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  Chapter One

  
  




The mountain breaks before the warning bell rings.

Stone tears loose from the ridge with a sound like the sky splitting open. I look up from the bundle of feverfew in my hands and see half the eastern slope rushing toward the settlement.

“Run!” I shout.

The villagers scatter.

Wooden bowls overturn. Bundles of herbs burst beneath fleeing boots. Wolves carrying timber drop their loads and drag children away from the central path. Dust swallows the morning sunlight as boulders strike the lower ridge, smashing pine trunks and sending splintered branches spinning through the air.

My gaze finds Luca.

He stands beside Ho Thomas near the drying racks, frozen beneath the shadow of the falling mountain.

“Luca!”

His head snaps toward me.

Ho grabs him by the shoulder and throws both of them behind the stone wall bordering the healer’s courtyard. I dive after them as a rock crashes through the roof of the empty storage house. The impact shakes the ground hard enough to drive my knees into the dirt.

Dust fills my mouth.

Someone screams.

Another boulder strikes the settlement.

Then the mountain goes still.

For one heartbeat, there is only the ticking of falling gravel.

Then the cries begin.

I push myself upright.

“Stay with Ho,” I tell Luca.

His dark eyes are already searching through the dust. At eight years old, he has learned to look for blood before most children have learned to fear it.

“Mother—”

“Stay here.”

I press my hand against his chest. Beneath his wool tunic, his heartbeat pounds against my palm.

Too fast.

Mine is worse.

The protective charm hanging beneath his collar feels warm through the fabric. A little silver crown split down the middle and bound together with healer’s thread. Ho carved it after we arrived in the mountains eight years ago.

A harmless symbol, the villagers believe.

A reminder of a kingdom I pretend no longer owns me.

“Do as she says,” Ho tells him.

Luca’s jaw tightens.

He hates being left behind. He hates helplessness even more.

I know because he inherited both from me.

I turn before he can argue and run toward the eastern houses.

The dust thins enough for me to see the damage. Two homes have collapsed. Part of the meeting hall is buried beneath stone. Wolves dig through shattered beams with bare hands while others shift to tear at the wreckage with claws and teeth.

A young wolf lies in the center of the path.

He cannot be more than fifteen.

One leg bends beneath him at an impossible angle. Blood pours from a wound along his scalp, darkening the dust around his head. His breath comes in broken gasps.

I drop beside him.

“Look at me.”

His eyes flutter.

“Can you hear me?”

He tries to answer, but only blood bubbles between his lips.

Broken ribs. One may have pierced a lung.

I place two fingers against his throat. His pulse is faint and racing.

“Cloth,” I order. “Clean water. Now.”

Hands move around me.

I cut through the young wolf’s shirt and press my palm against his chest. The bones shift beneath the skin when he breathes.

Too many are broken.

Even with a wolf’s healing, he will not survive long enough for his body to mend them.

“Ho!” I shout.

No answer.

I glance back toward the healer’s courtyard.

The dust is too thick.

I cannot see Luca.

Fear moves through me, sharp and immediate, but I force it down. Ho will keep him safe. Ho has kept us safe since the night I stumbled into these mountains with two newborns wrapped against my chest and half the royal army searching for my body.

A woman drops beside me with torn cloth and water.

I clean the blood from the young wolf’s mouth.

“Stay awake,” I tell him.

His eyes roll back.

“No. Look at me.”

His body jerks.

The movement tears a wet sound from his chest.

I know that sound.

I heard it on battlefields before I became a queen. I heard it in the palace when council guards dragged dying wolves across marble floors so their blood would not stain the ceremonial carpets.

A lung filling with blood.

I press harder against his chest as though my hands alone can hold his life inside him.

“Bring me the bone needles.”

“They’re buried,” someone says.

“Then dig them out.”

The young wolf convulses.

His heart stutters beneath my fingers.

I lower my mouth toward his ear.

“You are not dying here.”

A small hand closes around his wrist.

My blood turns cold.

“Luca.”

He kneels on the other side of the injured wolf.

Dust coats his black hair and the shoulders of his tunic. His face is pale, but his eyes are steady.

Ho limps toward us several steps behind him, one hand pressed to his bleeding temple.

