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EPILOGUE


PROLOGUE

The Night the Moon Chose Her

Footsteps sounded behind her—close now.

Anya Blackmere stood at the lip of the ravine with the dead bridge yawning beneath her like a mouth. The water below was black and fast, shivering around jagged stones. One wrong move and she’d be swept under, crushed, swallowed. No body would ever float back up in these woods.

The fallen tree that could serve as a crossing was slick with ice and angled like a blade.

A trap.

Everything was a trap tonight.

The itch under her skin sharpened into pain. It climbed her spine and tightened behind her ribs as if something inside her had started to wake and stretch, lazy and confident. The moon wasn’t fully overhead yet, but the curse didn’t require permission. It only required the fact of her existence.

Another step.

Leather against leaf-litter. The soft whisper of a cloak. Not hurried. Not afraid.

Anya’s gloved hand found the dagger strapped to her thigh, fingers numb as they curled around the hilt. Steel—only steel. She couldn’t carry silver. Silver would have burned her on contact, would have screamed the truth of her blood. The Silver Order carried it like prayer, like law made sharp.

She turned slowly, keeping the ravine at her back.

He stood among the trees, half-shadowed by the tangled canopy, as if the forest itself had decided to hold him close.

Not one of the common hunters. Not a foot soldier in grey wool and cheap boots.

This man wore black.

A long coat stitched with faint, pale thread that caught the moonlight like frost. A clasp at his throat shaped like a crescent pierced by a spear. A sword at his side whose hilt looked too fine for anything but royalty.

The silver mask was pushed up, resting along his temple instead of hiding his face, and that alone made her lungs lock.

He wasn’t hiding.

He didn’t need to.

His hair was the color of midnight iron, damp at the ends as if he’d crossed the river before coming for her. His gaze was steady and cold and impossibly bright—storm-grey, lit from within by something old.

When he stepped closer, the moon struck him cleanly.

Prince Noah Varrick.

Anya had never seen him in person. She’d only heard the stories whispered in border taverns and in the cramped corners of villages that vanished from maps if they grew too close to the Order’s patrol routes.

The hunter-prince. The last son of Varrenthall’s dying line. The blade the crown sent when it wanted a problem erased without leaving footprints.

And now he was here, in the woods, with her curse already stirring beneath her skin like a beast lifting its head.

Anya’s dagger shook, not from fear—she refused to give him that— but from the pressure building inside her bones.

Noah’s eyes flicked to the weapon. Then to her face.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t speak at first.

He looked at her like he was trying to remember her.

That was worse than hate.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” he said at last, voice low and even. Not a shout. Not a threat. A verdict.

Anya kept her chin lifted. “Neither should you.”

One corner of his mouth tightened, not amusement—something closer to restraint.

“The moon’s rising,” he said.

“As if I didn’t know.”

His gaze lingered on her throat, just above the collar of her cloak, where her pulse beat too fast. “You’re Moonmarked.”

The word landed like a stone dropped into water.

Anya’s grip on the dagger hardened until the leather bit her palm. “No.”

Noah’s eyes didn’t change. “Lying won’t save you.”

“You think I’m going to beg?” Her voice came out sharp, but her body betrayed her. The itch flared across her forearms, a hot thread winding under the skin. She felt the first sting in her fingertips—too much sensation, too much awareness. Every scent thickened into something she couldn’t ignore: bark, river-mist, cold earth… and him.

Steel. Smoke. Something clean beneath it, like winter air right before snow.

He took one more step.

Anya’s instincts screamed to run, but there was nowhere left. Ravine behind. Hunter ahead. The tree crossing was there—narrow, slick, waiting. She could try it, risk the fall, risk the water’s teeth.

Or she could die here, on land, under a moon that would witness everything.

Noah’s hand drifted toward his sword.

Not drawn. Not yet.

His voice softened by a fraction. “Tell me your name.”

Anya’s laugh was quick and bitter. “So you can carve it into a report?”

“So I can decide what you are,” he corrected.

She stared at him. “You already did.”

His eyes narrowed, irritation flashing like a blade unsheathed. “If I had decided, you’d be on your knees with silver at your throat.”

The words should have chilled her.

Instead they curled through her like heat.

It was the curse. It had to be. It was the moon waking up something ancient and cruel inside her, twisting danger into desire the way it always did—because the Moonmarked curse didn’t just turn you monstrous. It turned you hungry for the wrong things.

Anya fought it, forcing her breathing steady. “Then do it.”

Noah didn’t move.

The silence stretched until the river below seemed to hiss louder, impatient.

His gaze slid over her face, and for the first time, something broke through his composure. Not softness. Not mercy.

Recognition.

A flash of it—sharp enough to make her throat tighten.

“You,” he murmured, like the word had been ripped out of him.

Anya’s pulse stumbled. “What?”

Noah’s jaw clenched. He stared at her like he was seeing a ghost that had been haunting his sleep for years.

Then he shook his head once, like the motion might dislodge the thought. “Nothing.”

“Prince Noah,” Anya said, making his title sound like a curse, “if you’re going to kill me, do it before I change.”

His gaze snapped back, and the cold in it returned. “You think I’m afraid of what you’ll become?”

She could taste blood—her own. She’d bitten her tongue without realizing it. “You should be.”

Noah’s hand tightened on his sword hilt. Still not drawn. “Turn, then.”

Anya stared.

Was he taunting her?

Or—no. No hunter would want to witness the change up close. They killed Moonmarked from a distance when they could. Arrows dipped in silver. Traps lined with dusted metal. Burning nets.

They didn’t stand in front of them with calm eyes and a steady heartbeat.

Her curse surged again, answering the moon’s pull with savage agreement. The ache behind her ribs became a twist, as if her bones were shifting without permission. A ripple passed through her arms, and for a split second her nails pressed harder against the inside of her gloves, sharper than they had been a moment ago.

Anya swallowed. “I’m not your entertainment.”

Noah’s voice dropped to something too intimate for the woods. “You’re not.”

The words struck her like a touch.

Her stomach turned. The curse had always been a private thing—something her family hid in cellars and locked rooms, something endured with clenched teeth and shame. No one ever spoke to her like she was still human when the moon began to rise.

