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The Hunt Under the Full Moon

Five years before Elara Fen followed a rabbit into the king's path, seven bells rang beneath the western wall of Castle Valehart.

The first belonged to Samin Dorr, a shepherd who had broken a tax collector's wrist. The seventh belonged to a murderer who smiled while the Huntmaster locked silver around his throat. Sacred law placed them side by side and called the arrangement mercy.

Commander Rowan Thorne read the names twice. The prison ledger supplied crimes, sentences, and rank. It did not say Samin's wrist had been broken while dragging a lamb from a flooded ditch, or that the tax collector struck his twelve-year-old son for refusing to surrender the animal. It did not say Hesta Cale had sold forbidden medicine to low wolves after her healer's license was revoked. It did not say which prisoners had families waiting beyond the gate.

Rowan wrote those truths in the black notebook beneath his coat.

"The western ravine is flooded," he told the Huntmaster. "Release them east."

"The old route is east."

"The old route sends them through three villages."

High Priest Malrec stepped from the gatehouse in white robes untouched by mud. "The villagers barred their doors before moonrise."

"Wooden doors will not stop him."

"One death will."

The answer came too easily. Rowan looked toward the tower sunk beneath the castle, where silver fire flashed behind narrow windows. "Then let the man wearing the crown choose whether the hunt begins."

Malrec's mild expression did not change. "Under a full moon, the curse wears the crown."

The Huntmaster opened the gate.

Seven prisoners ran into Blackthorn Forest. Their bells scattered among the pines, bright notes crossing and separating in the snow.

Far below the castle, King Cassian Valehart heard every one.

He knelt inside a circle of silver flame with his wrists chained to blackstone pillars. Gold glowed beneath the cracks opening across his skin. The change could not complete itself. His body reached for a wolf it could not hold, stretching bone and dragging it back until pain became the only shape he knew.

Queen Dowager Aurelia stood beyond the fire. She had ordered the physician to remain, though the man kept his eyes on the floor.

"Names," Cassian said.

"Save your strength."

"Their names, Grandmother."

The first chain groaned.

Aurelia opened the list. She read Samin Dorr, Hesta Cale, Brin Olver, Perrin Shaw, Darra Wren, Kellan Moor, and Varro Seth.

Cassian repeated them until the Hunger moved beneath his thoughts.

It never arrived as a voice at first. It came as subtraction. Samin lost his son's face. Hesta lost the patients who needed her. Brin became the pulse in his throat. Seven human lives narrowed to seven promises that the pain could end.

Cassian dug his claws into the stone.

"Tell me why Samin struck the collector."

Aurelia searched the page. "It does not say."

"Then the page is not enough."

Gold split to his shoulder. The physician flinched.

"Look at me," Cassian ordered.

The man raised his head.

"If this is the kingdom's cure, the kingdom will witness its price."

Malrec entered through the upper door carrying a bronze bowl. Steam rose from moon poison in the bottom. "The prisoners are beyond the wall."

"Bring them back."

"The gates remain sealed until dawn."

"Open them."

"And let the wolf into the lower city?"

The Hunger liked the priest's certainty. It pushed against Cassian's ribs, eager to become the disaster Malrec already described.

"Move the people from the eastern road," Cassian said to Rowan.

"Already moving."

"Send riders through the ravine. Cut the bells from anyone they reach."

Malrec lifted the bowl. "Interference divides the prey. It may turn the beast toward homes."

"They are not prey."

"The curse will not understand that distinction."

"I do."

Cassian tore the left chain from its pillar.

Guards retreated. Rowan remained long enough to meet his king's eyes.

"Hesta Cale," Cassian said. The healer had the slowest heartbeat. "Find her first."

Rowan ran.

The second pillar cracked. Malrec threw moon poison into the fire, and white smoke swallowed the chamber.

By the time Cassian reached the western wall, he had forgotten why the names mattered. He remembered only bells.

Blackthorn had known six centuries of royal hunts. Birds abandoned the old road before moonrise. Wolves hid beneath roots. Pale flowers grew where blood entered the snow, and villagers refused to gather them even for graves.

Samin Dorr did not know the forest's habits. He knew Hesta was limping and that someone had fitted her collar too tightly. When the others separated, he stayed with her.

"You have a boy," she said between breaths.

"So do you."

"Mine is grown."

"Then he has had longer to love you."

They reached an abandoned charcoal pit as a roar shook frost from the branches. Samin lowered Hesta into the dark hollow and packed snow around her bell. He tied his own collar to a broken sled runner and sent it sliding down the eastern slope.

The ringing fled without him.

Cassian followed it.

For three hundred yards, the trick worked. Then the Hunger caught the warmth of Samin's blood against the wind. Cassian turned so fast his claws carved a black arc through a pine.

