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The night I lost my mate, the moon looked like a bitten coin.

It hung over the keep, pale and mean, with a ring of cloud round it like old smoke. The wind came down from the north ridge and cut through fur, leather, skin, and pride alike. Men said it was a king’s wind. Hard. Cold. Without mercy.

They were wrong.

A king’s wind does not leave you on your knees with blood in your mouth and your mate’s name breaking apart in your throat.

I know. I have knelt there.

I had been called many things before that night. Alpha. War-son. Heir of Greyfen. The Black Wolf of the North Gate. Then, after my father’s pyre burned down to ash and bone, they called me king.

King.

A fat word. A proud word.

A lonely one too.

I wore the crown for near six months before I learned what it truly cost. Not land. Not silver. Not sleep. Those are easy things. A man can bleed for them and count the bargain fair.

No. The crown wants softer things.

It wants your warmth.

It wants the part of you that still laughs.

It wants the woman who knows your real name when all the realm keeps calling you by titles.

That night, I let it take mine.

Her name was Branna.

When I first met her, she smelled of rain, wild thyme, and wet earth. She stood in a marsh up to her calves, cursing at a broken snare with her hair half out of its braid and mud on her cheek, bold as sin and twice as pretty. She looked at me, looked at the men at my back, looked at the stag I had slung over my shoulder, and said, “If ye’ve come to strut, take it elsewhere. The bog has no need of peacocks.”

I laughed like a fool.

No one spoke to me that way then. Not even my brothers. Not with my father alive and me already feared for what I would one day become.

But she did.

She always did.

That was the first thing I loved in her. The second was that she never once tried to soften herself to suit my station. She did not bow low enough for court. Did not smile sweet enough for the bitter old she-wolves who watched me from the hall with plans in their eyes. Did not call me “my king” when we lay in the dark with our legs tangled and our breaths mixed warm between us.

She called me Toren.

Just Toren.

As though the crown had not yet sunk its teeth into me.

Maybe that was why the court hated her. Maybe that was why I needed her so bad I near forgot how to breathe when she was gone from a room.

Aye, I loved her. I love her still.

That is the plain truth of it.

And plain truths hurt the worst.

The last calm hour of my life began by the hearth in my chambers.

I was not calm, though. I was bent over the long oak table with maps spread out beneath my hands, reading reports from the east border where Red Claw curs had been sighted near the pine line. My council had spent all evening barking over grain stores, blood dues, and whether the southern pack chiefs meant to stand with me or wait like crows to see if I bled first.

Branna had waited through it all.

I knew she was there before I looked. I could feel her the way a man feels coming rain in an old wound. Her scent reached me first. Cedar smoke. Skin. The faint sweetness that was only her.

I kept reading.

That was my first sin of the night.

She said, “Will ye stare at paper till dawn then?”

I did not smile. I should have. On any other night I would have gone to her at once, caught her by the waist, pressed my face to her neck, and let the world gnaw itself to death outside my door.

But I was tired. Sour. Pulled thin.

“I’ve work,” I said.

“Aye. So I see.”

Her voice had no bite in it yet, but there was hurt. Small. Quiet. The sort a good mate hears before it grows teeth.

I heard it.

I did nothing.

When I looked up, she stood by the bedpost in her wool shift and dark wrap, her hair braided loose over one shoulder. Firelight touched her face and made her look softer than she was. Branna was not soft. She had grit in her bones. She had lived through flood, hunger, fever, and the kind of pack men who thought a woman should bow first and speak after. She had walked into my father’s hall as a nobody from the fen and left as the future queen with every eye on her back and every mouth whispering.

She endured all of it.

I made her endure more.

“You’ve not touched your supper,” she said.

“I forgot it.”

“You’ve forgotten a sight more than supper these last weeks.”

There it was.

The thing between us.

Not new. Not loud. But there.

I put both hands on the table and looked at her proper then. “Say what ye came to say, Branna.”