“I told you to stay back,” I say.

“He was faster than I was,” Ho answers.

“Take him away.”

Luca does not release the young wolf.

“Mother, I can help.”

“No.”

“I can feel him.”

The words are quiet.

Terrified.

That frightens me more than the blood.

Luca’s gift has always been small enough to hide. A little strength passed into an exhausted wolf. A wound healing a day too quickly. A fever breaking beneath his palm.

Never this.

Never a dying body calling to him.

“Let go,” I say.

The young wolf draws a shallow breath.

Luca flinches as if he feels the pain inside his own chest.

“He is falling apart.”

“I know.”

“I can hold him together.”

“You do not know what it will cost you.”

His gaze lifts to mine.

Neither of us says what we are both thinking.

We have hidden his power for eight years because gifts tied to royal blood are never treated as gifts. They become weapons, symbols, reasons for councils to lock children behind guarded doors.

Reasons for kings to choose kingdoms over sons.

“Luca.” I keep my voice calm. “Release him.”

The young wolf’s pulse disappears beneath my fingers.

Luca’s face changes.

“No.”

Light flashes beneath his hand.

Not gold.

Not white.

Silver.

It races through the young wolf’s veins like lightning beneath the skin.

“Luca!”

Power strikes the ground.

The force throws me backward.

I hit the path hard enough to lose my breath. All around us, wolves cry out. Some fall to their knees. Others stagger as if struck from within.

The young wolf arches off the ground.

Bones snap.

Not breaking.

Resetting.

His twisted leg wrenches straight with a sickening crack. His chest expands as shattered ribs drag themselves back into place. Blood rushes out of his mouth, then stops.

Luca remains locked around his wrist.

Silver light climbs both their arms.

The injured wolf screams.

His body swells.

Clothes tear along his shoulders and spine. Fur erupts across his skin. His jaw lengthens. Fingers become claws that gouge trenches through the dirt.

He shifts in the middle of the path.

Not the weak, uncontrolled transformation of an injured boy.

A full wolf rises where the dying child lay.

Massive.

Powerful.

His coat shines dark beneath the dust, and every breath rolls from him like thunder.

Luca releases him.

The wolf lands on all four paws.

For several seconds, no one moves.

Then a second wolf shifts near the ruined meeting hall.

Another follows.

Across the settlement, power surges through every wolf at once. Backs straighten. Wounds seal. Exhausted bodies shake with renewed strength. One elderly wolf drops his walking stick and stares at his unsteady hands as the tremor leaves them.

They all turn toward Luca.

Every face.

Every pair of wolf eyes.

My son remains kneeling in the dirt.

He looks smaller beneath their attention.

“What did you do?” Ho whispers.

Luca stares at his hands.

“I only wanted him to breathe.”

The sky darkens.

Not with clouds.

Red spreads across the morning sun, slow and unnatural, as though blood is seeping over the heavens. The approaching moon should not be visible until nightfall.

Yet its shadow moves across the sun.

A crimson ring forms above the mountain.

The Blood Moon has come early.

A sharp crack sounds beside me.

The charm at my throat breaks.

I grab it before it falls. The silver crown has split cleanly through its center.

All around the settlement, identical cracks answer it.

The charms hanging from doorways break.

Those tied to children’s wrists split apart.

The crown carved above Ho’s healer’s cottage fractures down the middle.

Luca gasps.

He claws at his collar.

I reach him first and tear open the ties of his tunic.

The royal mark burns across his chest.

A silver wolf encircled by twin crescents.

The mark Daelen carried over his heart.

The mark no healer’s dye has ever completely concealed.

It shines bright enough to illuminate Luca’s face.

Murmurs spread around us.

I cover the mark with both hands, but the light pours between my fingers.

“No,” I breathe.

Not here.

Not now.

Luca grips my wrists.

His pupils widen until only a thin ring of brown remains.

“Someone is calling me.”

I look around.

No one speaks.

The wolves stare at him with a mixture of wonder and fear.

“Who?” I ask.

His head tilts as though he is listening to a voice far beyond the mountain.

“A girl.”

My heart stops.

Eight years of distance collapse inside me.

A newborn wrapped in dark blankets.

A tiny fist closing around my finger.