Samin heard him coming. He could have run from the charcoal pit and drawn the beast away again. Instead he stood between the king and Hesta with a shepherd's hook in both hands.

"My son is called Oren," he said.

Cassian crossed the clearing on human legs moving with a wolf's speed.

"He whistles when he lies. He hates onions. He thinks I do not know he sleeps in the lambing shed when storms frighten him."

The hook struck Cassian's shoulder and broke.

"His name is Oren."

Something in Cassian reached for the name. The Hunger tore it away.

Rowan found Hesta at dawn, half buried in the pit and screaming without sound. Four other prisoners had reached the ravine riders. Varro Seth had vanished across the northern ridge.

Samin lay beneath the pale flowers.

Cassian woke on his knees beside him.

No bell rang. The gold cracks had sealed. Blood warmed one hand while snow gathered on the other.

Malrec arrived with temple guards and pronounced the city safe.

Cassian looked at Samin's broken shepherd's hook. "What was his son's name?"

No one answered.

Rowan opened his black notebook. "Oren."

The name struck harder than the returning memory. Cassian bent over the snow and was sick.

The priest waited until the spasms passed. "One life against twenty thousand. No ruler survives by refusing necessary arithmetic."

"Then we have counted the wrong thing for six hundred years."

Cassian carried Samin out of the forest himself. At the gate, he ordered Hesta pardoned and the surviving sentences stayed. He sent Rowan to bring Oren Dorr to the palace, not for hush money, but to hear what the crown had done.

Oren came with mud on his boots and hatred bare in his face. He refused the purse Aurelia offered. He asked for his father's grazing land, seized for unpaid tax, and for Hesta's healer's license to be restored.

Cassian granted both. Oren did not thank him.

That night Aurelia unlocked the small archive she had kept hidden from Malrec for sixteen years. It held reports from seers, midwives, and frightened servants: a northern eclipse, an infant marked by a silver crescent, a Luna concealed beneath a false rank. Every trail ended at an orphan cart or an empty grave.

"Your mother believed the girl lived," Aurelia said.

"You told me Celene's mind failed."

"I told myself that too."

Cassian turned the last report toward the lamp. A midwife had drawn a wooden moon pendant and written one line before disappearing.

The hidden daughter will grow where no crown thinks to kneel.

"Find her," he said.

Aurelia sent riders north before sunrise. Malrec sent other riders after them.

Hundreds of miles away, sixteen-year-old Elara Fen woke in the orphan house with her palm pressed over a heart that was not beating in her chest. For one fading instant she smelled burned pine and heard a stranger whisper a dead man's name as if refusing to let the moon swallow it.

She went to the window. Snow covered the road. No wolf waited beyond the glass.

In Valehart, Cassian added Samin Dorr to the first page of his own search ledger.

He did not yet know the Luna's name.

He knew the cost of failing to find her.
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THE KING WHO MUST KILL
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Rabbit Tracks

Elara Fen had not eaten since yesterday morning, which made the rabbit’s tiny footprints look like a message sent directly from the gods.

She followed them between fir trees bent beneath snow. Her boots were patched with bark leather, her bowstring had been repaired twice, and the three arrows in her quiver did not match. None of that mattered if her hands remained steady.

The track led north, toward the part of Blackthorn Forest marked by black stones. Villagers said royal wolves hunted beyond those stones. Elara had never seen one. She had seen royal tax collectors, which seemed worse.

The rabbit led Elara past a stand of young birches where the snow had been disturbed by heavier boots. She stopped beneath the branches and studied the impressions. Six men had crossed before dawn, all wearing the square-heeled riding boots issued to royal guards. They had carried something between them. The paired drag marks were too narrow for a deer and too deep for an empty litter. Elara touched the nearest print. A black grain clung to her glove—temple ash, bitter and faintly sweet. Men from the castle had entered the forbidden forest before the moon set, and they had not come to hunt animals.

She should have turned toward the village. Instead, she followed the rabbit because hunger made every warning sound negotiable. The orphan house had taught her to live on broth thin enough to see the bowl beneath it. Pride had taught her not to return asking for charity after the village ranked her as an unshifted omega. She could mend nets, set bones in small animals, and read tracks better than most men who called themselves hunters, yet each guild door had closed when the examiner found no wolf beneath her skin. A rabbit did not care what rank she carried. It required only patience.

The tracks crossed the boundary stones and divided. The guards’ trail went east. The rabbit slipped west toward the river. Elara chose west, but the silence followed her. No squirrel stirred in the firs. No jay scolded from above. The forest was not empty; it was listening.

