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​Chapter One - The Scent of Somewhere New
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The road into Harrow Peak did not announce itself. There was no sign, no painted gate, no marker that said here is the place you have been traveling toward. There was only the moment the trees closed in on both sides of the road and the mountains ahead stopped being a backdrop and became a fact, and Dessa understood that the highway she had been on was no longer the highway she was on.

She rolled her window down. The air that came in was different from the air she had driven through for the last six hours. It was colder, heavier, and it carried things she did not have names for yet—pine, yes, and woodsmoke, and the mineral smell of something very old pressed into the soil. She breathed it in anyway.

The town emerged at the end of a long bend, and it was beautiful.

That was the first thing. Not strange, not foreboding, not the uneasy wrongness she might have expected if she had been the kind of woman who expected things. It was simply beautiful—timber-framed buildings set back from a main street wide enough for two carts to pass, torches burning at intervals along the storefronts even though it was not yet fully dark, the mountains cupped around the whole of it like hands holding something they intended to keep. The fog sat in the valley like it had been invited to stay, low and still, softening the edges of everything until the town looked like something you would find in the deep of a dream you were not sure you had earned.

Dessa pulled the car to a stop at the top of the main street and sat with the engine running for a moment longer than she needed to.

She had driven twelve hundred miles for this. She had packed a suitcase with the particular carefulness of a woman who has been told she will not need much and does not entirely believe it. She had left her apartment in the hands of a subletter she trusted about seventy percent, which was more trust than she gave most things. She had told her father she was going, and he had said the word good in the specific way he had of saying it that made her understand he meant something more complicated than good.

She had not told anyone else, because there was no one else who needed to know.

The door of the nearest building opened and Cael Drest stepped out into the torchlight.

He was exactly as he had looked in photographs, which should have been reassuring and was, in some way she couldn't source, slightly not. Tall, broad, sandy-haired going toward grey at the temples, with the kind of face that processed warmth easily—the lines around his eyes from smiling, the unhurried way he moved. He raised a hand when he saw her car. The gesture was welcoming in the practiced way of someone who had made this gesture before and knew how it read.

Dessa turned off the engine.

By the time she was out of the car, he was already crossing the street, and behind him, from what seemed like every building at once, the rest of them were emerging. Pack members, she understood. Her pack, theoretically. The people she had been told would feel like home.

There were seventeen of them that she could count. They arranged themselves in the loose half-circle of people who have rehearsed casualness and deployed it sincerely, which meant they had not noticed they were doing it.

Dessa noticed.

She noticed it the way she noticed everything, quietly and completely, the observation filed away without her needing to decide what to do with it yet. The file was already building: the way the torchlight had been placed to illuminate the street at exactly this hour, the way two of the older women in the group held positions of slight precedence—not in front, but angled forward, weight on the balls of their feet. The way one young woman, fair-skinned and warm-eyed, was already smiling at Dessa with the specific warmth of someone who has been told to make her feel welcome and means it genuinely.

"Dessa." Cael said her name like he had been keeping it somewhere safe for her. He extended a hand, and then seemed to make a decision, and it became both hands, clasping hers between them. His hands were warm. His eyes were brown and direct. "You're here."

"I'm here," she said.

The words came out even. She was good at even.

"Come. Let me introduce you—" He turned to bring her into the group, and the group shifted to receive her, and for a moment Dessa felt the particular sensation of something large and well-practiced closing gently around her. Not unpleasant. Not entirely comfortable. The feeling of stepping into a current that had been running long before she arrived.

She shook hands. She was given names she filed without effort—that had always been easy for her, names, faces, the specific quality of how people looked at her. The older woman with the silver braid was Marta. The woman with the warm eyes was Senna. The large, still figure at the edge of the group who watched without smiling was Bryn.

Dessa shook Bryn's hand last. It was like shaking hands with a decision.

Then the other elder woman—the one whose name Dessa had not caught, who moved with the particular economy of someone who knew exactly where everything was and what it was for—pressed a mug into Dessa's hands before her bag was even off her shoulder.

The mug was ceramic, pale, slightly rough at the rim. The tea inside it was herbal in the way of something blended carefully, not casually: dried flowers, something earthy underneath, a faint sweetness that sat at the back of the throat. Steam curled up into the cold mountain air.

"For the transition," the woman said, smiling. "We all take it when we arrive. It helps settle the instincts."

Dessa looked down at the mug. Then she looked up at Cael, who was watching her with a kind of quiet expectation that she understood was not impatience—it was the expectation of a man who had never had a reason to doubt that what he offered would be received well.