Her chin lifted. “I came because I have not had my mate to myself in seven days. I came because each time I speak, some old bastard of a lord is at your elbow. I came because ye lie beside me and still feel a hundred miles off.”

I let out a long breath through my nose. “Not now.”

“When then?”

“When the border’s settled.”

“It never settles.”

I said nothing.

She laughed then, but there was no joy in it. “That’s what I feared.”

“Do not start this.”

“Start?” she snapped. “I am not starting aught. I am standing in the wreck of it.”

Her words struck clean. She had that gift. She could put a knife in with one line and never raise her voice.

I went cold. “Mind your tongue.”

“And ye mind your heart,” she shot back. “If ye still keep it.”

That should have checked me. It should have made me walk round the table, pull her to me, and say the truth: that I was afraid. Afraid of failing the realm. Afraid of looking weak. Afraid of not being enough for both crown and mate.

But men raised to rule are taught a rotten lesson young. We are taught that fear must turn outward or it will shame us.

So I turned mine into anger.

“I’ve no time tonight for sulking,” I said.

The room went still.

I knew I had hurt her before the words were even done.

Branna did not cry. That was not her way. Her face just changed. That was worse. Something warm shut behind her eyes, and the space between us grew strange and hard.

“Sulk?” she said low. “That what ye think this is?”

“Branna—”

“Nay. Let it stand. I like a clean wound. Better than a hidden one.”

She took one step back. Then another.

I moved round the table then, too late and feeling it. “Listen to me.”

“I have done little else since ye took that crown.”

Those words landed where all the others had not.

Because they were true.

The crown had changed my hours first. Then my temper. Then the way I looked at every door, every face, every road, as if danger waited behind them. I had begun measuring every choice against duty until love itself felt like a luxury, and she—my wild, brave Branna—had been left standing outside the walls I built.

She put a hand low on her belly then. Small thing. Easy to miss.

I would think on that hand later until it near drove me mad.

At the time I only thought she was steadying herself.

“There was something I meant to tell ye,” she said.

A knock thundered at the door before I could answer.

Not a servant’s knock. Not a patient one.

War.

I knew it at once.

One of the guard shoved in without waiting leave, breathless, face pale under beard. “My king. Horns at the east wall. Fire by the lower stores. We’ve a breach.”

The world shifted.

Maps. Hearth. Supper. Her voice. Gone.

I snatched my sword belt from the chair and buckled it as I strode past. Branna caught my arm.

“Toren.”

I looked at her.

Just looked.

Gods, I should have kissed her. Should have said I was sorry. Should have asked what sat behind that hand on her belly and that strange shine in her eyes.

Instead I said, “Bar the chamber. Stay inside.”

Then I left.

That was the last whole sentence I spoke to her before I lost her.

The keep had turned to hell by the time I hit the lower stair.

Smoke rolled through the passageways. Wolves shouted from the yard. Steel rang on steel. Somewhere below, horses screamed. I could smell pine pitch, burning wool, and blood. Too much blood.

Not mine yet.

The east wall was not meant to fall. We had stone there thicker than three men laid head to heel. For it to fail that fast meant one thing.

Betrayal.

I found it plain enough in the yard.

The inner gate stood half open. One chain had been cut. My men fought in clumps, dragged thin by fire and panic. Red Claw raiders poured in from the dark like rot through wet wood.

I shifted before I reached the ground.

Bone cracked. Skin split. The wolf took me in a rush of heat and rage. One heartbeat I was a man with a crown and a sword. The next I was fur, fang, hunger, and wrath.

I tore through them.

No king’s grace. No noble war-song. Just the old savage work of killing what comes for your home.

I remember pieces. A raider at my throat. The taste of iron. A spear glancing off my shoulder. My beta, Harlan, roaring my name from the gate tower. A young guard no older than sixteen dragging a wounded cook to cover while half the side of his face ran red.

The fight might have lasted ten minutes or ten years. Battle twists time. Makes a lie of it.

Then, through all of it, I caught her scent.