When she found the first smear of blood, she crouched and smelled iron, cedar, and something like a coin held too long in fire. Human blood should not glow. This stain held a thin golden edge that retreated from daylight. Beside it, five claw marks scored the frozen earth, yet the prints leaving the place belonged to bare human feet.

Elara nocked an arrow. The rabbit appeared once more at the riverbank, ears lifted toward the wounded stranger beneath the oak. It could have run in any direction. Instead it sat between them, trembling.

“You have terrible judgment,” Elara whispered.

The rabbit vanished. The man raised his burning face, and every instinct Elara trusted told her the prey she had followed was no longer the creature in danger.

Instead, she found a man on his knees beneath an ancient oak.

He was enormous. A torn black coat hung from his shoulders, revealing a chest cut by strange branching wounds. Black lines cracked his skin from throat to waist. Gold light pulsed inside them.

He gripped the oak with both hands. The bark smoked beneath his fingers.

Elara should have run.

The man lifted his face.

His features were hard and painfully beautiful, but suffering had stripped them of pride. Sweat froze along his dark hair. Blood covered his mouth, though she could see no wound there.

“Go,” he said.

The command was weak. The danger inside it was not.

Elara stepped backward. A branch cracked beneath her heel.

His head turned with unnatural speed. He breathed once, and the pain in his face vanished beneath something far more frightening.

Recognition.

“What are you?” he whispered.

“Hungry.” Her fingers tightened around the bow. “And leaving.”

She ran.

The stranger could not transform. She saw that much in the way his body kept trying and failing to change. But he did not need four legs to catch her.

He struck her from the side before she reached the black stones. They rolled through snow and dead leaves. Elara drove her elbow into his throat, drew her hunting knife, and slashed.

He caught her wrist.

The blade turned in her hand and cut her palm.

One bright drop of blood fell into a golden crack crossing his skin.

The stranger roared.

Heat exploded from his body. Snow melted beneath them. Gold fire raced through every black vein, and the air filled with the scent of storm rain and burning pine.

Elara tried to pull free. His grip tightened until she feared her bones would break.

Then a voice rose inside her—older than fear, older than the forest.

“Kneel,” she commanded.

Elara had spent her life being called a weak wolf because no animal answered beneath her skin. Yet the forest never considered her weak. She knew which moss covered safe water, which birds fell silent before soldiers arrived, and how to move across snow without leaving the full shape of a foot. The stranger had crossed every lesson she trusted. No wounded creature should smell like lightning. No human hand should make oak bark smoke. When he caught her, she felt a second heartbeat inside his chest—too slow, too large, and waiting for permission to begin. Her fear sharpened rather than froze her. Whatever hunted inside him, she would not become its easy meal.

The stranger released her.

The most dangerous man she had ever seen dropped to both knees.
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Black and Gold Veins

Elara held the knife between them, though the man kneeling before her could have broken it with two fingers.

His breath tore in and out. Steam rose from his skin. The cracks across his chest widened, but the gold inside them no longer looked like fire. It moved toward the place where her blood had touched him, gathering there as though answering a summons.

“What did you do?” he asked.

The command left an ache behind Elara’s eyes. She had used anger before, raised her voice over cruel matrons and drunken traders, but this was different. The word had moved through her ribs before reaching her mouth. It carried a pressure that belonged to the tide and the turning moon. Even after the stranger knelt, silver light trembled along the cut in her palm.

She circled him without lowering the knife. Up close, the wounds looked less like cuts than seams forced open from within. Black edged each crack. Gold surged beneath it in time with his pulse. No healer she knew could close such damage. She tore a strip from the clean lining of her coat and pressed it toward him.

“Take it.”

He obeyed more slowly this time, wrapping one forearm while keeping his other hand visible. “You should not waste cloth on me.”

“It was already an ugly coat.”

The smallest breath of laughter escaped him, then broke into a groan. His shoulders widened. Bone pushed beneath the skin and withdrew. He turned his face away as though ashamed to let her watch.

Elara noticed an iron collar lying behind the oak. It had been torn open, and a bell remained attached. The collar was too small for the man. A name had been stamped into the iron: BENET RUSK.

“You found a prisoner.”

“He found me.”

“Is he alive?”

The stranger stared at the bell. “He was when I ordered him west.”

That answer mattered. The stories said the king’s beasts tore prisoners apart without thought, yet this man had directed one away while suffering enough to split the tree beneath his hands.

Elara lifted the collar. Temple ash filled the hinge, the same ash she had found in the guards’ footprints. Someone had prepared it with a scent meant to carry.

“These bells are not only noise,” she said. “They are baited.”

His gaze sharpened despite the pain. “With what?”

“Something from the temple.”

The revelation passed through him like cold. He had known the ritual was cruel. He had not known it might be designed to sharpen the hunger it claimed to contain.