Noah Varrick should have been the last man alive to do it.

Anya’s eyes stung from the pressure building behind them. Her vision sharpened until she could see individual drops of water clinging to the prince’s lashes. She could hear his breath—controlled, steady. She could hear the rhythm beneath his ribs like a drum.

He was too close.

Not in distance. In reality.

As if the line between hunter and hunted had thinned, and the world itself didn’t know which side she belonged on anymore.

Anya made her choice.

She pivoted and jumped onto the fallen tree.

The bark was slick under her boots. Her stomach lurched as the ravine opened beneath her, a dark, rushing throat.

She forced her arms out for balance, moving fast but careful, boots sliding on ice.

Halfway across, the curse punched through her like a wave.

Pain exploded in her hands. Her gloves split along the seams as her fingers lengthened, nails sharpening, blackening. Heat roared through her veins like wildfire. Her breathing hitched, turning into something too rough, too animal.

Anya stumbled.

The tree dipped under her weight. Ice cracked. Her foot slipped.

She windmilled, dagger hand flailing, and for one terrible heartbeat she saw herself falling—saw the black water swallowing her whole.

Then something slammed into her side.

Arms locked around her waist.

A body solid behind her, pulling her upright with brutal strength.

Noah.

He landed on the fallen tree like he belonged there, like he’d been born balancing over death. His boots bit into the bark. His hold around her wasn’t gentle, but it was certain, unyielding. He hauled her closer until her back pressed against his chest, pinning her against him as the ravine raged below.

“Let go,” she gasped, but her voice broke as the curse surged again.

Noah’s mouth was near her ear. His breath was warm against her skin—wrong in the winter air. “Not if you want to live.”

Anya’s hands shook. Her nails were too long now, cutting into her gloves, and she could feel the bones beneath her skin starting to rearrange, grinding, shifting, demanding. Her teeth ached. Her jaw tightened until she tasted copper again.

“Noah—” she didn’t mean to use his name. It slipped out like a plea.

His arms tightened at the sound.

She felt it.

The way his entire body reacted, as if her voice had struck a chord in him he didn’t know existed.

He dragged her the rest of the way across with controlled, brutal precision, stepping off the fallen tree onto the far bank. The ground was slick with mud and snow, but his grip didn’t falter.

Anya tried to twist free.

Noah spun her and pinned her against the trunk of a tree so hard the bark bit through her cloak.

His face was inches from hers now.

His eyes weren’t cold anymore.

They were furious.

Not at her.

At the moon.

At the curse.

At himself.

“Why are you here?” Anya snarled, breath coming too fast, voice thickening with something feral. “Why didn’t you just shoot me from the trees like the rest of your Order?”

Noah’s gaze dropped to her hands.

Her gloves were splitting. Black nails curved like claws. The skin at her knuckles had begun to darken in faint, branching patterns—like ink running under flesh. The Moonmarked veins.

His throat bobbed as he swallowed.

“You’re changing early,” he said.

Anya laughed, and the sound scraped out of her like broken glass. “It’s the full moon.”

“It’s more than that.” Noah’s voice went lower. “It’s reacting.”

“Reacting to what?”

His gaze met hers.

And for a moment, the forest held its breath again.

“To me.”

The admission was so quiet she almost didn’t believe she’d heard it.

Anya’s heart stuttered. “That’s impossible.”

Noah’s hand lifted slowly, careful, like he was approaching something that could bite—like he wasn’t sure which one of them would.

His knuckles brushed her cheek.

Anya’s body jolted.

Not from pain.

From the shock of sensation that raced through her like lightning.

The curse in her veins flared—then hesitated, as if confused.

For the first time since the moonrise began, the pressure in her ribs eased. Just a fraction. Her breathing steadied.

Her claws stopped lengthening.

Anya stared at him, stunned.

Noah’s expression tightened with something that looked uncomfortably like fear.

“I knew it,” he whispered.

Anya’s lips parted, but no words came.

Because she felt it too now.

Not just his touch.

Something deeper.

A thread.

Invisible, pulled tight between them.

A bond snapping into place.

The old stories her mother used to spit like curses around the hearth came rushing back—words Anya had never believed, because hope had never been safe enough to trust.

Moonmarked blood responds to blood that can hold it.

Some vows aren’t spoken.

Some are written into bone.

Noah’s thumb traced the corner of her mouth, and Anya shivered.

“Who are you?” he asked her again, voice rougher now. “Tell me.”

Anya swallowed hard, her throat burning. “Anya.”

The moment she said it, the thread between them seemed to tighten. The air thickened. The moonlight sharpened.

Noah’s eyes darkened, and something inside him shifted—something that did not belong to an ordinary man.

Anya felt it in her bones.

Power.

Old and hungry and controlled by sheer will.

He wasn’t only the crown’s hunter.

He was part of the reason the Moonmarked had ever been hunted at all.

Because he carried something in him that could end them.

Or—

Her breath caught.

Something that could save one.

Noah leaned closer, so close his forehead almost touched hers. His voice was barely a whisper now, as if the woods might steal the words and twist them into prophecy.

“Anya Blackmere,” he said, tasting her name like it had been in his mouth before, “you don’t understand what you are.”

“I understand enough,” she snapped, though her voice trembled. “You’ll kill me once you decide I’m too dangerous.”

Noah’s jaw clenched. “I swore an oath.”

Anya’s eyes narrowed. “To destroy me.”

His gaze flicked to her mouth, then back to her eyes. “To destroy your kind.”

The curse in her veins snarled at the words, thrashing against her skin. Her nails pressed harder, begging to become weapons.

Anya forced herself not to flinch. “Then do it.”

Noah didn’t move.

His hand stayed against her face, warm, steady—wrong in every way.

His voice broke, just slightly. “If I kill you… I don’t know what happens to me.”

Anya’s pulse thundered. “What?”

Noah’s eyes flashed with something raw and furious, like he hated the truth even as he spoke it.

“Because the moment I touched you,” he said, voice low as the river, “something answered.”

Anya’s breath turned shallow. “You’re lying.”

“I don’t lie,” Noah said, and there was iron in it—royal and absolute. “Not about this.”

The moon climbed higher, bathing the forest in pale, merciless light.