A second bundle being taken from my arms before dawn because keeping them together would make their combined power impossible to hide.

“Luca,” I whisper. “What does she say?”

His fingers tighten painfully around my wrists.

“She is scared.”

The mark flares.

His eyes fill with tears.

“Harper.”

The name leaves his lips like it has always lived there.

I have spoken it to him only in sleep.

Never while he was awake.

Never where anyone might hear.

Across the border, hidden beyond witch paths and human land, Harper Myers is calling her brother.

“Can you hear me?” Luca asks the empty air.

A gust of wind tears through the settlement.

Ash falls with it.

At first, I mistake it for soot from the crushed homes.

Then the smell reaches me.

Iron.

Salt.

Blood.

Ho catches a pinch of the red-black powder against his palm. His expression hardens.

“Blood-scented ash.”

My stomach drops.

It is forbidden tracking magic. Made from the blood of a target’s bloodline, it clings to the air until it finds a matching scent.

Royal scent.

“Inside!” I shout. “Everyone inside!”

An arrow cuts through the dust.

It strikes the ground beside Luca’s knee.

The arrowhead is silver.

Masked figures rise along the ridge.

They wear gray cloaks smeared with ash and strips of black cloth across their faces. More step from behind the shattered houses, bows already drawn.

They did not arrive after the rockslide.

They caused it.

A man walks between them without a mask.

Fallon Ward.

Eight years have altered him, but not enough.

His hair is shorter now. A scar cuts from his temple to his jaw. The black oath marking at his throat crawls beneath his skin like living ink.

I last saw him outside my birthing chamber.

He had been wearing a healer’s robe then.

There had been blood beneath his nails.

Fallon looks at Luca and smiles.

“The prince lives.”

The settlement erupts.

Arrows fly.

Ho throws himself against Luca as I drag them both behind an overturned cart. Silver strikes wood. Wolves shift around us, but their new strength makes them reckless. Three charge the ridge and meet a wall of blood-coated chains.

The chains wrap around their bodies.

The moment the blood magic touches them, they fall.

“Do not let the ash touch your skin!” Ho shouts.

Fallon raises one hand.

The masked hunters scatter clay spheres across the path.

They shatter.

Ash explodes into the air.

I rip the outer layer of my skirt free and wrap it around Luca’s face.

“Breathe through this.”

“What about you?”

“I said breathe.”

I pull a knife from the sheath strapped beneath my sleeve.

Fallon watches me through the spreading ash.

Recognition enters his eyes.

Then delight.

“My queen.”

The title slices through the noise.

Several villagers look toward me.

Years of hiding fracture with that single word.

I launch the knife.

Fallon turns. The blade cuts his cheek instead of his throat.

His smile disappears.

“Take the boy alive,” he orders. “Kill everyone else.”

The hunters advance.

Ho grips my arm.

“The mountain passage.”

“There are injured wolves here.”

“There will be dead wolves if they capture Luca.”

I know he is right.

I hate him for it.

A hunter vaults over the cart.

I drive my elbow into his throat and catch his wrist before his blade reaches Luca. He is stronger than he should be. Black veins spread from beneath his mask.

Blood-bound.

I twist his arm until the bone breaks, take his knife, and bury it beneath his ribs.

He does not scream.

He keeps reaching for Luca.

Ho strikes him across the skull with a stone mallet. The hunter drops.

“Move,” Ho says.

We run.

The settlement I have called home for eight years burns around us.

Flaming arrows strike the drying racks. Fire races through bundles of herbs and leaps to the healer’s roof. Wolves fight in the central path, strengthened by Luca but trapped by Fallon’s blood magic.

The young wolf Luca saved tears through one hunter and shields two children with his body.

His eyes meet mine.

Go.

The word is not spoken, but I understand it.

I seize Luca’s hand.

We reach Ho’s cottage as the roof catches fire. Smoke rolls through the doorway. Ho kicks aside a fallen beam and pulls up the trapdoor beneath the preparation table.

Cold air rises from the darkness below.

The passage was carved long before the settlement existed. Ho showed it to me on the first night we arrived.

A route through the mountain.

A road for people who could never afford to be cornered.

“Down,” Ho orders.

Luca hesitates at the opening.