The next bell rang closer. Elara felt the man’s attention snap toward it, his body answering before his mind. She raised her bleeding palm.

“Look at me.”

His gaze fought its way back.

For one instant, Elara saw not a monster but a man terrified of the next thing his hands might do.

“I told you to kneel.”

“No one tells me to kneel.”

“You seem to be managing it beautifully.”

His gaze lifted. For one dangerous heartbeat, amusement almost reached his eyes. Then agony struck him again.

He folded forward, gripping his ribs. Something beneath his skin pushed outward. Elara heard bone grind against bone.

She should leave him. Whatever he was, he belonged to the royal forest, and people like Elara survived by keeping away from royal belongings.

But beneath the monstrous scent of him, she smelled poison.

Elara crouched beyond the reach of his hands. “What is in your blood?”

“A kingdom’s oldest sin.”

“That is not a useful answer.”

“It is the only one I have.”

A bell rang somewhere through the trees.

The man went still.

Another bell answered farther east. Human voices shouted. Something changed in his face—not hunger this time, but horror.

“You need to go,” he said.

“You already tried that.”

“They released the prisoners.”

Elara knew the stories. Everyone did. Once each month, men disappeared from the dungeons and the king’s forest remained closed until dawn. Villagers pretended not to hear the screams.

She stared at the black-and-gold veins.

“You are one of his wolves.”

The stranger laughed without humor. “Something like that.”

Another bell rang, closer now. His gold pupils widened. He drove both hands into the snow as if holding himself down.

“Leave before I forget which scent belongs to you.”

Elara looked at her bleeding palm. The moment her blood had entered him, he had obeyed. She did not understand it, but she understood leverage.

She pressed her palm against the largest crack above his heart.

His entire body arched.

Gold light flashed between the trees. The bells stopped ringing for one stunned moment as the forest seemed to hold its breath.

Then Elara saw a vision.

A black wolf stood beneath a broken moon. Gold burned through every vein. Around its throat hung a crown made from human bones. Behind it waited generations of dead kings, each with blood on his hands.

The wolf lowered its head to a silver creature Elara could not fully see.

Choose, said a voice inside the light. Blood given. Never blood taken.

Elara snatched her hand away.

The stranger fell onto his side, human again. The clawed hand that had caught her was only a man’s hand now, open against the snow.

“Who are you?” he asked.

She hesitated. Low-ranked wolves did not give strangers their true names. Names could be used in contracts, curses, and graves.

“Elara.”

The vision left silver afterimages across Elara’s sight. She looked at the man’s face and saw the black wolf laid over it, bone crown hanging from its throat. Beneath both forms waited a boy behind prison bars. The boy’s hands were clean. The dead kings surrounding him were not. Elara did not know whether the vision came from her blood or his curse, but the distinction mattered. A monster born from choice might be challenged by another choice. She wrapped her palm tighter, hiding the strange glow. If royal hunters found her using forbidden command power, hunger would become the smallest of her problems.

He closed his eyes as if the sound hurt more than the transformation.

“Elara,” he repeated. “I have been looking for you my whole life.”
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The Scent of Moonlight

Cassian knew the scent of every poison used in Valehart.

Nightshade tasted purple at the back of his tongue. Silverroot smelled clean until it reached the heart. Witch ash carried the sweetness of dead roses.

The woman before him smelled like moonlight touching cold water.

Cassian heard three heartbeats: Elara’s, the fleeing prisoner’s, and his own.

The curse tried to reorder them by usefulness. The prisoner’s heart became food. Elara’s became possession. His own became pain. Cassian resisted by attaching facts to every sound. The prisoner favored his left ankle. Elara had not eaten recently; her pulse carried the thin flutter of hunger. His heart had been poisoned before he was born.

“The cabin,” he said again. “South ridge. There is a stone marker shaped like a broken tooth.”

Elara did not move. “Can you walk?”

“If the bells remain distant.”

She removed the baited collar from the snow and hurled it into the river. The current carried the bell east. Cassian’s head turned after it with humiliating hunger.

“Good,” she said. “The monster can chase iron.”

He would have admired the tactic under any other moon. “The monster knows the difference.”

“Then remind it.”

Elara wrapped her injured palm with a strip torn from her sleeve. “You cannot have been looking for me. We have never met.”

“I would remember you.”

“That sounds like a line used by a man who has forgotten many women.”

“I have forgotten nothing.”

The lie came too easily. Cassian had forgotten portions of every full moon since his first transformation. He remembered waking covered in blood. He remembered names afterward, when Rowan placed the execution list on his desk. The hunt itself vanished into a red emptiness.

A prisoner’s bell sounded near the river.

Cassian’s jaw locked. The creature inside him lifted its head.