Anya felt the curse stirring again, restless now that it had been interrupted. It wanted completion. It wanted the full change. It wanted blood and teeth and the freedom of losing herself.

But Noah’s hand on her cheek held it back—like a leash made of warmth.

Like a promise.

A dangerous one.

His gaze dropped to her throat again, and she saw the moment he noticed it.

A mark.

Faint, just below her collarbone—something that hadn’t been there before. A pale crescent, as if the moon itself had pressed its mouth against her skin and left a bruise shaped like a vow.

Noah’s breath hitched.

His fingers slid down, touching the mark with reverent horror.

The same shape—mirrored—glimmered at the edge of his own throat, half-hidden by his coat collar.

Anya’s stomach dropped.

“What is that?” she whispered.

Noah’s voice was hoarse. “The Moonlit Oath.”

Anya’s heart slammed against her ribs. “That’s a myth.”

Noah’s eyes locked on hers, and there was no warmth there now—only inevitability.

“It’s older than my kingdom,” he said. “Older than the Order. Older than any law written by men.”

Anya’s claws flexed. “What does it mean?”

Noah didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he leaned in until his mouth hovered a breath away from hers—close enough that her body surged toward him with a hunger that terrified her.

Close enough that the curse went quiet, listening.

And when he spoke, the words struck like a blade and a kiss at once.

“It means,” Noah whispered, “that you belong to me under the moon.”

Anya’s breath caught.

Her instincts screamed no.

Her blood screamed yes.

And somewhere deep inside her, the monster smiled.

Because the moon had chosen her—

and it had chosen him, too.

A distant horn call shattered the woods, echoing through the trees like a warning.

The Silver Order.

They were coming.

Noah’s eyes snapped toward the sound, and his expression hardened into something lethal.

Then he looked back at Anya.

His hand slid from her cheek to her throat—not tight, not cruel, but possessive in a way that made her shiver. Like he was claiming the only truth he could afford.

“You have two choices,” he said. “Come with me now… or stay here and be hunted until dawn.”

Anya bared her sharpening teeth. “And if I go with you?”

Noah’s mouth curved, but there was no mercy in it.

“Then you survive the night,” he said. “And tomorrow… we find out what the oath is going to cost us.”

The horns sounded again, closer.

Anya’s curse surged, furious at being restrained.

Noah stepped back and drew his sword in one smooth motion.

Silver flashed—bright as moonlight.

Anya’s eyes widened.

He was holding silver.

And it wasn’t burning him.

He lifted the blade between them like a promise and a threat combined.

“Decide,” Noah said.

Anya stared at him—hunter-prince, silver blade, oath-mark glowing faintly on his throat.

She had run her whole life.

She had hidden.

She had survived by never trusting anyone with the truth of her blood.

But the moon had branded her with a vow she didn’t ask for.

And the only person who could keep her human… was the one born to end her.

Anya’s fingers curled around her dagger.

Her claws scraped the hilt.

Then she stepped forward—

and chose him.

Because sometimes the most dangerous thing in the world wasn’t the monster inside you.

It was the man who could tame it.

And the way you wanted him to.


CHAPTER 1

The horns chased them through the trees.

Anya ran on instinct, boots slipping in mud and snow, lungs burning as the forest blurred into streaks of black trunks and silver light. Behind her, the ravine hissed like it wanted her back. Ahead, Prince Noah Varrick moved like a shadow given purpose—fast, precise, cutting a path through bramble and frost without slowing once.

He didn’t take her hand.

He didn’t need to.

His presence dragged her forward like gravity.

The Moonlit Oath mark beneath her collarbone pulsed with each heartbeat, warm as a secret bruise. It felt wrong—too intimate, too alive. Like something inside her had been branded with a name it shouldn’t know.

Noah glanced back once.

“Quiet,” he said.

Anya bared her teeth, still sharp, still not fully human. “I’m not making noise.”

“You’re breathing like you want them to hear you.”

She hated that he was right.

The curse was still restless under her skin, snarling against the leash his touch had become. Even without him touching her now, she felt the pull of him—like her blood had learned his shape and refused to forget.

Another horn call split the air, close enough to vibrate in her teeth.

Anya flinched. “How many?”

Noah didn’t answer.

That silence was a kind of answer.

A wolfish part of her—the part the moon woke too easily—wanted to turn and meet them head-on. Wanted the thrill of it. The chase. The blood. The proof that she wasn’t prey.

But she’d seen silver netting before.

She’d seen what it did to Moonmarked skin.

She’d smelled the way it burned.

She’d heard the screams.

So she ran.

The trees thinned ahead, opening into a slope of stone and ice. A narrow ledge wound up the hillside, half-hidden by hanging moss and dead vines. Noah pivoted sharply and grabbed her elbow, yanking her toward the ledge so fast her shoulder jarred.

His fingers touched bare skin at her wrist.

The curse in her veins quieted so abruptly she stumbled from the sudden relief.

Noah felt it too.

His jaw tightened, eyes flashing to her face as if he hated the reaction as much as she did.

He didn’t let go.

He hauled her up the ledge, boots scraping rock. The climb was steep, cruel, and slick with frost. Anya’s claws—still there, still sharper than they should’ve been—dug into the stone as she climbed. The cold wind knifed through her cloak and slapped wet strands of hair across her mouth.

Above them, a darker shape rose out of the mountainside.

A door.

Not wood. Not iron.

Stone.

Carved into the cliff face like it had grown there.

Anya’s stomach dropped. “What is this?”

Noah released her wrist only long enough to press his palm against the rock. His fingers splayed wide, and for a moment nothing happened.

Then the stone shuddered.

A seam appeared—thin as a breath.

The door pulled inward with a slow groan, revealing darkness beyond.

Anya stared.

No hinges. No lock.

Just the cliff deciding to open.

Noah tilted his head. “In.”

Anya didn’t move. “You expect me to walk into a mountain with the crown’s executioner?”

Noah’s gaze sharpened. “You expect to survive standing out here?”

The horns echoed again. Closer now—so close she could hear voices under them. Male voices. Orders being shouted. The crunch of boots on frozen ground.

Anya’s body reacted before her pride could argue.

She stepped into the opening.