Behind us, a wolf howls in pain.

“I did this,” he says.

“No.”

“I made them stronger. Fallon found us because of me.”

“He found us because men like him have spent generations hunting children they fear.” I grip his face between my hands. “You saved a life. Do not let him turn that into shame.”

The front wall explodes inward.

Fallon steps through the smoke.

Ash swirls around him without touching his skin.

His gaze moves from me to Luca.

“The king will be pleased.”

Rage burns through my fear.

“The king believes my son is dead.”

Fallon’s eyes sharpen.

It is the smallest reaction.

Enough to tell me I have struck something true.

Ho shoves Luca toward the trapdoor and turns with his mallet raised.

Fallon draws a curved blade.

I grab a jar from the nearest shelf and throw it into the fire.

The glass shatters.

Dried moonroot ignites in a burst of blue flame.

Fallon curses and shields his face.

“Go!” I scream.

Ho drops into the passage. Luca follows. I climb down last and drag the trapdoor shut as Fallon reaches it.

His blade punches through the wood.

The point stops a finger’s width from my cheek.

I fall backward.

Ho catches my shoulder and pulls me deeper into the tunnel.

Above us, Fallon drives the blade down again.

Wood splinters.

The passage narrows quickly, forcing us into single file. Ho leads with a small oil lamp taken from the wall. Luca runs between us, one hand gripping mine.

Behind us, the trapdoor breaks open.

Voices enter the tunnel.

“They are coming,” Luca says.

“I know.”

The mountain shakes again.

Dust falls from the ceiling.

Ho stops beside a support post cut with old healer symbols.

“No,” I say.

He takes a metal wedge from the wall.

“If I collapse this section, it will delay them.”

“It may bury you.”

“It may bury all of us if you stand here arguing.”

He drives the wedge into a crack at the base of the support.

I hear Fallon’s boots behind us.

Closer.

Ho strikes the wedge with the mallet.

Once.

Twice.

The timber groans.

“Run.”

We run.

The support breaks.

The tunnel roars.

Stone crashes behind us, swallowing the hunters’ shouts beneath the sound of the mountain folding in on itself. Air blasts against my back and lifts Luca off his feet.

I catch him around the waist.

We hit the ground together.

Darkness follows.

For several breaths, I hear nothing except Luca coughing against my chest.

Then Ho’s lamp flickers back to life.

He lies several feet away, blood running down one arm.

“Ho.”

“I have survived worse.”

“You say that every time you are injured.”

“And so far, I have remained correct.”

I almost laugh.

The sound catches in my throat and becomes something closer to a sob.

Luca pushes away from me.

His face is streaked with dirt and tears. The silver light beneath his tunic has faded, but not completely.

“Harper stopped calling.”

Fear closes around my heart.

“Can you still feel her?”

He presses both hands against his chest.

“Yes.”

“Then she is alive.”

“How do you know?”

Because I have lived eight years on belief alone.

Because a mother who accepts uncertainty as death will bury her children long before the grave does.

“Because you can feel her.”

He studies me, deciding whether that is enough.

Behind us, faint impacts strike the collapsed passage.

Fallon is still digging.

Ho lifts the lamp.

“We need to reach the western opening before nightfall.”

The tunnel slopes downward. We move in silence, leaving the fire, the hunters, and the only safe home Luca has ever known behind us.

After several minutes, his hand slips into mine.

“Mother?”

“Yes?”

“When I called Harper, someone else heard me.”

My steps falter.

Ho glances back.

The old mate bond beneath my ribs gives one sudden, violent pull.

For eight years it has been a dead thing.

A scar where Daelen Flores once lived inside me.

Now it opens like an eye.

“Who heard you?” I ask, though part of me already knows.

Luca looks up at me with Daelen’s dark, controlled fear.

“The king heard me.”

Far beyond the mountains, beneath a cracked royal crown, Daelen Flores opens his eyes.
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I open my eyes to the sound of stone cracking above my head.

The royal crown splits in two.

Silver fractures race through the ancient metal from the central moonstone to the narrow points resting against my temples. The sound is soft, almost delicate, but it silences every voice in the council chamber.

A shard falls onto the table.

No one breathes.