Elara saw the change. She raised the knife again. “Will you kill me?”

“If you remain, I do not know.”

“Honest. That is almost comforting.”

She stepped back.

Panic seized him with such violence that his hand shot out. He stopped an inch from her wrist, every muscle shaking.

“I will not touch you again without permission,” he said.

Her gaze dropped to his hand. “You expect me to trust that?”

“No.”

The bell rang once more. The prisoner was running toward them.

Cassian turned away from Elara and drove his fist into the oak. The trunk split. Pain gave the curse something else to consume, but only for seconds.

“There is a hunting cabin south of the ridge,” he forced out. “Silver nails in the door. Take me there and lock me inside.”

“Why would I take you anywhere?”

“Because if you leave me here, the man wearing that bell will die.”

The prisoner burst through the brush. He was old, thin, and barefoot, his iron collar cutting his neck. When he saw Cassian, he stumbled to a stop.

“Mercy,” the man begged.

The curse surged.

Cassian crossed half the distance before Elara spoke.

“Stop.”

Moon power cracked through the clearing.

His knees hit the earth. The prisoner stared, then fled without waiting to understand.

The prisoner who ran past them wore a collar rubbed raw from earlier attempts to remove it. Cassian smelled grain dust on his clothes and the faint soap of a child’s hand. The curse reduced those details to an invitation. The man inside Cassian forced himself to notice more: a patched knee, an old ankle injury, terror without the sour edge of murderous intent. He began naming what the beast wanted to erase. Father. Laborer. Frightened. Human. When Elara’s voice stopped him, the relief hurt almost as much as the command. She had not made him better. She had given him one breath in which to choose better.

Elara looked from the disappearing man to Cassian. Fear remained in her face, but something stronger stood beside it.

“Show me the cabin,” she said.

They moved between trees. Elara kept ten feet ahead, bow ready, choosing ground where exposed roots would slow him. She never allowed herself to become trapped between Cassian and a tree. Fear had not made her careless. That intelligence drew him as strongly as her scent.

Halfway to the ridge, a second prisoner emerged from a ravine. Mara Venn wore no shoes, and blood streaked both ankles. She raised a stone when she saw Cassian.

“Stay behind me,” Elara told her.

“You cannot stand between us,” Cassian warned.

“Then prove you can.”

The curse drove him one step forward. Elara did not use the Moon Voice. She merely watched.

Cassian drove his claws into his own thigh. Pain cut across hunger. “Southwest,” he told Mara. “My commander is removing collars near the old bridge. Give him my name.”

Mara ran.

Elara waited until the woman’s heartbeat faded. “You chose without my command.”

“Do not sound surprised.”

“I am deciding whether to be.”

At the broken-tooth marker, Cassian nearly collapsed. Elara put his arm across her shoulders, though his weight bent her. The contact filled his mouth with moonlight. He kept his hand open where she could see it.

The cabin appeared through the snow. Its silver nails gleamed like small teeth, and Cassian smelled temple ash inside.

Someone had reached it before them.

His Luna.

The certainty did not come as a thought. It struck his bones. The beast that had fought every chain in the castle now pressed its belly to the ground inside him.

Yet the curse remained. Gold fire gathered beneath his ribs, enraged by the peace her blood had created.
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[image: ]


One Command: Kneel

The hunting cabin leaned against the hillside as though exhausted by winter. Its roof had collapsed over one corner, but the door remained solid and silver nailheads glimmered around the frame.

Elara pushed Cassian inside with the end of her bow.

He permitted it, which worried her more than resistance would have.

Elara made Cassian wait outside while she searched the cabin. The hearth contained warm ash beneath a cold surface. A cup stood beside the bed, and a smear of white powder marked its rim. Whoever prepared the room expected the king to drink before being chained.

She carried the cup out with a strip of cloth around her fingers. “Did your guards leave this?”

Cassian smelled it. His lips pulled back. “Moon incense.”

“What does it do?”

“Makes transformation easier.”

“The cabin meant to restrain you contains baited bells, a weak chain, and something that makes the wolf stronger.”

The curse had always arrived wrapped in sacred procedure. Cassian had been taught that every element protected the kingdom. Seeing the pieces through Elara’s unsentimental eyes made the design visible. This place did not fail to contain him. It was built to appear responsible while ensuring failure.

He crushed the cup beneath his heel. Elara swore and pulled him back.

“Evidence,” she said. “Do kings always destroy useful things when angry?”

“Often.”

“Stop.”

This command carried no magic. It did not need to.

Inside, she tested the wall ring by threading the chain through it and pulling with both hands. Stone dust fell. Cassian showed her how to wrap the chain twice around the central pillar instead. They repaired the weak link with wire from Elara’s snare kit, then dragged the bed across the hidden door she found behind a hanging hide.