The air inside was warmer, heavy with the scent of cold stone and old smoke. The darkness swallowed her, thick and immediate. Behind her, Noah followed and the door began to close as if the mountain itself were sealing them in.

Anya spun, panic flaring. “No—”

Noah caught her shoulder, fingers firm. “Stop.”

The door shut with a final, grinding click.

Silence fell.

Not true silence—there was the faint drip of water somewhere deeper, the low sigh of wind through unseen cracks. But the world outside was cut off. The horns became distant ghosts.

Anya’s breath came too fast. Too loud in the enclosed space.

Noah stood a pace away, watching her like she was both weapon and wound.

The dim light that filtered in from the seam now gone faded quickly, leaving them almost blind.

Then Noah lifted his sword.

Silver flared.

It wasn’t glowing. It wasn’t enchanted with light.

It was simply bright enough to catch the faintest available reflection and turn it into a blade of moon.

Anya’s eyes narrowed. “You brought silver in here with me.”

Noah’s voice was low. “It’s the only reason they won’t follow.”

Anya’s pulse hammered. “Because it repels them?”

“It tells them I’m inside,” he said.

Her skin went cold. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t have to.” His gaze didn’t leave her face. “It only has to work.”

Anya swallowed. The curse stirred again, tasting the metal. Hunger rose in her throat like bile.

Noah sheathed the blade in one smooth motion, as if he didn’t trust it near her for too long.

Smart man.

He turned and walked deeper into the passage.

Anya didn’t follow.

Noah stopped after three steps and looked back, expression carved from stone. “If you stay here, you’ll freeze.”

Anya lifted her chin. “I’d rather freeze than walk willingly into your trap.”

Noah’s eyes flicked to her collarbone.

She felt it immediately—like his gaze was a touch.

The mark there pulsed.

Her breath hitched, traitorous.

Noah’s jaw flexed. “It’s not a trap.”

“Then what is it?”

His voice roughened. “A place I can keep you alive.”

Anya laughed once, sharp and disbelieving. “How noble.”

Noah’s gaze went distant for half a breath, as if he’d heard that word before and found it bitter. “You want noble, find a priest.”

Then he turned and continued walking.

Anya stayed frozen for three heartbeats, listening. The sound of his boots faded into the dark.

The curse twisted under her skin again, restless and furious at being separated. Like it didn’t want him out of reach.

It felt like thirst.

It felt like madness.

It felt like the beginning of an addiction.

Anya clenched her fists until her claws bit her palms.

Then she followed.

The passage widened into a cavern lit by embers.

A fire pit sat at the center—stone-ringed, carefully maintained. The coals glowed red, casting flickering light across the walls. The space looked old, used. Blankets stacked neatly. A table carved from a single slab of wood. A kettle hanging over the coals.

And on the far wall—

Anya’s stomach sank.

Symbols.

Carved into the stone like scars. Crescents. Thorned circles. A spear through the moon. A crown split down the center.

The Silver Order’s marks.

But mixed with something else—older, wilder. Not a hunter’s oath.

A Moonmarked one.

Anya stepped closer before she could stop herself. Her fingers lifted, hovering over one carving: a crescent wrapped in twisted vines, the lines so deep they looked freshly cut.

“This is…” Her voice came out thin.

Noah watched her from near the fire. “Older than the Order.”

Anya’s eyes narrowed. “You said that before.”

Noah’s mouth tightened. “Because it’s true.”

Her gaze snapped to him. “Why do you have Moonmarked symbols on your walls?”

Noah didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he shrugged off his black coat and draped it over a chair. The movement revealed a fitted tunic beneath, dark as ink, and the faint glimmer of metal at his throat.

The oath-mark.

She couldn’t stop looking at it.

It sat at the edge of his collarbone like a bruise made of moonlight. Pale, curved, unmistakable.

Anya’s own mark burned in response, warm as breath.

Noah noticed.

He always noticed.

His eyes flicked to her throat, then down, then back up—like he was mapping the places the curse had written itself into her.

As if he could read her body like scripture.

“I didn’t put those there,” he said finally.

Anya’s voice turned sharp. “Then who did?”

Noah’s gaze shifted to the fire. The coals popped softly, sparks rising like tiny dying stars.

“My mother,” he said.

Anya stared.

The word sounded wrong in his mouth.

The cruel, controlled prince had a mother?

Her throat tightened. “Your mother was Moonmarked?”

Noah’s expression went flat. “My mother was queen.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Noah’s gaze lifted, and for a moment the mask slipped enough for her to see something underneath.

Not softness.

Pain.

“Don’t,” he said quietly.

Anya didn’t know whether he meant don’t ask, don’t push, don’t see him as anything but a hunter.

She didn’t care.

“If your mother carved Moonmarked vows into stone,” Anya said, stepping closer, “then either she was Moonmarked… or she was lying about why they hunted us.”

Noah’s eyes went lethal again. “They hunt you because you turn into monsters.”

Anya’s laugh was bitter. “So do men in war.”

Noah’s mouth tightened. “You don’t know what you become.”

Anya’s claws flexed. “I know enough. I know it hurts. I know I hate it. I know it steals my hands and my voice and my mind and gives me teeth instead.”

Noah’s gaze dropped to her hands.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

The fire crackled.

Water dripped somewhere deep in the stone.

Then Noah took a step forward.

He didn’t touch her.

But he stopped close enough that she felt his heat.

Close enough that her curse quieted again, leaning toward him like it recognized something.

Noah’s voice was lower now, almost unwilling. “Does it always start this early?”

Anya swallowed. “When the moon is full and I’m scared.”

Noah’s gaze flicked to her face. “You’re scared now.”

Anya’s mouth twisted. “I’m trapped in a cave with the prince who kills my kind.”

Noah’s eyes darkened. “That’s not why you’re scared.”

Anya’s breath caught.

Because he was right.

She wasn’t scared of him killing her.

Not anymore.

She was scared of the way her blood listened to him.

The way the curse softened under his gaze like a beast lowering its head.

The way her body felt… less broken when he was near.

Anya’s voice turned razor-thin. “What are you doing to me?”

Noah’s jaw tightened. “Nothing.”

“Then why—” She stopped, words tangling. Why does it feel like you’re the only thing that can keep me human?

Noah didn’t answer.

