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Chapter One: The Smallest Coffin

	Sienna

	The rain had soaked through my coat an hour ago, but I only knew it because my fingers had stopped working.

	I tried to fold them around the single white rose the funeral director had pressed into my hands, and they wouldn’t close. They just sat there, pale and stiff against the stem, water sliding off knuckles that had gone the color of old bone. Somewhere under my ribs, my wolf paced in slow, dragging circles, the way she had paced for six days. She didn’t howl anymore. She’d worn herself out on the first night.

	The coffin was white.

	I had picked white because Mia loved snow. Because she used to stand at the window every winter with her nose flattened against the glass, fogging it with her breath, counting the flakes out loud until she lost track at twenty and started over. The coffin was white and it was small, so small that two pallbearers had carried it instead of six, and my body had done something strange when I saw that — my knees had simply stopped being knees. Old Marta from the kitchens had caught my elbow before the ground could.

	Now I stood at the edge of the grave with the rose I couldn’t hold and the rain I couldn’t feel, and I watched them lower my daughter into the earth.

	Five years old. Thirty-eight pounds. She’d been so proud of that last pound. She’d made me mark it on the doorframe of our cottage with the stub of a red crayon, even though weight didn’t go on doorframes, because Mia believed everything worth celebrating deserved a line on that wood.

	The ropes creaked. The coffin sank. My stomach sank with it, dropping and dropping like the floor of the world had been pulled away, and my throat worked around something that had no sound in it.

	Across the grave, Grayson checked his phone.

	I watched him do it. I watched my mate — the Alpha of Blackpine, the man whose mark sat scarred and silver on the curve of my neck — tilt the screen against the rain and read something, his thumb moving once, twice. The light from it caught the underside of his jaw. Beside him, Scarlett stood beneath the only umbrella at the graveside, her gloved hand tucked through his arm, her son Theo dry and bored at her hip in a little black coat that probably cost more than Mia’s coffin.

	Something flickered through me then. Not the hot thing. The hot thing had burned through me on the second day, when I’d screamed into a pillow until my voice tore and my wolf clawed the inside of my skin raw. This was the other thing. The cold thing. It moved up from my soaked shoes through my calves, my spine, my scalp, and it didn’t hurt at all.

	That was how I knew it was the dangerous one.

	Six days ago I had run through these same trees with Mia burning against my chest.

	The memory didn’t come gently. It never did. It slammed into me the way it always did, full-bodied — my lungs shrinking, my arms remembering her weight, thirty-eight pounds turned to lead, her cheek scorching against my collarbone, her little fingers knotted in my shirt. Six miles. The clinic doors locked. The on-call healer gone, away, summoned to one of Scarlett’s emergencies, the kind that always seemed to bloom whenever I needed anything at all. I had hammered on that door until the skin split across my knuckles. I still had the scabs. I picked at one now without meaning to, my thumbnail finding the ridge of it through the numbness, and the small bright sting was the only warm thing in my whole body.

	By the time I’d reached the human hospital across the river, Mia had stopped asking for water.

	By the time the machines were on her, she had stopped asking for anything except one thing.

	“Is Daddy coming?”

	My jaw ached. I realized I’d been clenching it so hard my back teeth ground together, a thin animal sound inside my own skull. I made myself stop. I made my face into the smooth flat thing I’d spent eighteen years learning to make it, the face that gave the pack nothing, because an unloved Luna learns early that her pain is entertainment.

	The Elder was speaking. Words about the Moon Goddess gathering her smallest pups closest. Words about light, and rest, and mercy. The words slid off me like the rain. Across the grave, Theo whined that his feet were wet, and Scarlett bent to murmur to him, and Grayson — Grayson put his hand on the boy’s small shoulder and squeezed.

	My body understood it before my mind did. The breath went out of me in one long thread, like a seam pulled loose, and my ears filled with a high faraway ringing. He had never once touched Mia like that. Not at her birth, which he’d missed for Theo’s birthday party. Not on the packhouse steps where she’d waited every Friday with her hair brushed and her shoes buckled, because Daddy might come this week, Mama, he might. Not in the hospital, where the chair beside her bed had stayed empty for nineteen hours while a machine breathed for my baby and I sang every song she’d ever loved into her hair.