“You knew about that?” she asked.

“No.”

The passage smelled of priestly incense. Narrow footprints disappeared into darkness.

Cassian entered the chains. Elara closed each cuff and inspected the lock. He watched her face as she worked. She was afraid; the quick pulse at her throat proved it. Yet fear did not decide her actions.

“If the chains fail,” she said, “I leave through the window. You do not follow.”

“Agreed.”

“If a prisoner approaches, you warn me before the scent controls you.”

“Agreed.”

“If I command you to stop, you fight with me, not against the word.”

Cassian lowered his head. “Agreed.”

Elara locked the door from outside, then reopened the viewing panel. “I am not promising to remain until dawn.”

“I know.”

She settled beside the fire anyway, and Cassian understood that choice given one hour at a time was more honest than any vow his court had ever demanded.

The prisoner bells had scattered. Each sound made Cassian’s back arch. His eyes shifted between blue and gold, human and beast.

“Why does my voice control you?” she asked.

“Because you are the answer to a prophecy my family stopped deserving long ago.”

“I am an orphan who repairs fishing nets.”

“You commanded a cursed wolf beneath the full moon.”

“He was being unreasonable.”

Another brief shadow of amusement crossed his face. Elara wondered what he looked like when he smiled without pain.

She shut the door but remained outside. The sensible choice was to take the key and return to her village. Instead she gathered wood, lit a small fire near the step, and listened as he fought the thing inside him.

Hours passed.

Near midnight, the chains began striking the floor.

“Elara.” His voice came from behind the door.

She gripped her knife. “I am here.”

“You should not be.”

“I have been told that before.”

“The curse is trying to use your scent against me.”

His honesty frightened her, but his suffering reached through the wood. She opened the small viewing panel.

Cassian knelt in the center of the room. Black cracks covered his face now. Gold tears ran from his eyes and vanished before reaching his jaw.

“Command me,” he said.

“To do what?”

“Anything that keeps me human.”

Elara thought of the vision: Blood given. Never blood taken.

“Tell me your name.”

He hesitated too long.

“Your true name,” she insisted.

“Cassian.”

The bells, the royal forest, the chains made for a monster—every piece found its place.

Elara stumbled backward. “King Cassian?”

He closed his eyes.

Terror urged her toward the trees. This was the man whose monthly hunts silenced the villages. This was the reason mothers pulled children indoors when the moon became round.

Behind the door, he whispered, “Run.”

Elara looked at the key lying in the snow. She could abandon him and let the curse break the chains. She could remain and perhaps become the next body found at dawn.

Instead she opened the door.

Cassian lifted his burning face.

“Kneel,” Elara said, stepping inside. “Remember your name. And do not touch me unless I say yes.”

The king bowed before her.

INTERLUDE

THE SEVENTH BELL

Tomas Arlen had not killed anyone.

He repeated that fact while running through Blackthorn Forest because the court had made the truth sound small. He had stolen grain. He had struck Magistrate Pell after Pell ordered two guards to drag Tomas’s daughter into the snow as payment for the missing tax.

The magistrate lost a tooth. Tomas received a death sentence.

The bell around his throat announced each frightened step. Six others rang through the trees, separating as every prisoner chose a direction and prayed the monster followed someone else.

Tomas could not make that prayer.

He knew the names read at the gate. Old Mara had poisoned a husband who broke both her hands. The twins had robbed a royal coach. A soldier named Benet had deserted when ordered to burn a low-wolf village. Some were guilty. None should become meat beneath a king’s claws.

A roar rolled through the forest.

Tomas struck a root and fell. His ankle folded beneath him. The bell rang once, bright and eager.

Gold light moved between the trees.

He crawled toward a hollow beneath a fallen trunk. The iron collar caught on a branch. The bell rang again.

“Mercy,” Tomas whispered, though no one stood near enough to hear.

Then a woman’s voice cracked across the forest.

“Stop.”

The roar ended.

Tomas lay frozen. Every bird had gone silent. Even the wind seemed unwilling to disturb what had answered that command.

Minutes later, armored men came through the brush. Commander Rowan led them without hunting horns. His sword remained sheathed.

“Do not run,” he told Tomas.

Tomas laughed until it became a sob. “That is a new order.”

Rowan knelt and unlocked the iron collar. The bell fell into the snow.

“By decree of King Cassian, your sentence is commuted pending review.”

“The king sent you?”

“He remembered your name.”

Tomas did not believe him. Monsters did not remember the names of prey. Courts did not revisit the lives they had already discarded.

Rowan freed the other prisoners before dawn. Seven people sat around a guard fire wrapped in royal blankets, each waiting for the trick to reveal itself.