She drank it.

It was warm going down. Warming in the particular way of something absorbed rather than simply consumed—it spread into her chest and her shoulders and the base of her throat in a slow, even tide. And then, beneath the warmth, something else: a quiet. A settling. As though a door, somewhere she could not locate precisely, had swung gently shut.

She had been carrying something since she got in the car twelve hundred miles ago. Some alert at the level just below conscious thought, some frequency her body ran on that she was mostly too busy to hear. The tea didn't take it away. It simply moved it somewhere she could not currently access.

Later, she would learn to name what that felt like.

For now, she stood in the torchlight in the street of a beautiful mountain town, mug warm in her hands, Cael Drest's hand light at the small of her back, the pack arranged around her like a photograph of belonging, and she thought: this is what chosen feels like.

She almost believed it.

The fog moved, slow and certain, through the space between the buildings. The torches burned. The mountains pressed close on every side, the way hands do when they are holding something they have decided to keep.

Dessa looked up at them.

Above the fog, above the timber and torchlight, the first stars were coming out.

She looked at them for a long moment and tried to name the feeling that was not quite relief and not quite fear and settled, finally, on something simpler: she was here, and it was happening, and the door she had not heard close had already closed.

She finished the tea.
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​Chapter Two - What a Good Woman Carries
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The bonding cottage was at the eastern edge of the compound, set apart from the main cluster of buildings by a path of laid stone and a garden that had clearly been tended with intention. Rosebushes, dormant now in the mountain cold, their canes cut back and tied. A small bench. A view of the tree line.

Dessa had stood at the window the night before for a long time, looking at the trees.

She had not unpacked much. Her suitcase was open on the cedar chest at the foot of the bed but she had taken out only what she needed for sleeping and what she needed for morning, the rest still folded in the careful arrangement of a woman who was not yet ready to call this space hers. The cottage was warm and well-appointed—hand-sewn quilts, a cast iron woodstove, a ceramic pitcher of water on the washstand and a small clay pot of dried herbs on the windowsill. Everything placed with the attentiveness of someone who knew what comfort was supposed to look like.

She had slept, and woken, and the first thing she had noticed on waking was that the tea was already there. A fresh mug on the small table beside the bed, still steaming, as though someone had known exactly when she would open her eyes.

She drank it before she was fully awake.

That was, she would later understand, the intended method.

Senna came for her after breakfast with the particular energy of a person who is genuinely pleased to be helpful. She was twenty-six and Filipino and pretty in the way of someone who smiled with her whole face without calculating what it looked like, and Dessa found herself relieved by this, by the simplicity of someone who seemed to want nothing more complicated than to show her around.

"This is the gathering hall," Senna said, pulling open a heavy timber door that gave onto a long room smelling of beeswax and old wood and the residue of many meals. "Pack dinners, ceremonies, the full moon observances. You'll be up here at the main table for the bonding, obviously."

"Obviously," Dessa said, and Senna laughed, which made Dessa feel, briefly, as though she had said the right thing.

The tour moved through the morning. The smokehouse and the root cellar, the bathing house with its stone-lined pools fed by a mountain spring, the elder's hall where the pack's records were kept. The paths between buildings were all laid stone, all well-maintained, and the maintenance of them was visible in the absence of any weeds between the joints, the way the edges had been kept clear of the encroaching grass. Someone had put a great deal of time into these paths. Many someones, over many years.

"The patrol routes are organized out of the elder's hall," Senna said. "You'll learn those later, after the bonding. Right now you don't need to worry about any of that."

"How are the patrol routes organized?"

Senna glanced at her. "By shift. Three rotating teams. The elders set the schedule." She said it the way people say things that have never required explanation before—not dismissively, but with the faint surprise of someone who has been asked to describe air.

The welcome ceremony was held that afternoon in the gathering hall. Dessa sat at a table that felt designed to be looked at from all angles, which was because it was, the chairs arranged so that she and Cael faced outward toward the room while the pack filled the long benches and looked back at them. She kept her hands still in her lap. She was good at that.

Marta spoke.

She was not what Dessa had expected from an elder—she was not stiff or ceremonial, her Norwegian-accented voice warm and deliberate, her manner the particular manner of someone who has been listened to long enough that she no longer needed to work for it. She spoke about the pack's history, about the mountain and the line of Alphas that ran back through Cael's family like something woven into the stone itself, about the beauty of the fated bond and what it meant that Dessa had been drawn here, to this place, to this man.