He lifted his hand slowly, palm open, fingers relaxed. He offered it like he was offering a weapon instead of comfort.

“I can stop it,” he said.

Anya stared at his hand.

The firelight danced across his knuckles, across the faint scars there—training injuries, blade marks, proof he’d fought for years.

This hand had killed Moonmarked.

This hand could save her.

Her pulse thundered in her ears.

Anya forced the words out. “And what do you get?”

Noah’s eyes met hers.

There was something terrifyingly honest there.

“You,” he said simply.

Anya’s stomach dropped. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

She should have refused.

She should have spit at him.

She should have run back into the forest and taken her chances with the Order.

But the curse inside her curled tighter around her ribs, starving and furious, and the moon outside was climbing higher.

And his hand—

His hand was steady. Waiting.

Anya lifted her own trembling fingers.

Her claws hovered over his skin.

The second she touched him, everything changed.

Heat raced up her arm, not burning—soothing. The ache behind her ribs loosened. Her bones stopped grinding. Her breath steadied as if her lungs had remembered how to be human.

Anya’s eyes fluttered shut, a sound catching in her throat.

Noah’s grip tightened.

Not rough.

Not cruel.

But like he couldn’t stop himself.

Like he’d been holding onto the edge of something for too long and she was the first solid thing he’d found.

Anya opened her eyes.

Noah was closer now.

Too close.

His gaze had dropped to her mouth.

The air between them felt alive—charged, heavy, dangerous.

Anya’s voice came out softer than she wanted. “If I stay near you… does it always stop?”

Noah’s throat bobbed as he swallowed.

His thumb brushed the inside of her wrist, right over her pulse.

And Anya felt the moment his control cracked.

“Not always,” he murmured. “Sometimes it gets worse.”

Anya’s breath hitched. “Worse how?”

Noah’s eyes lifted to hers, dark and feral in a way that didn’t belong to a prince.

“In ways you won’t be able to pretend you don’t want,” he said.

Anya’s body reacted instantly—heat pooling low, a shiver running up her spine. It was the curse. It had to be.

But it didn’t feel like the curse.

It felt like her.

Outside, a horn call echoed again—fainter now, but still present. The Order hadn’t given up. They were searching. Circling. Waiting for dawn.

Noah didn’t let go of her hand.

His gaze stayed locked on her as if she was the only real thing in the world.

“Anya,” he said, voice rough as stone, “if they find you, they’ll cut you open and call it mercy.”

Anya’s jaw clenched. “And what will you do?”

Noah’s mouth tightened. “I’ll kill them first.”

The words should have horrified her.

Instead, something inside her—something Moonmarked and starving—purred.

Anya leaned forward before she could stop herself, close enough that her breath brushed his mouth.

“If you’re lying to me,” she whispered, “I’ll tear out your throat.”

Noah’s eyes flicked to her lips again.

His voice dropped to a whisper that felt like a vow. “Then I’ll deserve it.”

And then—

The mountain trembled.

The carved symbols on the wall seemed to hum, faint and eerie, like the stone itself was waking.

Anya stiffened. “What was that?”

Noah’s head snapped toward the passageway. His grip tightened around her hand, pulling her behind him without thinking.

A dull thud echoed through the tunnel.

Then another.

Boots.

Not outside.

Inside.

Anya’s blood turned to ice.

Noah’s voice went deadly calm. “Stay behind me.”

Anya’s claws flexed.

The curse stirred, eager.

The Moonlit Oath mark burned like a brand.

And in the dark corridor beyond the firelight, a silver gleam flashed—

coming closer.


CHAPTER 2

The footsteps stopped just beyond the firelight.

Anya held her breath, every nerve stretched tight as wire. She could hear them—three, maybe four—standing in the mouth of the passage as if they could smell the heat of the coals and the living bodies beside them.

Silver sang in the air.


Not a sound, not exactly. A pressure. A thin, sharp wrongness that scraped at the back of her throat and made the curse in her bones curl like an injured animal. Her claws twitched. Her teeth ached. Her skin prickled with the urge to change, to fight, to become something that didn’t fear pain.


Noah shifted in front of her, broad shoulders squared. He still hadn’t drawn his sword, but his hand hovered near it—ready.

“Who’s there?” his voice cut through the cavern, calm and cold as winter steel.

A pause.

Then a man stepped forward into the ember glow.

He wore the Silver Order’s uniform—dark grey, layered leather, and a pale cloak threaded with protective runes. A silver half-mask covered the upper half of his face, but his mouth was visible, tight with a hunter’s contempt.

The insignia at his chest gleamed: a crescent impaled by a spear.

Captain.

His gaze swept the cavern once, landing on the carvings on the wall. He slowed. His head tilted.

Recognition flickered in his posture like the twitch of a blade.

“Prince Noah Varrick,” the captain said, voice thick with surprise. “You vanished from the patrol lines.”

Noah’s chin lifted. “I’m standing right here.”

The captain’s gaze sharpened. “And you’re alone.”

Anya felt Noah’s body go still.

A lie was a fragile thing. A thin pane of ice over black water.

Noah didn’t look back at her. “State your purpose.”

The captain stepped closer, boots crunching grit. The ember light licked his mask and made him look like a skull with a living mouth. “We tracked a Moonmarked into these woods.”

Anya’s blood spiked.

Even the word made her stomach twist.

The captain’s gaze slid toward the tunnel behind Noah, as if he could see through him. “We heard horns. We followed the scent.”

Noah didn’t flinch. “You’re trespassing.”

“Trespassing?” A second figure stepped into the light—another hunter, younger, his mask polished too bright. His tone was sharp with arrogance. “In crown territory?”

Noah’s eyes flicked to him. The air chilled. “Everything in this kingdom is crown territory.”

Silence snapped tight.

The younger hunter swallowed. Took a half-step back.

The captain watched Noah carefully now, like he was reassessing what kind of threat stood in front of him.

“No orders were given for a mountain-seal to be opened tonight,” the captain said slowly.

Noah’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t open it.”

“Then it opened for you,” the captain countered.

That was true.

Anya’s gaze darted to the stone door behind them, sealed shut as if it had never been there at all. The mountain hadn’t opened for just anyone. It had opened for Noah like it knew his blood.