Beyond the high windows, morning light darkens beneath a spreading red shadow. The Blood Moon should not rise until tonight, yet crimson already bleeds across the sky.

This is no ordinary eclipse. A lesser Blood Moon crosses the kingdom every year, but once every eight years it becomes the Great Blood Moon, moving through daylight and darkness according to the throne’s blood rather than the heavens. The last Great Blood Moon rose on the night my children were born.

My wolf surges beneath my skin.

Not with power.

With fear.

I grip the arms of the throne as pain drives through my skull. It feels as though an invisible hand has reached inside my chest and pulled on something that has been dead for eight years.

A bond.

A scar.

Elena.

The thought comes before I can stop it.

I force myself upright.

Around the blackwood table, members of the council stare at the broken crown. Romaine Reyes sits nearest the throne, one hand frozen over an open report. Rey Rogers stands behind my right shoulder, his posture rigid and his hand resting near the sword at his hip.

The rest of the chamber is filled with frightened wolves pretending not to be afraid.

“Your Majesty?” Romaine says.

I hear a child crying.

The sound is not in the room.

It is inside me.

Faint. Fractured. Impossible.

My fingers tighten around the throne.

A girl’s voice trembles through the darkness behind my ribs.

Luca.

The name is barely more than breath.

Another voice answers.

A boy.

Where are you?

Anger sharpens the words, but terror lies beneath them.

I stop breathing.

The council chamber disappears.

For one impossible moment, I am back in the royal birthing wing eight years ago. Smoke presses against the ceiling. Blood coats my hands. An empty cradle stands beside Elena’s bed.

Both children are dead.

The words had been forced through my mouth while poison still burned through my veins.

I remember Elena’s face.

Pale. Confused. Devastated.

Then nothing.

When I woke again, the chamber was empty. The council showed me three burned bodies before sunset.

My mate.

My son.

My daughter.

I buried three sealed caskets beneath the Moon Temple because there had not been enough left to identify.

The girl cries out again.

He heard us.

The boy’s anger spikes.

Who?

The king.

My wolf slams against my skin.

The force sends me half out of the throne.

Every head turns toward me.

“Seal the chamber,” Romaine orders.

The command strikes the guards positioned at the doors.

Nothing happens.

The guards look at him, confused.

Romaine’s jaw tightens. “Seal the chamber.”

They still do not move.

He turns to me. “Command them.”

I stare at the nearest guard.

“Close the doors.”

My Alpha command leaves my throat.

The power should strike every wolf in the room. It should wrap around bone and instinct, making obedience unavoidable.

Instead, my words fall into silence.

The guard remains where he is.

My command is gone.

Not weakened.

Gone.

The realization moves through the chamber before anyone dares speak it.

A councillor rises so abruptly that his chair overturns. “The prophecy.”

“Sit down,” I order.

He does not.

Panic spreads across his face as he realizes he is capable of refusing me.

Chairs scrape against the floor. Wolves glance at one another, testing an invisible boundary that has governed their lives since birth.

Romaine pushes to his feet.

“Everyone remain calm.”

His voice is steady, but his scent betrays him.

Fear.

Not of the Blood Moon.

Of losing control.

The girl’s frightened breathing still echoes inside me. The boy has gone silent, but I can feel him listening.

I press one hand over my chest.

There is no bond.

There has been no bond for eight years.

Elena is dead.

The children are dead.

Grief has finally found the last unbroken part of my mind.

Rey steps beside the throne. “Daelen.”

He uses my name quietly enough that the council pretends not to hear.

“I am well.”

“You nearly fell.”

“The crown broke.”

“So did your command.”

Romaine rounds the table. “This chamber must be secured before word spreads.”

“Word will spread when every Alpha in the kingdom attempts to issue an order,” I say.

My voice sounds controlled.

It has taken a lifetime to make control sound effortless.

“Then we must act before fear becomes rebellion,” Romaine replies. “Place the capital under military authority. Close the roads. Detain the outer-pack representatives and seize the Moon Temple records.”

Rey’s expression hardens.

“On what charge?” he asks.

“Until we know who caused this, every pack beyond the royal territory is a threat.”

“The crown cracked,” I say. “The outer packs did not touch it.”