	He had touched his ex’s son at my daughter’s funeral.

	The rose fell from my hand. I didn’t drop it. My fingers simply forgot it, the way they’d forgotten everything else, and it landed in the mud at the lip of the grave, white against black, and I left it there.

	People came after. They always come after. A line of damp faces and damp hands, mouths shaping she’s with the Goddess now and so sorry for your loss, and I nodded at every one of them while my heartbeat came slow and heavy in my ears, a drum at the bottom of a lake. Marta held both my hands in hers and her chin shook and shook. The schoolteacher who’d taught Mia her letters couldn’t look at me at all.

	Grayson did not come.

	I tracked him without turning my head — eighteen years of marriage to a man’s back teaches you to watch from the corner of your eye — and I saw him standing at the cemetery gate with two of his warriors, his hand cutting through the air the way it did when he discussed border patrols. Business. At the gate. While the gravediggers waited at a respectful distance with their shovels.

	Scarlett caught me looking. Her mouth curved, slow as syrup, and she leaned her head toward Grayson’s shoulder until it rested there, and her eyes never left mine the entire time.

	And I felt — nothing. That was the strangest part. The place where the hurt should have been was just clean and white and silent, like a room after the furniture is gone.

	I waited until they had all left. Until the engines faded down the mountain road and the rain thinned to a gray mist and the gravediggers had finished their work and tamped the earth with the backs of their shovels, gentle, the way you’d pat a sleeping child. Then I walked back to the headstone alone.

	MIA. BELOVED DAUGHTER. The stonecutter had asked me, hesitating, his pencil hovering: just daughter, Luna? Not — and he hadn’t finished the sentence, and I hadn’t finished it for him.

	I knelt in the wet grass. The cold came through immediately, soaking the knees of my dress, and I welcomed it, because it was something, and something was better than the white room inside me. From my coat pocket I took the paper I’d carried for six days, folded soft as cloth from handling. Mia’s last drawing. Three stick figures under a yellow crayon sun — me with my too-long scribbled hair, Mia in her favorite red boots, and a third figure, tall, off at the edge of the page. She’d colored his face in. Then she’d scratched it out, black crayon dug so hard into the paper it had torn, and when I’d asked her why, my girl had shrugged with one shoulder, not looking up.

	“He doesn’t have a face,” she’d said. “I can’t remember it.”

	I pressed the drawing flat against the base of the stone and weighted it with a white pebble from the border of the grave. My hands were steady now. Strange, how steady. Steadier than they’d been in six days, in eighteen years.

	Then I worked the mate ring off my finger.

	It fought me. Eighteen years leaves a groove in flesh, a pale channel of skin that has forgotten the sun, and the gold dragged over my knuckle like it knew. Like it was the only part of Grayson Blackpine that had ever tried to hold on to me. I twisted it free, and the rain filled the groove it left behind, cold in that naked little channel of skin, and my whole hand felt lighter. My whole arm. My whole body, light enough to float, light enough to walk out of this territory and never once look back.

	I set the ring on top of the headstone, dead center, where he couldn’t miss it.

	“Wait for me somewhere warm, baby,” I whispered, and my voice didn’t crack, and that was the moment I knew I was already gone. “Mama just has one more thing to do.”

	I stood, and I turned my back on the grave, the ring, the territory, the bond, the man.

	It was the wolves who watched me walk to the cemetery gate who said, later, that the Luna left no footprints — that the rain filled them as fast as she made them, as if the land itself was already forgetting her.

	They were wrong about that.

	The land would remember. I’d make sure of it.

	 


Chapter Two: The Empty Side of the Bed

	Grayson

	The coffee was wrong.

	I noticed it the way you notice a stone in your boot — a small, irritating wrongness three sips deep before my brain caught up to my tongue. Too bitter. Brewed too long. The cup itself was wrong too, one of the plain white ones from the back of the cupboard instead of the heavy black mug that appeared at my right hand every morning at six, filled to two fingers below the rim, the way I liked it, the way it had simply always been.