Like it recognized him.

The captain’s eyes caught on the carvings again. The Moonmarked symbols. The old, wild crescents wrapped in thorns and vines.

His voice lowered. “These markings are forbidden.”

Noah didn’t even glance at them. “Then don’t look.”

The captain’s gaze hardened. “Prince Noah. If you are sheltering a Moonmarked—”

“I’m sheltering nothing,” Noah cut in.

Anya felt it then—beneath Noah’s control, beneath his cold steadiness.

Rage.

Not the clean rage of a soldier.

The personal kind. The kind that meant this had happened before. This moment, this accusation, this edge of betrayal.

The younger hunter shifted, sniffing the air. His head turned slightly, as if something had caught his attention.

Anya’s heart slammed.

No.

Don’t scent me.

Don’t—

His gaze drifted toward the shadow where she stood behind Noah, and Anya felt the curse inside her rise like a beast on its hind legs.

The oath-mark burned.

Noah moved faster than thought.

He stepped sideways, blocking the line of sight completely, body a wall between them. His hand fell to his sword, fingers wrapping the hilt.

Not drawing.

Warning.

The younger hunter’s eyes widened, and even through the mask, Anya saw his fear.

The captain’s voice sharpened. “Why are you guarding that space?”

Noah’s eyes turned glacial. “Because you’re asking too many questions.”

The captain took one step forward.

Noah didn’t move.

The space between them tightened, electric. The embers popped. The carved symbols on the wall hummed faintly again, as if the stone itself recognized the pressure rising.

“Prince Noah,” the captain said quietly, “you are Order-born. You know the law.”

Noah’s mouth turned cruel. “The law changes depending on who’s bleeding.”

The captain’s hand drifted toward the small pouch at his belt.

Silver dust.

Anya’s throat constricted.

If he threw it, it would burn. It would stick to her skin and scream her truth into the air.

Noah noticed the movement instantly.

His voice dropped low enough to feel like a threat pressed to the captain’s throat. “Don’t.”

The captain’s hand paused.

A slow smile formed on the captain’s exposed mouth—thin and mean. “You’re afraid.”

Noah’s eyes didn’t blink. “No.”


“You are,” the captain insisted softly, “because there is something behind you.”


Anya’s claws dug into her palms so hard she felt skin split.

Noah’s stance held, but his breathing changed. Just slightly.

And Anya knew.

He wasn’t afraid of the Order.


He was afraid of what would happen to her if they found her.


Which was worse.

Because it meant he’d already chosen.

The captain lifted his chin. “Move.”

Noah’s voice was quiet, deadly. “No.”

Silence struck.

Then the captain exhaled slowly, as if disappointed.

“So be it.”

His hand moved.

Fast.

He snapped the pouch open and flung silver dust toward Noah’s chest like throwing holy water at a demon.

Noah swore and twisted, but too late.

The silver powder hit his tunic and scattered in the air, glittering like cruel snow.

It should have burned Anya—should have sent fire crawling across her lungs.

But it hit Noah.

And Anya saw something impossible.

Noah’s body jerked as if struck.

Not from pain.

From… reaction.

The silver dust didn’t burn his skin.


It clung, shimmering faintly, as if the metal recognized him and refused to harm him.


The captain noticed it too.

His smile fell away.

His voice went sharp. “What—”

Anya’s oath-mark flared so hot she gasped.

Noah’s eyes snapped to her.

And for one terrifying heartbeat, she felt his body answer hers through the bond—felt his pulse stumble, his breath hitch, his grip tighten.

The curse inside her surged, furious now.

Silver in the air.

Blood scent rising.

Fear blooming in the cavern like smoke.

It wanted out.

It wanted teeth.

It wanted to end the threat in front of her.

Anya took a step forward before she could stop herself.

Noah’s voice cracked like a whip. “Anya—don’t.”

The captain’s head snapped toward the sound.

Toward her voice.

Everything went still.

The hunters stared.

Noah’s body went rigid, the smallest betrayal—his shoulders tightening—as if he’d realized what he’d just done.

Said her name.

Confirmed her existence.

Anya’s stomach dropped.

The younger hunter’s eyes widened, and his voice came out sharp with triumph. “Moonmarked.”

The captain’s hand went to his sword.

“Prince Noah,” he said slowly, dangerously, “you are shielding a Moonmarked in a crown hideout.”

Noah’s face didn’t change.

But his eyes did.

The storm-grey went darker. Wilder. Like something in him had decided it was finished pretending.

“She is under my protection,” Noah said.

The words fell like an axe.

Anya froze.

The captain barked a laugh, short and cruel. “Protection? Or possession?”

Noah didn’t blink. “Call it whatever keeps you alive long enough to leave.”

The captain’s gaze turned calculating. “This is treason.”

Noah’s mouth curved, cold and terrible. “Then let the crown hang me.”

Anya’s throat burned.

Noah didn’t even look at her as he said it—like he couldn’t risk giving her the softness she might mistake for safety.

He wanted her to understand:

This wasn’t kindness.


This was choice.


And he had made it.

The captain reached for his sword.

Noah drew his.

Silver flashed in the firelight, bright enough to sting Anya’s eyes.

And then the captain did something worse than attack.

He raised two fingers to his mouth and whistled.

A thin, piercing sound—sharp as a needle.

From deeper in the passage, more boots answered.

More shadows moved.

They’d brought reinforcements.

Noah’s voice went low, urgent. “Stay behind me.”

Anya laughed, breathless and bitter. “I’m tired of being behind people.”

Noah’s eyes flicked back at her, furious. “Anya.”

The way he said her name—like a warning and a plea wrapped together—made the bond thrum.

And the curse heard it.

It surged.

Anya’s bones shifted again.

Not as violently as before. Not as uncontrollable.

But enough.

Her nails lengthened. Her vision sharpened until every hunter’s heartbeat became a loud, delicious drum. The scent of silver turned from pain into challenge.

Anya stepped around Noah’s shoulder.

The captain’s eyes narrowed. “There you are.”

Anya bared her teeth, too sharp now. “Hello.”

Noah’s sword lifted, protecting her even as she disobeyed him.

The captain’s voice went cold. “Take her.”

The hunters moved.