“The timing cannot be ignored. Rowan Robinson has spent months demanding restrictions on Alpha authority. Now the Blood Moon rises early and royal command disappears.”

“Rowan is not here.”

“That does not mean he is innocent.”

My wolf claws against my ribs again.

A flash enters my mind.

A boy kneeling in dust.

Black hair falling across his forehead.

Silver light burning through his hands.

The vision vanishes before I can hold it.

I rise from the throne.

The room sways.

Rey catches my forearm.

Romaine watches the movement too closely.

“You should not stand,” he says.

“I have spent eight years standing.”

The words come out harsher than intended.

The chamber falls silent again.

Eight years.

No one discusses the dead royal family in my presence unless court ritual requires it. My grief became another forbidden subject, something spoken about in corridors and swallowed when I entered a room.

My weakness was tolerated because I continued ruling.

I executed the healers presented as traitors.

I dissolved the Oracle’s court.

I closed the birthing wing.

I never took another queen.

Then I buried myself beneath law, borders, harvest numbers, military disputes, and every other problem that could be solved without entering the room where my family died.

The boy’s voice returns.

Mother?

The word strikes deeper than any blade.

I grip the edge of the council table.

A woman answers him.

I cannot hear the words clearly.

I feel them.

Protection. Urgency. Love sharpened by fear.

My wolf goes utterly still.

Elena.

No.

The mind can recreate a voice.

The body can remember a bond.

Grief can imitate hope until a man destroys himself chasing it.

I know this.

I have lived it.

“Your Majesty,” Romaine says, “the destroyer named in the prophecy may have awakened.”

My gaze snaps to him.

“The prophecy identified no destroyer.”

“It identified twin heirs born beneath a Blood Moon. One would save the crown. The other would destroy every Alpha bloodline.”

“That is the interpretation your council defended.”

“Our council.”

“No.”

The word lands harder than any command.

Romaine’s nostrils flare.

I step down from the dais, leaving the fractured crown on the throne.

“The council advised that one infant should be sacrificed,” I say. “I refused.”

A few wolves lower their eyes.

Some of them sat in this chamber eight years ago.

Some of them argued that one child’s death was a reasonable price for stability.

I remember Elena standing in our chambers with both hands wrapped around her swollen stomach. She had asked why guards had doubled outside the door.

I told her it was precaution.

I did not tell her that the council had begun speaking of sacrifice.

I believed information would frighten her.

I believed I could carry the danger alone.

Then I woke beneath smoke and lost everything.

Romaine moves closer. “The kingdom cannot endure another hesitation.”

“My children died because this palace treated prophecy as permission.”

His expression does not change, but something cold enters his gaze.

“If one of them somehow survived—”

“Do not finish that sentence.”

My command carries no supernatural force.

Romaine stops anyway.

The distinction matters more than it should.

The council watches us.

They have obeyed me for years because blood made resistance painful. Now every decision I make will expose whether they ever respected the man beneath the crown.

Romaine inclines his head.

“We do not know what has happened,” he says. “That is why military control is necessary.”

“Military control would turn confusion into war.”

“You have always chosen security over sentiment.”

The accusation finds its mark because it is true.

I have closed borders to prevent raids. Broken alliances to avoid weakness. Imprisoned wolves when evidence suggested they might become threats.

Caution kept the kingdom alive.

Control kept me from remembering what control had cost me.

The girl’s voice whispers again.

He is coming.

A surge runs through my chest, pulling north.

Not a thought.

A direction.

I turn toward the windows.

The red shadow over the sun deepens. Beyond the capital walls, the northern mountains stand black against the bleeding sky.

Rey steps closer.

“You feel something.”

I do not answer.

Romaine does.

“The throne is reacting to the Blood Moon. He should remain inside the royal wards.”

The chamber doors open.

Every guard reaches for a weapon.

Rey moves in front of me.

A palace runner enters carrying a black velvet box in both hands. The runner’s face is colorless.

Rey takes the box before anyone else can touch it.

“What is this?” Romaine demands.

Rey examines the seal.

His gaze meets mine.

“The heir vault.”

My heart stops.

The heir vault lies beneath the western tower. It contains birth records, blood seals, and ceremonial objects belonging to the royal line.