Not in my chambers.

Not safe.

Moving.

Fear hit me so hard I nearly shifted back from it.

I tore away from the yard and ran.

The bond between mates is not some sweet song like the old women tell it. It is not all moonlight and warm hands and easy rest. It is a hook sunk deep. A living tether. When your mate fears, you taste it. When they hurt, your bones know before your mind does.

What I felt then was sharp and wild.

Branna.

Running.

I took the north passage three steps at a time, shifted back to man at the stair, and nearly slipped on blood as I hit the upper hall.

A guard lay outside my chamber door.

Not dead, but close enough to scare hell out of me.

The room had been tossed. Chest open. Blanket dragged half off the bed. The window latch broken.

“Where is she?” I roared.

The guard coughed and tried to rise. “They came through the servant turn. Three of them. The queen fought. Gods, she fought. Bit one’s ear clean through. Old Sira got her out through the herb stair.”

Old Sira.

The nurse who had raised half the keep.

Thank the moon for stubborn women.

I ran again.

The herb stair was little more than a crooked stone throat that led from the women’s rooms down behind the old kitchens and out toward the herb yard. Few knew of it. Fewer still could find it in the dark.

Branna could.

I hit the yard and found signs at once. A torn bit of her cloak on the gate latch. Footprints in mud. The sour scent of raiders close behind.

And beneath it all, hers.

Alive.

I chased it through the back orchard, across the frozen kitchen patch, and into the birch line beyond the wall. Snow crust broke under my boots. Branches whipped my face. The night had gone blacker there, the moon snagged behind cloud.

Then I heard her.

Not screaming.

Branna never wasted breath that way.

She was cursing, low and vicious, at somebody ahead.

I came into the clearing like a shot from a bow.

There she stood by the old shrine stone, chest heaving, knife in hand, hair loose and wild around her face. Sira was beside her with a hatchet, old as winter and twice as grim.

Two raiders faced them.

Three more lay down in the snow.

For one hard, mad second, pride cut through my terror.

That was my mate.

One raider turned at the sound of me. I put my blade through his ribs before he could blink. Sira buried her hatchet in the other one’s knee. Branna finished him with the knife.

Then she looked at me.

I have lived through war, famine, plague, and blood-feud. Nothing ever shook me like that look.

Not because she was afraid.

Because she was not.

She was hurt. Angry. Breathing hard. Cheek streaked with soot. Lip split. But her eyes—those dark fen-water eyes—held mine with something so bare in them I felt skinned.

“You came,” she said.

As if there had ever been a world where I would not.

I reached for her. She swayed before I touched her.

That was when I saw the blood on her skirt.

Not a flood. Not enough to know anything sure. But there. Real. Dark.

I think I stopped breathing.

“Branna.”

Her hand went low again, the same place as before in our chamber. There was pain in her face now. Pain and a fear she had hidden from me till that very moment.

“I was trying to tell ye,” she whispered.

The air left my lungs.

Our child.

I knew it then with the awful clean force of a falling blade.

Our child.

I put my hands on her as if I could hold both her and the whole breaking world together by grip alone. “How long?”

“Not long.” Her mouth shook. “I was waiting for the right hour. Seems the moon mocked me for it.”

I made a sound then. I do not know what it was. Not quite a word. Not quite grief. Something animal. Something torn.

Sira hissed, “Ye can break down later, sire. More are coming.”

She was right.

I heard them too. Branches snapping. Voices. Too many.

“River path,” Branna said at once. “If we reach the old bridge, we can cross to the south wood. They’ll lose our scent in the water.”

I should have taken her and run.

Instead I looked back toward the keep, where smoke still climbed into the sky.

“My people—”

She grabbed my face and made me look at her. “Your people need a living king, ye bull-headed fool.”

Even then, with blood on her skirt and death at our heels, she called me fool.

I almost broke from loving her.

We ran.