Fast.

Two at once, lunging from either side with silver-edged nets.

Anya’s body reacted with savage grace.

She ducked the first, twisting low, claws slicing the air. The net skimmed her shoulder, and pain flared hot where silver kissed skin—a burn so vicious her vision went white for a heartbeat.

She snarled, the sound tearing out of her throat.

Noah moved with her—beside her now, not ahead.

His blade flashed, cutting through the second net before it reached her. Silver met silver with a harsh metallic cry.

The captain cursed. “You’ll regret this, Your Highness.”

Noah’s voice was dark. “I already do.”

Anya slammed her palm into the first hunter’s chest, sending him stumbling back into the cavern wall. Her claws tore through his cloak, stopping just short of skin.

She could have killed him.

The monster in her wanted to.

But she didn’t.

Because Noah was there.

And somehow, impossibly… she still wanted to be human in front of him.

The captain drew his sword fully now.

The blade was bright silver, etched with runes that shimmered in the ember light.

Anya’s breath hitched.

That wasn’t just a weapon.

That was an executioner’s blade.

The captain pointed it at her throat. “Moonmarked filth.”

Noah’s voice went lethal. “Don’t call her that.”

The captain smiled. “Or what? You’ll fall in love with her and forget what she is?”

Anya’s oath-mark burned.

Noah’s grip on his sword tightened so hard his knuckles went white.

Then Noah did the one thing Anya didn’t expect.

He stepped closer to her.

Not to shield.


To claim.


He moved behind her, his chest brushing her back, and wrapped his arm around her waist—pinning her to him, keeping her close.

Anya’s breath caught.

The curse quieted. Instantly. Like a snarling beast suddenly lulled by a hand on its head.

The hunters hesitated.

The captain’s eyes widened.

Because he saw it.

The way she calmed in Noah’s hold.

The way Noah’s body tightened like he was fighting something too.

The captain’s voice dropped. “What are you?”

Noah’s mouth curved, cold as the grave. “The worst thing you’ve ever brought silver into a room with.”

Then he looked down at Anya, lips near her ear, voice only for her.

“Hold on,” he whispered.

Anya didn’t have time to ask why.

Noah’s hand tightened at her waist, and he dragged her backward—

straight into the carvings on the wall.

Anya’s back hit stone.

The symbols flared white-hot.

The cavern screamed with light.

And the world fell away.


CHAPTER 3

The stone swallowed them whole.

Light exploded—white, violent, blinding—so bright Anya couldn’t tell if she was screaming or if the cavern itself was. The carved symbols beneath her spine burned like a brand pressed into bone, and the world twisted sideways, bending like glass under pressure.

Her stomach lurched.

Her blood went cold.

Then suddenly—

Silence.

Not the muffled cave-silence from before.

A different kind. Deep. Sacred. Heavy with age.

Anya’s feet hit ground that felt like smooth stone, and her knees buckled instantly. She would’ve fallen if Noah’s arm hadn’t been locked around her waist, holding her upright with sheer force even as his own body trembled.

The air smelled different here.

Not winter.

Not smoke.

It smelled like damp earth after rain and something faintly sweet—night-blooming flowers, crushed underfoot.

Anya forced her eyes open.

They stood in a wide chamber carved from black rock. The ceiling soared high, disappearing into shadow. Pale bioluminescent moss clung to the walls in faint constellations, casting a soft ghost-light over everything.

And in the center of the chamber—

A pool.

Perfectly still. Perfectly round. As black as ink.

Moonlight spilled into it from nowhere, a silver beam striking the surface like a blessing.

Anya stared.

There was no opening above. No cracks. No skylight.

But the light was there.

As if the moon itself had found this place and refused to leave.

Noah’s breath came ragged behind her, hot against her ear.

Anya turned her head, just enough to see him.

His face was paler now. His jaw clenched hard, a muscle ticking near his cheekbone. The oath-mark at his throat was bright—too bright—glowing like it had been carved into him with fire.

“Noah?” Her voice came out rough, startled.

His arm tightened around her once, almost possessive, then—

It slipped.

Noah staggered back, one hand shooting out to brace against the stone wall. His sword clattered to the ground, silver ringing sharp in the chamber.

Anya spun fully toward him, heart hammering.

“Noah!”

He tried to straighten, to pretend he hadn’t just gone weak in front of her.

Failed.

His knees hit the stone floor hard.

The sound echoed.

Anya froze for half a breath, disbelief locking her joints.

The prince who had just faced down the Silver Order without blinking was on the ground.

Breathing like he’d been stabbed.

His fingers dug into the rock as if he could anchor himself there.

His head bowed, hair falling forward, damp strands clinging to his forehead.

“Don’t…” he rasped.

Anya stepped closer anyway, her boots scuffing the stone. “Don’t what?”

His shoulders shook once, the smallest betrayal of pain. “Don’t touch me.”

Anya stopped short.

The words should’ve felt like rejection.

But the bond between them pulsed—tight, frantic—like it was begging her to ignore him. Like it knew something he didn’t want to admit.

Anya swallowed. “What did you just do?”

Noah’s breath came in harsh pulls. “I… moved us.”

“With the carvings?” Anya glanced back at the black pool, the strange, impossible moonlight. “Where are we?”

Noah’s laugh was low and humorless. “Nowhere the Order can reach.”

“That doesn’t answer—”

“The Hollow Sanctum,” he said.

The name dropped into the chamber like a prayer.

Anya’s stomach tightened. She’d heard that name in whispers. In bedtime warnings. In half-drunk tavern stories spoken by old men who still believed in gods with teeth.

The Hollow Sanctum was a myth.

A place the Moonmarked disappeared into when they were too broken to live among humans anymore.

A place that didn’t exist.

And yet—

The air here felt alive. Watching. Waiting.

Anya’s throat went dry. “It’s real.”

Noah lifted his head slowly.

His eyes were darker now, the storm-grey shot through with something almost black, like the magic inside him had bled into his gaze.

“It’s real,” he agreed.


Anya took another step. “Then why are you able to bring me here?”


Noah’s jaw tightened.

He looked away from her, as if the answer disgusted him.

“I shouldn’t be.”

The words hit her like a chill.