None came.

When Tomas reached home three days later, his daughter ran barefoot across the frozen yard. He held her so tightly she complained, then held her longer.

He hung the bell above the door.

Not as gratitude. Not yet.

Leni Arlen knew the royal guard had returned her father before she saw him. Horses stopped outside their cottage, and men who carried swords began speaking in the careful voices adults used when they expected grief.

She took the bread knife from the table.

The door opened. Tomas stood between two guards with a splinted ankle, three days of beard, and no iron around his neck.

Leni dropped the knife. She struck him in the chest because embracing him first would have admitted how certain she had been that he was dead.

“You left,” she said.

“They took me.”

“You still left.”

Tomas knelt despite the ankle. “Yes.”

The guard captain waited outside until father and daughter had finished crying badly at each other. Then Rowan offered a purse marked with the royal seal.

“Emergency restitution,” he called it.

Tomas refused. The magistrate who sentenced him still owned their grain field. A purse purchased silence for a week; title to the field returned the life the sentence had interrupted.

Rowan looked embarrassed. “The review has not reached property orders.”

“Then review faster.”

Leni expected the commander to become angry. Instead he wrote the demand in a black notebook.

For the first month after the hunt, Tomas woke whenever the cottage roof cracked in the cold. He reached for a collar no longer there. Leni began tying a strip of soft cloth around his throat before bed because his hand needed to find something harmless.

The bell hung over the door. Wind rang it at night. Neighbors asked why Tomas kept the sound that terrified him.

“Because it terrified all of us,” he answered. “The court wants private nightmares. Bells are public.”

He carried it to Magistrate Pell’s hearing. The magistrate claimed Tomas’s grain theft proved violent character. Leni stood on a chair so the judges could see her.

“He stole our grain back,” she said. “The magistrate counted it for tax after Mama died and we could not harvest.”

The hearing found the seizure unlawful, returned the field, and charged Pell with extortion. Tomas’s assault was not erased; it was reduced to time already served because the blow had stopped guards dragging Leni into a winter yard.

They planted late. Half the seed failed. Former prisoners from the other six bells arrived with tools, and Rowan sent two army horses without a royal banner. Tomas accepted the horses because restitution had begun taking the shape of work rather than hush money.

At harvest, Leni filled one sack for each family whose prisoner had not returned from earlier hunts. There were more sacks than their small field could supply. The village contributed the rest.

“What if the king changes again?” she asked while tying the seventh sack.

“Then laws, witnesses, and people ready to resist must be stronger than one king.”

The answer did not make her feel safe. It taught her that safety was something built by more hands than the monster’s.

Five years later, Leni would stand beyond the quarry shelter while Cassian faced the full moon without prey. For now, she reached up and rang the bell herself.

The sound crossed the returned field.

This time, everyone in the village came to listen.

As evidence.

If the king returned to the old ritual, Tomas would ring it in every village square until people stopped pretending they could not hear.
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The Hunting Cabin

The command gave Cassian a narrow road back to himself.

He followed Elara’s voice along it while the curse tore at him from both sides. She made him name the rivers of Valehart, the villages, the soldiers he had promoted, and every person released into the forest that night.

When he reached the grain thief, he remembered the man’s daughter.

Before the moon reached its height, Cassian asked Elara to bring the commander’s stone from a locked box beneath the hearth. The black crystal warmed when his blood touched it. Rowan’s voice answered through rushing static.

“Your Majesty? We lost your trail near the river.”

“The prisoners.”

“Five recovered. Two unaccounted for.”

“Benet Rusk went west. Mara Venn is moving toward the old bridge. Remove every collar and take them beyond the boundary.”

Rowan hesitated. “The priest ordered the hunt completed.”

Cassian pulled against the chain. Not from hunger this time. “Who commands my guard?”

“You do.”

“Then complete my order.”

Elara listened while Cassian stayed each sentence, including the two murder convictions. “A stay is not a pardon,” he told her after the stone cooled. “Their cases will be reviewed.”

“You remembered the difference while turning into a beast.”

“I have governed during worse council meetings.”

Her laugh was brief but real. It gave him something human to follow as the curse rose again.

They spoke through the worst of it. Elara described the orphan house kitchen, where flour was locked while children went hungry. Cassian described his first full moon at thirteen, when adults told him a condemned killer’s death meant he had protected the city. The prisoner’s name had been hidden from him for years.

“They made not knowing part of the ritual,” Elara said.

“I allowed it to remain.”

“You were thirteen.”

“I was not thirteen last month.”

The answer stayed with her. He did not reach for childhood as a shield against adult responsibility.