The river path was steep and mean, all stone teeth and twisted roots. Sira followed till the ridge bend, then turned back without being asked. “I’ve old bones and a loud mouth,” she said. “I’ll draw some off. Get her across.”

Branna caught the old woman’s wrist. Their foreheads touched once. Then Sira was gone into the dark, muttering curses fit to peel bark.

I never saw her again.

The howls behind us grew louder.

Branna stumbled once. I caught her.

“Can ye run?” I asked.

She glared at me through pain. “Shut your gob and keep moving.”

So we did.

The bridge came into view at last: old rope and planks stretched over Blackwater Gorge, swinging above the river where it boiled white through the rocks. My grandsire had built a stone bridge farther south years ago, but this one still stood for hunters and fools.

We were both those things then.

I stepped onto the first plank and felt at once that something was wrong.

The ropes had been cut halfway through.

Not enough to drop from weather.

A trap.

I shoved Branna back just as a voice rose from the dark on the far side.

“Well now,” said my uncle Merek. “There’s the king.”

I went cold all over.

Merek stepped out with four men at his back, torchlight shaking over his smile. My father’s brother. My blood. A man who had bent the knee at my crowning and kissed my hand before the realm.

Betrayal always stinks, but kin-betrayal stinks worst of all.

“Why?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Because your father was a hard bastard and you’re a soft one. Because a realm should be ruled by a wolf who weds for power, not for the scent of marsh flowers. Because Red Claw pays better than loyalty.”

Branna made a low sound in her throat.

He looked at her belly and grinned.

That grin will rot in my mind till I die.

“A pity,” he said. “Had hoped to kill your line before it quickened.”

I do not remember drawing breath. I only remember rage. White. Pure. Big enough to blot out the stars.

I lunged.

The bridge lurched. Merek’s men rushed. Steel flashed. Rope groaned.

Branna took a blade from one of the men and drove her shoulder into him hard enough to throw him sideways. I got hold of Merek and smashed his face into the post till bone gave. He laughed blood into my eyes and cut the last good rope as he fell.

The bridge dropped with a crack like the sky splitting.

Everything that came after lives in me slower than the rest. Each heartbeat a separate wound.

My foot went through a plank.

Branna slid.

I caught her hand.

For one blessed second, that was all the world was. Her hand in mine. My knees slammed against broken boards. The gorge below roaring. Men shouting on both sides. The bridge hanging crooked over black water.

She dangled over death and still looked at me steady.

“Toren,” she said.

“Hold on.” My shoulder screamed. “By all the gods, Branna, hold on.”

Her fingers tightened once.

Then I saw it.

More blood.

Running down her leg. Thin. Bright in the moonlight.

Her face changed. Not fear. Not exactly.

Sorrow.

The kind that knows before the mind says the words.

“No,” I said.

She looked down once at the river, then back up at me. “Listen.”

“I’ll pull ye up.”

“Listen.”

I shook my head like a fool child. “Nay.”

Her eyes filled then. At last. At bloody last. Branna, who had faced court and fang and winter and hunger without tears, looked at me with her whole heart broken open.

“I loved ye before the crown,” she said. “I loved ye under it too. Even when ye made it hard.”

My grip slipped an inch. I snarled and hauled harder.

“Do not speak as if this is ending.”

She gave me the saddest smile I have ever seen. “It already did, a little. Long before tonight.”

That killed me more clean than any blade.

“I know,” I choked out. “I know. I was wrong. Branna, please—”

The board beneath me snapped.

Her body dropped lower. My arm nearly tore from its socket.

Above us, one of Merek’s men came toward me along the broken span. I kicked at him, wild and blind.

Branna heard it. Saw it too.

Then she did the cruelest, kindest thing ever done to me.

She stopped trying to climb.

“Nay!” I roared.

“If ye die here,” she said, voice shaking now, “then they take all of it. The keep. The pack. Sira died for naught. Our babe...” Her breath broke. “Our babe must not die with its father too.”

“Our babe will live,” I said, though I did not know. “You both will live. I swear it.”