	I set it down harder than I meant to. The clack rang through an empty dining room.

	That was the second wrongness. The room. No fire laid in the grate. No breakfast warming under the silver domes on the sideboard. The long table stretched away from me, bare and gleaming, and my own reflection sat in the polish of it like a man drowned under ice.

	“Marta,” I called. My voice came back off the walls with nothing to soften it.

	It took the old woman four minutes to appear. I counted them in my jaw, in the tightening hinge of it, because an Alpha does not wait, an Alpha has never had to wait, and by the time her footsteps came down the hall my shoulders had climbed and locked somewhere near my ears.

	“Where is breakfast? Where is —” I stopped. Reached for the word wife and found, in its place, a strange dragging blankness, like stepping on a stair that isn’t there. “Where is the Luna?”

	Marta looked at me. She had served this house since my father held it. She had pressed my collars and birthed half the pack’s pups, and in forty years she had never once looked at me the way she looked at me now — straight on, chin level, her red-rimmed eyes moving over my face slowly, the way you’d study something pinned behind glass.

	“I couldn’t say, Alpha.” Each word laid down flat as a stone. Then she turned and walked out, and her footsteps didn’t hurry, and the door clicked shut on a silence that had teeth in it.

	Sulking, I decided. The word arrived smooth and ready-made, sliding into the empty stair-space where worry might have gone. Grieving, then, if I was being generous — and a hot prickle crawled up the back of my neck when I thought the word grieving, so I stopped thinking it. The funeral was done. The thing was buried. People returned to their roles; that was how a pack survived. That was how I had survived, at eight years old, standing dry-eyed over my mother’s grave while my father’s hand crushed down on the back of my neck. Alphas continue, boy.

	I continued. I worked.

	But the wrongness followed me through the day like a fly I couldn’t kill.

	My office, untouched — and that was the problem. The reports on my desk sat in yesterday’s disorder. The ink in the well had gone dry. There was no fresh stack at my left elbow, sorted by urgency in handwriting I realized, with a small cold jolt, I would know anywhere and had never once complimented. The window I liked open was closed. The window I liked closed was open. A hundred invisible hands had been holding my days together, and all of them belonged to one woman, and the whole machinery of my life had simply — stopped.

	By noon the prickle at my neck had spread down between my shoulder blades, an itch under the skin where the muscle wouldn’t loosen no matter how I rolled it.

	By two, I’d caught three warriors falling silent when I entered the training yard, their eyes sliding off me and finding the ground, the wall, the sky — anywhere that wasn’t their Alpha.

	By four, Scarlett found me on the terrace.

	“You look like a thunderhead.” Her perfume arrived before she did, thick and sweet, and her hands settled on my shoulders from behind and began to knead. “Let me guess. The staff are being dramatic. The whole house is being dramatic.” Her thumbs dug in. “She’s sulking for attention, Gray. It’s what she does. She’ll drift back down those stairs in a day or two, all hollow-eyed and tragic, and the help will go back to work, and—”

	“Her daughter died.” The words came out of me before I chose them, rough at the edges, and under Scarlett’s hands I felt my own shoulders turn to wood.

	A pause. One beat too long.

	“Of course,” she said, silk again. “Poor little thing. Weak lungs, they say. Some pups just aren’t —” Her thumbs resumed their slow circles. “You can’t blame yourself, Gray. You weren’t even there.”

	You weren’t even there.

	The sentence went into me strangely. It was meant as absolution. It landed like a hook, snagging on something deep in my chest and pulling, and for a moment I was looking at a Friday — some ordinary forgotten Friday — and a small figure on the packhouse steps with brushed hair and buckled shoes, glimpsed through a car window, getting smaller. My stomach dropped, sudden and sickening, an elevator with the cable cut, and I stepped out from under Scarlett’s hands without deciding to.

	“I have work,” I said, and left her on the terrace with her hands still curved around the shape of where I’d been.

	I told myself I was going to my office. My feet took me up the east stairs instead, to the corridor I hadn’t walked in — I tried to count and the counting frightened me, so I stopped — and to the door at the end of it. Sienna’s door. I lifted my hand to knock, and my knuckles hovered an inch from the wood, and I stood there, the Alpha of Blackpine, with my heart hitting harder than it did before a challenge fight and my mouth gone dry as ash, listening.