The moon climbed. The fire burned low. Cassian’s body stopped attempting to transform, but the pressure beneath his skin worsened. He knew what the prophecy claimed: the lost Luna could cool the black-gold blood. He had never understood what the old texts meant by union.

Now he did, and he hated the curse for placing that hunger between them.

“Go outside,” he told her.

Elara studied him. “Why?”

“Because I want you.”

She did not pretend to misunderstand. Color rose along her throat, but she held his gaze.

“Is that you or the curse?”

“Both.”

“Then I will wait until only one of you answers.”

She moved to the doorway. Cassian expected relief. Instead the gold cracks widened. Blood ran down his arms.

Elara stopped.

“If I leave, will you die?”

“Possibly.”

“That is an irritating answer.”

She returned and knelt beyond the reach of his chains. Her cut palm hovered over his heart.

“Look at me, Cassian.”

He did.

“If I say stop, what will you do?”

“Stop.”

“Even if it kills you?”

“Especially then.”

Something in her expression changed. Not surrender. Choice.

Elara pressed her palm to his chest. Moonlight poured through the broken roof and circled them. The chains opened without a key.

Cassian did not move.

She touched his face. “You may kiss me.”

He kissed her as a starving man might touch salvation—with hunger held inside reverence. When fear tightened her hand against his shoulder, he stopped. She drew him back herself.

Their bond formed in waves of silver and gold. There was heat, pain, tenderness, and a strange sense of recognition deeper than memory. Cassian asked at every threshold. Elara answered without the moon speaking for her.

Outside, the prisoners’ bells fell silent one by one—not because the king had found them, but because Rowan’s guards had begun removing their collars.

Inside the cabin, the black cracks slowly closed.

The cabin gave them no peace simply because the curse had eased. A wire snapped beneath the eastern window, and the command stone on the table began to glow white.

Cassian recognized the color. "Temple recall."

"What does it recall?"

"Every guard in the forest to the cabin."

Elara heard riders far beyond the hill. If the stone announced Cassian helpless, Malrec's men would arrive before Rowan's. If it announced the Luna, she would leave the cabin with a target already attached to her blood.

She wrapped the stone in Cassian's discarded shirt and carried it to the hearth.

"Breaking it may trigger the signal," he warned.

"Then we make it answer first."

He spoke the royal phrase through clenched teeth. The stone opened a narrow channel. Rowan's voice came through beneath static and bells.

"Four collars removed. Three riders missing. Give me your position."

Cassian looked at Elara before answering. The question held more than direction. Naming the cabin placed her in the path of every guard who heard.

"Can he be trusted?" she asked.

"With my life. I have not yet asked whether that includes yours."

Elara leaned close to the stone. "Old hunting cabin. Approach without temple white. No hounds. No one crosses the threshold unless I invite them."

Rowan paused only once. "Understood."

The white light turned red. Someone else had tried to seize the channel.

Cassian closed his hand over the stone and gave an order Malrec could not quietly reverse: every surviving prisoner pardoned, every gate opened, every bell removed by human hands. Rowan repeated the words so the forest posts heard.

Elara dropped the stone into the dead hearth. Cassian crushed it beneath his heel. The recall light vanished.

Outside, distant horns changed from hunt calls to rescue signals.

Only then did Elara return to the man beneath the curse. Mercy had reached the forest before desire asked anything more from her.

For the first time since boyhood, Cassian slept beneath a full moon without blood on his hands.
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Morning Without Memory

Cassian woke alone.

The cabin smelled of ash, snow, and moonlight. A silver thread lay across his chest. He held it between two fingers and knew it mattered, though he could not remember why.

His body carried no wounds. The chains lay open on the floor. For the first time after a full moon, there was no blood beneath his nails.

Memory ended at the prison gates.

He stood too quickly. A woman’s name moved through the emptiness, almost within reach.

Ela—

Pain split his skull. The name vanished.

The door opened. Rowan entered with his sword drawn, saw Cassian standing human and uninjured, and lowered the blade.

“Your Majesty.”

“Where are the prisoners?”

“Alive. All seven.”

Cassian stared at him.

Rowan removed a folded decree from his coat. It bore Cassian’s blood seal and three words written in a hand made unsteady by pain.

No more hunts.

“Did I write this?”

“You shouted the order through Commander’s stone shortly before midnight. You also pardoned Tomas Arlen.”

Cassian touched the healed skin over his heart. A faint crescent remained there, silver against his tan flesh.

“Someone was with me.”

It was not a question.

Rowan’s expression tightened. “We found tracks. A woman. Small boots. She left before dawn.”

“Find her.”

“The forest is wide.”

Cassian looked down at the silver thread in his hand. A scent clung to it—familiar enough to hurt.

“Find her,” he repeated. “Search every village, every farm, every
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