“I know what a woman’s body tells her.”

I did too.

And I hated the knowing.

The bond between us pulled so tight in that moment I thought it would split my chest. Love. Fear. Regret. A thousand nights. A thousand words unsaid. The marsh in spring. Her laughing in my bed. The first time she called me hers. The first time I made her cry. All of it there. All of it alive.

“Come back to me,” I said.

She stared at me as if trying to carve my face into her soul. “Find me if I do.”

Then, softer, in the voice she only used when we were alone and the world was good—

“Toren, my love.”

She let go.

I jumped after her.

I did not think. I did not choose. My body went where she went.

The river took me like a fist.

Blackwater in winter is death. Cold beyond cold. It slams sense out of you. Spins you into stone and foam and dark. I surfaced once, saw a flash of her cloak ahead, and went under again. When I clawed back up, there was only water, rock, moon, and the roar.

I searched till dawn.

Men found me half a mile south, cut open by stone, half-drowned, mad with it. I tore at anyone who touched me. Shifted. Bit. Howled. Went back into the river twice more though my own blood made the banks slick.

We found no body.

Not hers.

Not the child’s.

Only her torn cloak caught in the roots of a willow downstream.

I still have it.

It still smells faintly of cedar smoke when rain comes.

Merek died before noon. I saw to that myself. I put no speech to it. Gave no grand sentence. I looked him in the face and ended him as a wolf should end a traitor.

It did not ease one shred of what sat in my chest.

The keep was saved by morning, though half the east wall burned and good folk died screaming while I hunted a ghost through river mist.

They tried to put the crown back on my head that evening.

I nearly laughed.

What use is a crown to a man who could not keep hold of one hand?

What use is power when the only thing you want is one woman wet from the river, calling you fool and pressing her cold feet against your legs in bed?

I sat on the floor of our chamber till night came. The maps were still on the table. Her untouched cup sat by the hearth. One of her hairpins lay near the bed. Small things. Mean things. The kind that break you because they stay.

On the pillow, there was one long dark strand of her hair.

I wrapped it round my finger and bowed my head like a beaten man.

Then I felt it.

Faint.

Thin as thread.

The bond.

Not gone.

Gods help me, not gone.

I looked up so fast my neck cracked.

For months after, I would pray for silence, then fear it when it came. But that first night, kneeling in smoke and shame and loss, that weak pull near stopped my heart.

She was not dead.

Or not fully gone.

Somewhere beyond river, ridge, or god-curse, my mate still breathed.

Maybe broken. Maybe lost. Maybe hating my name.

But alive.

And that was worse in one way.

Because hope is a savage beast. Give it one scrap and it will eat you whole.

So I rose.

Not as a king. Not then.

As a mate.

As a fool.

As a man who had lost the only home he ever truly had and knew, with a sick surety, that no hall, no war, no crown, no howling pack at his back would ever make him whole till I found her again.

That was the night I lost my mate.

That was the night I learned love can leave you breathing and still ruin you.

That was the night the realm gained a harder king and the moon made a liar of every man who says what is lost stays lost.
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The first thing I knew when I woke was that she was still gone.

Not dead. Not lost to me in the clean way a body goes cold and stays cold. Worse than that.

Gone enough to break me. Near enough to keep me alive.

That thin pull in the bond was there when my eyes opened. Weak. Ragged. It came and went like a bad lamp in a storm. I lay on a pallet in the healer’s room with my ribs wrapped tight, my shoulder bound, and river pain sunk deep in every joint. The bond tugged once, then thinned again, as if Branna stood at the far end of the world with her hand on a rope I could barely feel.

The healer, Nessa, noticed I was awake before I moved.

“Do not try to rise,” she said.

So I sat up.

Pain hit hard enough to blacken the edges of my sight. The room smelled of boiled herbs, old blood, and wet wool. Dawn pressed pale against the horn-window. Someone had set my torn boots by the wall. My sword was gone.

