sat between them. Honest. Brutal. The kind you couldn't lie to, not with the bond pulling your insides tight every time the other person breathed.

Rowan thought about it. Really thought.

"If I'd known a wolf was in the trap," she said slowly, "I'd have... I don't know what I'd have done. Told my father, probably. Let him handle it the way Calders handle things. Watched from the window again."

"But you didn't know."

"No."

"And you came anyway."

"Because I felt—" She stopped. Pressed her hand to her chest, where the bond sat like a second heart. "I felt you. Before I saw the blood. Before I knew what I was following. I felt you screaming, and I couldn't—I had to—"

"Make it stop." His voice was flat. Not accusing. Just stating. "You came because my pain was yours, and you needed it to stop. That's not heroism. That's self-preservation."

Rowan stared at him. Then laughed. Actual laugh, surprising her.

"Right," she said. "Yeah. That's exactly what it was. Self-preservation." She wiped her face with a hand that came away wet—sweat, rain, tears, she didn't know. "So we're agreed. I'm not a hero. You're not grateful. We're just two people who got tangled in something neither of us wanted, and now we're hiding in a ruin waiting for one of us to die."

"Both of us," he said. "If they find us together."

"They won't."

"You don't know that."

"No." She looked at the mist beyond the doorway. At the grey light dying. At the shape of the moor that had raised her and would bury her if she wasn't careful. "But I know this moor. Every cairn, every path, every place a body could hide. My family's been walking these lines for a hundred years. I've been walking them my whole life. If anyone can keep us alive, it's me."

"Us."

The word hung.

Rowan looked at him. Young. Not much older than her. Blood matted in his hair, dirt streaked across his chest, leg a mess that would kill him without help. Yellow eyes that should've been inhuman but weren't. Weren't at all.

"The bond," she said. "What does it actually do?"

He was quiet so long she thought he'd passed out. Then: "Everything. Nothing. Depends who you ask."

"Ask you."

"You feel it." Not a question.

"Yes."

"Then you know more than most humans ever will." He shifted, winced, settled. "Wolves believe it's fate. Two souls meant to find each other, in any life, any form. The bond makes sure they do. Pain, pleasure, fear, want—you share it. Distance doesn't matter. Death doesn't either, some say. If one dies, the other feels it forever."

Rowan's throat closed.

"That's not—I didn't ask for this."

"No one does. It happens or it doesn't. The old stories say it's a gift. The last alpha before my father called it a curse. Depends which stories you believe."

"What do you believe?"

He looked at her. Really looked. And for the first time, the bond didn't feel like pain or panic or the wrongness of shared terror. It felt like being seen. All the way through. Every crack, every lie, every piece of herself she'd hidden from everyone who'd ever known her.

"I believe," he said slowly, "that I was going to die in that trap. And then you came. And now I'm here. And I don't know if that's fate or luck or something else entirely. But I know I can still feel my leg because you're feeling it too, and that means I'm not dead yet."

Rowan looked down. Her own leg ached. Deep bone ache, wrong angle, hot with infection she couldn't see. His pain. Hers now.

"We need to do something about that," she said. "Before it kills both of us."

"You know how to treat a wolf wound?"

"No. But I know where to find someone who might."

He went still. "No humans."

"Not humans." She met his eyes. "The moor's got its own kind of magic. Old things. Things that were here before the pact, before the Calders, before wolves learned to walk. My grandmother used to tell me stories—"

"Stories."

"Yes. Stories. You got a better plan? Lie here till your leg rots off and the bond takes me with you?"

He didn't answer.

Rowan stood. Her legs shook. Her head swam. But she was a Calder, and Calders didn't stop moving till the job was done.

"Stay," she said. "Don't die. I'll be back before dawn."

"The bond—if you go too far—"

"Then you'll know I'm still alive. And I'll know you are. And that's more than either of us had this morning."

She stepped into the mist. Felt him behind her, a warmth in her chest, a heartbeat not her own.

The moor swallowed her again.

This time, she let it.
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Chapter 3: The Hag’s Price
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The hag lived where the moor rotted.

Rowan'd never been here. No one had. Not for decades, maybe centuries. The bog ate trails, swallowed cairns, rearranged the land so even Calder maps went blank past a certain point. But she'd listened. Grandmother Isobel, before the sickness, before the family learned not to speak of certain things. If you're ever truly lost, girl, go where the ground breathes. And pray it doesn't breathe back.

The ground breathed here.

Black peat that sighed underfoot. Water the colour of tea and old blood. Trees that weren't trees—twisted things, half-submerged, reaching with branches that looked too much like hands. Mist so thick it had weight.
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