Most have not been touched since the funerals.

Rey places the box on the council table.

“The vault wards shattered when the crown broke,” he says. “This was found glowing inside.”

He opens the lid.

The royal heir medallion lies against black velvet.

A silver disc engraved with the Flores wolf and two crescent moons. It was forged after Elena conceived. Royal medallions respond to direct heirs by drawing warmth and light from their blood.

It went dark the night the children died.

I know because I held it in my fist until its edges cut through my skin.

Now silver light pulses beneath the surface.

Once.

A pause.

Twice.

Two separate rhythms.

Two living heirs.

The chamber tilts.

I reach for the medallion.

The instant my fingers touch it, two heartbeats strike through my palm.

One fast and furious.

One uneven with fear.

My knees nearly fail.

Rey grips my shoulder.

No hallucination can awaken royal blood metal.

No grief can produce two living pulses inside a medallion sealed for eight years.

“They are alive,” I say.

The words barely leave my throat.

Romaine stares at the medallion.

For one fleeting instant, shock disappears from his face and something else replaces it.

Calculation.

Then his mask returns.

“If they are alive, the prophecy has begun.”

“My children are not a prophecy.”

“They are royal heirs with enough power to fracture the crown.”

“We do not know what fractured it.”

“The medallion awakened at the same moment. We know enough.”

I close my hand around the disc.

The two heartbeats continue against my skin.

Alive.

The word is too large to fit inside me.

Elena’s burned casket.

The empty nursery.

Eight years of waking alone.

Eight years of thinking I failed to protect three people and deserved every moment that followed.

Hope should feel like relief.

Instead, it feels like terror.

Alive means hunted.

Alive means someone hid them.

Alive means the bodies were lies.

Romaine turns to the council.

“Military authority is no longer optional. Seal the kingdom. Search every pack. Detain anyone linked to the former Oracle’s court.”

“No.”

Several heads turn toward me.

Romaine’s voice lowers. “You would risk the crown?”

I look at the broken metal above the throne.

“There may be children hiding from the people who tried to sacrifice them. I will not send an army to drag them into this palace.”

“They are heirs to the Wolf Throne.”

“They are children.”

“One may be the destroyer.”

The girl’s fear cuts through me again.

I close the distance between Romaine and me.

Without Alpha command, he could challenge me.

He could refuse to lower his eyes.

He lowers them anyway.

“If anyone in this chamber calls for the death of either child,” I say, “I will consider it a confession of involvement in the first attempt.”

The silence that follows is absolute.

Romaine’s gaze rises slowly.

“This is not the king who ruled yesterday.”

“No.”

I place the medallion over my head. The silver disc settles against my chest.

“It is not.”

Rey’s mouth tightens, almost approval.

Romaine looks around the chamber as though waiting for someone to oppose me.

No one does.

I point to the open reports.

“The capital remains under civil law. The roads remain open. No arrests without evidence. No troops move north.”

“And the council?” Romaine asks.

“Will investigate why the crown failed and why the heir medallion was allowed to remain sealed while two royal children lived.”

A muscle moves in his jaw.

“You are leaving.”

It is not a question.

“The medallion is pulling north.”

“You cannot travel while your command is gone.”

“Then I will discover whether loyalty exists without it.”

I turn to Rey.

“Choose only wolves you trust.”

“I already have.”

His answer comes without hesitation.

For the first time since the crown breaks, I almost feel steady.

Romaine steps into our path.

“Daelen, listen to reason. The Blood Moon has begun. Royal authority is failing. If you leave now, the palace will appear weak.”

“It is weak.”

The admission shocks him.

It shocks me too.

“The difference,” I continue, “is that I no longer intend to hide it.”

I walk past him.

At the chamber doors, I glance back.

Romaine stands beside the fractured crown, his expression unreadable.

“Secure the archives,” I tell him. “No records leave the palace.”

He bows.

“As you command.”

The words carry a quiet mockery now that command means choice.

Rey follows me into the corridor.

We are halfway to the western stair when the medallion jerks against my chest.

North.

Harder this time.

A pulse of pain travels through the dead mate bond.

Elena.

I stop.

Rey turns. “What is it?”

“I felt her.”

He does not tell me Elena is dead.