	Nothing. No movement. No breath. No heartbeat.

	A wolf’s ears don’t lie. The room behind that door wasn’t quiet. It was empty — empty the way caves are empty, the way winter dens are empty, and the hair rose up my forearms in a slow cold wave.

	“Alpha.”

	I turned. Rowan, my Gamma, stood at the head of the corridor, and his face was the third wrongness, the worst one — not blank, not respectful. Braced. The face of a man who has drawn the short straw, who has been standing out there gathering his nerve while I stood in here gathering mine.

	“We thought you knew,” he said. “We all thought —” His throat moved. “Luna Sienna left, Alpha. Two days ago. She walked out the cemetery gate and crossed the south border before moonrise. She told no one. She took nothing.” He paused, and the pause was an act of mercy, giving me a moment to arrange my face, and I had no idea what my face was doing. “Forgive me. I assumed you’d felt it.”

	Felt it. I reached inward, the way you reach for a tooth with your tongue — toward the mate bond, that faint dull thread I had spent eighteen years ignoring the way you ignore a pilot light. And I found the place where it lived.

	There was nothing there.

	Not pain. Pain would have been information. Just a flat dead nothing, a socket with the bulb gone, and I realized with a slow tilting horror that I couldn’t say when it had gone dark — whether it was two days ago at the gate, or six days ago at a locked clinic door, or so many quiet years ago that the light had simply starved while I sat in the next room.

	I don’t remember dismissing Rowan. I remember being inside her room.

	It was clean. Stripped. The bed made with hospital corners, the wardrobe bare, eighteen years dismantled so completely that the room had already stopped smelling like her — and I stood in the middle of it dragging air through my nose like a tracking hound, hunting for one thread of her scent, rain and cedar and something warm underneath, and finding only soap.

	On her pillow, squared to the corners with terrible neatness, lay two things.

	A document. The rejection papers — drawn up complete, every clause in order, dated the morning after the funeral. Her signature sat at the bottom of the last page, and the script was smooth and unhurried, no tremor in it anywhere, each letter round and certain. Below it, my name waited beside an empty line. She hadn’t even left a pen. She knew this house. She knew I’d have one on me.

	And beneath the papers, a child’s drawing.

	Three figures under a crayon sun. A woman with long scribbled hair. A small girl in red boots, her smile drawn wider than her face. And at the edge of the page, almost off it, a third figure, tall — with the face scratched out. Black crayon, driven over and over into the paper until it tore, a furious darkness where a father should have been.

	My knees found the edge of the bed. I didn’t decide that either; they simply went, and the mattress took my weight, and I sat in my dead daughter’s mother’s empty room holding a piece of paper that weighed nothing and would not stop shaking.

	It took me a long time to understand the paper wasn’t shaking.

	My hands were.

	 


Chapter Three: Five Years of Silence

	Sienna

	The border between Blackpine and the wild lands was a creek you could cross in four steps.

	I stood on the near bank with the water talking over the stones, and my feet wouldn’t move, and I understood that before they would, I was going to have to walk through eighteen years first. The body keeps its own ledger. Mine wanted the accounts settled before it carried me anywhere new.

	So I let it open the book.

	Eighteen years old, in a white dress that wasn’t mine, kneeling on cold stone at my own marking ceremony.

	The Goddess had paired us at the matching rites — my name and his drawn together in moonwater, the whole pack gasping, because the orphaned nobody from the border cottages did not get paired to the Alpha heir. I remembered how hard my heart had beaten that night, hummingbird-fast, my palms slick against the white fabric. I remembered thinking, with all the terrible hope of eighteen, that no one is given to you by the Moon herself and stays a stranger.

	Grayson’s mouth had come down on the curve of my neck in front of three hundred witnesses, and fire had gone through me, white and total, the bond snapping into place like a struck bell — and through that brand-new thread I had felt him. Felt his heart. It was beating slow. Steady. Bored.

	He’d straightened, wiped my blood from his lip with his thumb, and bent so only I

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