"A woman who trusts her instincts before she understands them," Marta said, at some point near the middle, her voice taking on the quality of something often repeated and thus made smooth, "is a danger to herself. The transition period exists because wisdom is not the same as instinct, and knowing the difference is the beginning of belonging here."

Dessa looked at her own hands. Then she looked up at Cael, who was watching Marta with the expression of a man who has heard this before and finds it true every time. He glanced at Dessa and smiled. She smiled back.

That evening, alone in the cottage, she sat with the tea cooling on the table and thought about the sentence.

She had spent most of her adult life being told, in various registers and with varying degrees of directness, that her instincts were suspect. That she was sensitive, reactive, prone to reading situations as threatening that were not in fact threatening. She had spent considerable energy trying to agree with this assessment of herself, trying it on, seeing if it fit. Sometimes it did. The memory of the committee room at twenty-two, when she had sat in a wooden chair and listened to her own recanted statement read back at her—that memory fit it. She had trusted her instincts then and followed them exactly and they had taken her somewhere she could not sustain.

A woman who trusts her instincts before she understands them is a danger to herself.

The sentence sounded like wisdom. She was not sure it wasn't wisdom. She turned it in her mind the way she turned everything she was not sure of, looking at its facets, trying to find the angle from which it resolved cleanly.

The tea was warm. The cottage was warm. The woodstove clicked and shifted in the way of wood-burning things at rest.

She thought: if everything here is kindness, why does it all feel like a perimeter?

The thought arrived and she looked at it for a moment, and then she picked up the mug and drank.

She had asked, that afternoon, if she could call her father.

She had asked Senna, because Senna was the person she had been with all day, and because asking felt easier than not asking.

What happened next was small enough that she could have missed it. Three of the people nearest to her in the hallway—Senna, and a man whose name she had not retained, and one of the younger pack women passing through—all underwent the same micro-shift at the same moment. Not visible to most people. Dessa was not most people.

Senna had recovered first. Her smile had come back like a light switched on: warm, immediate, entirely present.

"Of course," she said. "Through the elder's office—they just like to know everyone is connected and safe. It's a security thing, with the remoteness. We had a situation a few years back—a young man fell on the ridge and no one knew to look for him for two days. So now all the communication goes through one line. Very old-fashioned, but it works."

Dessa had said that made complete sense.

She had not called her father.

She told herself it was because she had been tired, and it was getting late, and she would do it in the morning. She told herself this while she sat in the cottage with the tea in her hands and the woodstove clicking and the tree line just visible through the window, a dark border at the edge of the torchlit path, the pines pressed close and still in the windless mountain dark.

She had not called her father because the moment she imagined herself in the elder's office, on the elder's line, with whatever version of Marta or Senna sitting across from her while she tried to convey normalcy to Tomás—yes, it's fine, yes, I'm settling in, yes, the people are wonderful—the imagining of it had produced a sensation in her chest that she could not quite name.

She could name the shape of it, though. She had felt it before, that shape, in rooms where the exits were technically available but practically inconvenient to reach.

She set down the mug and looked at the tree line.

The trees were dark. Still. They did not tell her anything useful.

She picked up the mug and drank the rest of the tea, and when it was gone she felt the familiar settling move through her again—that quiet closing, that muffled frequency—and she thought that she was probably just tired, that twelve hundred miles and a new place and a great number of new people in a single day would make anyone feel slightly unmoored.

She was not unmoored. She was transitioning. There was a difference.

She told herself this until she believed it enough to sleep.

Outside, the torches burned low along the path. The fog had come down from the mountain and was sitting in the garden, low and patient and very still.

In the morning, the tea was there before she opened her eyes.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three - Everything They Say She Is
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The pack ate together three nights a week.

On those nights the gathering hall was lit with oil lanterns down the long center tables and the smell was of roasted meat and fresh bread and the particular warm density of many bodies in a space built for exactly this purpose. Children chased each other between the benches. Someone always brought a fiddle. The elders sat at the curved head table and the rest of the pack filled in behind them with the organic efficiency of a group that has been doing this for long enough that the seating has arranged itself through habit and preference into a map of the pack's social architecture.

Dessa sat at the head table. She had been placed there.

She was aware of this distinction and aware that being aware of it was the kind of awareness she was supposed to have set aside by now. Marta would have called it instinct outpacing understanding. Dessa called it reading a room, which she had been doing since she was seven years old and had learned that the shape of a family dinner could tell you most of what you needed to know about what the evening would cost.

She studied Cael.

He was good at the table. That was the word she landed on: good. He moved through conversation with an ease that was not performance—he asked Rewan, the fiddler, about the tune he'd been practicing, and the question had the texture of something he
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