He was the one who stood beside me while three caskets were lowered beneath the temple. He watched me break the stone lid of Elena’s tomb with my bare hands months later because I became convinced the body inside was not hers.

The casket was empty.

The council claimed the remains had disintegrated beneath Blood Moon fire.

I wanted to believe them because the alternative meant someone had removed her body from a guarded royal tomb.

Now I understand.

There may never have been a body.

“The pull is strengthening,” I say.

“Then we ride.”

Behind us, a door closes softly.

I look back.

Romaine stands at the far end of the corridor beside an open window. One hand rests against the stone frame. The other disappears beneath his cloak.

A black messenger raven launches from the sill.

There is no royal ribbon tied to its leg.

No council seal.

Only a narrow strip of gray cloth marking an eastern route.

The exile territories.

Romaine notices me watching.

“Reports must be sent to the border commanders,” he says.

“You were ordered to keep all records inside the palace.”

“It is a security notice, not a record.”

The raven vanishes beyond the battlements.

Every instinct tells me to call it back.

The medallion burns against my chest.

A child cries out.

Father?

The word is uncertain.

Not directed at me.

Still, it destroys whatever remains of my restraint.

“Rey.”

He follows my gaze to the empty sky.

“I saw it.”

“Find out where it lands.”

“After we find the children.”

I nod.

We continue down the stairs.

Behind us, the palace bells begin ringing.

Not an alarm.

The Blood Moon warning.

The sound follows us into the courtyard.

Horses panic beneath the red sky, so Rey and I shift beyond the inner gate. My wolf tears free with more pain than usual, but the change holds. I emerge on four paws, larger than every wolf around me, yet the familiar pressure of royal dominance is absent.

No wolf bows.

No instinct forces them to lower their heads.

Rey shifts beside me.

He meets my eyes and runs north.

He chooses to follow.

I race after him.

The capital falls behind us.

We cross the northern road, pass through pine valleys, and climb toward the mountains while the red shadow grows across the sun. The medallion guides me with alternating heartbeats.

One strong.

One faint.

At times the dead mate bond pulls so sharply that I nearly lose my footing.

Elena is alive.

I do not allow myself to believe it.

Then I believe nothing else.

By late afternoon, smoke stains the northern sky.

We smell the settlement before we see it.

Burned timber.

Silver.

Blood magic.

Rey slows beside me as we reach the ridge.

Below us, buildings smolder beneath the Blood Moon. Part of the mountain has collapsed through the eastern side of the settlement. Dead hunters lie among wounded wolves.

Blood-scented ash coats the ground.

I shift back into human form.

The medallion strikes twice against my chest.

“They were here,” Rey says.

“They still are.”

The mate bond pulls west.

We follow it through the ruins.

Every step reveals another piece of violence. Broken chains. Silver arrows. A healer’s cottage with its front wall destroyed by blue fire.

A collapsed tunnel lies beneath the floor.

“They escaped through the mountain,” Rey says.

I kneel beside the opening.

Fresh blood marks the stone.

Not enough to be fatal.

My wolf presses forward, desperate to chase the scent.

Wildflowers.

Smoke.

The faint trace of the oil Elena used in her hair when she was queen.

Eight years vanish.

I run.

The passage’s western exit opens beyond a line of black pines. We circle the mountain instead of entering the collapsed tunnel, climbing across narrow ledges until the ruined settlement disappears behind us.

The sun is nearly gone when I hear voices ahead.

Ho Thomas speaks first.

“We cannot remain near the opening.”

A boy answers.

“She is still calling.”

Elena says something too softly for me to understand.

Her voice stops me where I stand.

Not a memory.

Not grief.

Elena.

Rey turns toward me, but I cannot look at him.

I move through the trees.

Three figures stand in a rocky clearing.

Ho is injured, one arm dark with blood.

A boy stands beside him.

Elena stands in front of the child with a knife in her hand.

Her dark hair is longer than I remember. Dirt streaks her face. Smoke stains her torn clothes. She looks thinner, harder, alive.

Alive.

Her eyes meet mine.

Hatred replaces shock almost immediately.

She pushes the boy behind her.

My mind cannot understand him.

My wolf already has.

Black hair.

A silver royal




