“Where is it?” My voice came out rough as gravel.

“If ye mean the blade, Harlan has it. If ye mean your senses, I fear Blackwater stole half of them.”

“Where is Harlan?”

“Trying to hold your keep together while ye wake and act like a stubborn ass.”

That sounded like him.

I pushed the blanket off. Nessa planted herself in front of me, a square little woman with gray plaited hair and a look that had stopped stronger men than me.

“Sit back down.”

“Nay.”

“You’ve cracked ribs, a shoulder that near tore free, and cuts enough to shame a butcher’s block.”

“And still I stand.”

“Barely.”

She was right. My legs felt rotten under me. But I had lain helpless enough already. Branna was somewhere beneath the same moon, and I was in a healer’s room wrapped like an old roast.

“Nessa,” I said, quieter, “did anyone find aught?”

Her face changed at once. Not soft. Never that. But careful.

“Only the cloak. Ye know that.”

“What of the river farther south?”

“We sent men.”

“The south wood?”

“We sent men.”

“The marsh roads?”

She held my stare. “We sent men.”

My teeth ground together.

No body.

That should have been mercy.

It did not feel like it.

Nessa reached for a cup on the stool. “Drink.”

I took it because my hands needed something to do besides break. Bitter brew. Willow bark and gods knew what else. I swallowed and nearly spat it back out.

She nodded toward the bandage on my shoulder. “There. Ye can curse me properly when it dulls.”

I set the cup aside and pulled on my tunic slow, wincing where cloth dragged over torn skin. “Call Harlan.”

“He’s in the hall.”

Of course he was. My beta had likely stood there half the night, making sure no one carried me to council on a litter and no fool lord tried to settle matters before I woke.

Nessa moved aside at last. “Toren.”

I paused at the door.

“I know ye loved her.”

That near undid me more than all her scolding.

Most folk had loved Branna in halves. Loved her smile when it suited them. Loved her boldness when it served them. Feared her mouth. Resented her place. Judged her for the fen in her speech and the mud still stuck to her bones long after silk touched her skin.

But Nessa had liked her whole.

I gripped the door frame. “She is not dead.”

The healer’s eyes held mine for a beat. “Then go act like it.”

Harlan was in the passage, broad as a gate and twice as ugly after a night without sleep. Dried blood marked one side of his face. Not all of it was his. A dent split the guard on his left arm. He looked me over once and swore.

“Ye look like hell.”

“I feel worse.”

“Good. Means ye’re alive.”

He shoved my sword into my hand. The weight of it settled something ugly in me. I strapped it on without speaking.

Harlan fell in beside me as we walked. The keep was quieter than it should have been. Too many dead. Too little sleep. Smoke still clung to the stones though the fires were out. Servants moved with their heads down. Guards at each turn bowed, but their eyes lingered. Not on the king. On the man who had lost his queen on the same night traitors cut his walls open.

“Say it,” I told Harlan.

He looked ahead. “Say what?”

“Whatever every bastard in this hall is thinking.”

“That ye left the yard.”

I kept walking.

“That ye chose her over the keep.”

Still I walked.

“That ye’d do it again.”

I stopped then.

Harlan did too. We stood in the empty gallery where Branna used to stop and glare at the old painted kings because every last one of them looked half-starved and mean.

“Would ye?” he asked.

That was no court question. No trap. Only Harlan, who had fought beside me since we were boys and buried my father with me by torchlight.

A fair question deserved truth.

“Aye,” I said. “I would.”

He let out a long breath through his nose. “Then I’m glad I serve a man and not a throne.”

That was why he was my beta.

We went down to the great hall together.

The dead had been laid there on long boards, covered to the chin in clean cloth where there was enough cloth to spare. Twenty-three of ours. Twelve guards. Four kitchen folk. Old Sira among them, her face at peace for the first time I had ever seen it. The hall torches burned low. Women from the lower houses sat vigil by husbands and sons. No one wept loud. North folk keep grief close till it rots them from inside.
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