Anya crouched carefully, keeping distance. “Noah… you’re not making sense.”

His voice turned quieter, forced. “The Sanctum answers Moonmarked blood.”

Anya’s pulse stumbled. “I’m Moonmarked. Not you.”

Noah’s mouth twisted. “And yet it opened.”

Anya stared at him, slowly piecing it together.

The silver dust in the cavern clinging to him like it recognized him.

The mountain opening for him.

The carvings flaring when he pulled her against them.

The bond.

The oath-mark mirrored on his throat.

Anya’s voice went thin. “What are you?”

Noah didn’t answer at first.

Then he swallowed hard, throat working as if the truth tasted like poison.

“I am the thing the Order was made to control,” he said.

Anya’s breath caught.

Noah’s fingers flexed against the stone, and she saw it—

His hand was shaking.

Not from fear.

From restraint.

From holding something back so hard it was breaking him.

Anya’s curse stirred at the sight, uneasy. Not hungry.

Uneasy.

Because the monster in her could recognize a bigger monster.

And it didn’t like sharing a room.

Anya’s voice lowered. “Are you Moonmarked?”

Noah’s gaze snapped to hers, furious. “No.”

“Then why—”


“Because I’m bound,” he snarled, and the sound was sharp enough to slice. He stopped himself, dragging in a breath like he’d nearly lost control. “Because my blood has been chained to yours for generations.”


Anya blinked. “That’s impossible.”

Noah’s laugh was bitter. “That’s what the crown told you so you wouldn’t ask questions.”

Anya’s heart pounded.

She looked down at his throat again.

The oath-mark glowed brighter with every heartbeat.

Anya’s own mark burned in response, and she realized something terrifying—

It wasn’t just a symbol.

It was a link.

A conduit.

Noah’s breathing hitched again, and he squeezed his eyes shut, jaw clenched like he was fighting a wave of pain.

Anya’s instincts flared.

She reached for him without thinking.

Noah’s eyes flew open. “Don’t—”

Her hand landed on his shoulder.

Heat surged.

Not like fire.

Like relief.

Like the moment a storm breaks and the sky finally exhales.

Noah’s entire body went still.

His breath shuddered out.

The shaking in his hand stopped.

Anya froze, stunned by how immediate it was.

She hadn’t even realized she was holding her own breath until she exhaled, slow and trembling.

Noah stared at her hand like it was a blade pressed to his skin.

Then his gaze lifted to her face.

Something raw moved in his eyes.

Need.

Not want.

Need.

Anya’s voice came out quietly. “It helps you too.”

Noah’s mouth tightened. “I don’t need help.”

“You’re on the floor,” Anya said, sharper. “Yes you do.”

For a moment, Noah looked like he might snap back with cold pride.

Then the truth crushed through him again.

His lashes lowered as he breathed in slowly, as if he was breathing her in.

“I wasn’t supposed to touch you,” he said, voice rough. “Ever.”

Anya’s throat tightened. “Because the oath would bind?”

Noah’s jaw flexed. “Because it would ruin everything.”

“What everything?”

Noah’s gaze flicked toward the pool, dark and still.

Then back to her.

“My life,” he said simply.

Anya stared.

He said it like it meant something.

Like he’d had a life worth losing.

The prince who hunted her kind. The prince with silver on his blade.

The prince who had just chosen treason to keep her alive.

Anya’s pulse hammered as the bond between them throbbed, thick and heavy in the air.

She pulled her hand back slowly.

Noah’s breath hitched.

The moment her skin left him, the tremor returned to his fingers. His shoulders tightened.

Anya swallowed.

She didn’t like the power it gave her.

The ability to calm him.

To hold him together with a touch.

It felt too much like a cage.

“You’re tethered to me,” she whispered.

Noah’s voice went quiet. “Yes.”

Anya’s stomach twisted. “Why?”

Noah hesitated.

The air in the Sanctum seemed to lean in, listening.

Then he spoke, voice low and unwilling, like he was dragging the truth out by the throat.

“Because the Moonmarked were never meant to exist alone,” he said.

Anya’s skin prickled. “What does that mean?”

Noah’s gaze held hers, sharp and haunted. “It means there has always been a counterpart. A balance.”

Anya’s heart beat too hard. “A hunter.”

Noah shook his head once. “A keeper.”

The word hit her like a slap.

Anya’s laugh came out breathless. “That’s just a prettier word for the same thing.”

Noah’s gaze darkened. “It’s not.”

Anya leaned closer without meaning to, drawn by the truth in his eyes, by the bond’s pull, by the way the curse inside her went quiet when she focused on him.

“What are you keeping, Noah?” she whispered.

Noah’s lips parted.

For a moment, it looked like he might answer.

Then he flinched, his gaze snapping toward the shadows of the chamber.

Anya followed his stare.

The moss-light flickered.

The surface of the pool rippled—just once.


And then the water moved.


Not from wind.

Not from a dropped stone.

It moved like something underneath had breathed.

Anya’s skin turned ice-cold.

Noah’s voice dropped into something sharp and urgent. “Back away from the pool.”

Anya’s eyes narrowed. “What is in there?”

Noah pushed himself up, wincing, forcing his body into standing. His hand reached for his sword on instinct, fingers closing around the hilt.

The silver blade looked wrong here, in this sacred place.

Like a stain.

Noah took a step toward Anya, putting himself between her and the pool again.

His control was back—but she could still see the strain in him, like the magic had taken something it hadn’t asked permission for.

“It’s not a ‘what,’” he said.

Anya’s throat tightened. “Then it’s a who.”

Noah’s eyes didn’t leave the water.

“Yes,” he said. “And it’s awake.”

The pool rippled again—wider this time, as if something large had rolled beneath the surface.

A low sound filled the chamber.

Not a growl.

Not a voice.

Something older.

A hum that vibrated in Anya’s bones and made the curse inside her bow its head like it recognized a king.

Her oath-mark burned so hard she gasped.

Noah’s grip tightened around his sword, knuckles whitening.

“Anya,” he said, voice strained, “whatever happens next… you do not speak your full name.”

Anya’s blood turned cold. “Why?”

Noah finally looked at her, and the fear in his eyes was real.

“Because names are power in this place,” he said. “And if it claims you—”
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