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ONE

	The Silver Clasp He Wore for Nothing

	The clasp would not sit straight.

	I had pinned it to my shoulder three times now, and three times it had tipped, the little silver wolf’s head listing toward my collarbone like it had grown tired of being worn. It was my mother’s. It was the only thing of hers I had left, and tonight, of all the nights in my small and quiet life, I wanted it to lie flat against the cloth and catch the torchlight and look like it belonged on someone who mattered.

	I pressed it down with my thumb. Held it there. Let go.

	It tipped again.

	“You’ll wear a hole in your shoulder before he even gets here,” Mira said.

	She was sitting on the low bench by the cookhouse door, a bowl of late apples in her lap, peeling them with a knife older than I was. The peel came off in one long ribbon and curled toward the floor. She had been peeling apples like that since before I could walk, and she had been telling me to stop fussing for nearly as long.

	“It’s crooked,” I said.

	“It is not.”

	“You always say that when I’m right.”

	She snorted, which from Mira was as close to laughter as the evening was likely to get. “I say it when you’re working yourself into a knot over nothing. The clasp is fine. The pies are fine. The whole valley smells like you’ve been cooking for three days, which you have, and it is fine, Wren. Sit down before you fall down.”

	I did not sit down.

	I could not have sat down if the moon herself had asked me to. My hands needed something to do, and so they had been doing things since before dawn — kneading and turning and basting and carrying, the long ache of it settled into my back like a second spine. The trestle tables ran the whole length of the clearing now, end to end beneath the black pines, and every one of them groaned under what I’d made. Roast venison crusted with juniper. Bread still warm enough to fog the cold air when you tore it. Honey cakes stacked the way Theron liked them, the way I had seen him eat them once, years ago, three at a time and laughing about it like a boy.

	He would not remember that I had seen. There was no reason he should. I was the omega who kept the cookhouse and tended the archive and sat with the sick, and he was the alpha heir of the Vale, and the war had taken him north for the better part of a year. But I remembered. I remembered the honey cakes the way I remembered the color of his eyes and the particular weight of his voice in a crowded room, which is to say I remembered them the way you remember things you have no right to.

	That was the part I never said out loud. Not to Mira. Not to anyone.

	The bond did not care what I said out loud.

	I felt it now the way I always felt it — a thread drawn tight beneath my breastbone, humming, pointing north toward the road he would come down. It had been there since I was sixteen, since the night the moon tied me to him without asking either of us, and for ten years I had carried it like a stone I had swallowed and could not cough back up. He had never spoken of it. A wolf could feel a bond and choose to leave it lying. Alphas did that, with omegas like me. Especially with omegas like me.

	Barren, they called it. The healers had a longer word, but barren was the one the pack used, low and easy, the way you’d name the weather. The barren one. Hale’s boy, the barren one. Pity. He cooks well, though.

	I had stopped flinching at it years ago. Mostly.

	“Here.” Mira held out a slice of apple. “You haven’t eaten since the sun came up. You can’t greet a war party with your hands shaking.”

	“My hands aren’t shaking.”

	They were, a little. I took the apple anyway. It was sharp and cold and it cut through the smoke and the fat and the sweetness clinging to the back of my throat, and for a moment it was the only honest thing in the whole valley.

	Around us, the pack was gathering. They came down out of the dens and the long houses in their finest, in deep green and grey and the dark Vale cloth, their voices rising and braiding together over the snap of the torches. Children ran the gaps between the tables and were caught and scolded and let go again. Somewhere a young wolf was being talked out of howling too early. The old ones took the warm seats near the fire pits without being asked, because they had earned them, and no one argued.

	I watched it the way I watched most things — from the edge, with my back to the cookhouse wall, where I could see everything and be seen by very little. It was a good place to stand. I had spent my whole life learning to stand in good places.

	Bram found me there.

	He was Theron’s second, broad as a doorway, with a beard he kept short for fighting and a way of moving through a crowd that made the crowd decide to be elsewhere. He had a kindness in him that he tried to hide and mostly failed at. He stopped in front of me and looked at the tables and then at me, and something passed over his face that I did not have a name for yet. I would have a name for it later. That night I only thought he looked tired from the road.

	“You did all this,” he said.

	“The pack did all this. I just told them where to put it.”

	“Wren.” He shook his head. “You did all this.”

	“Is he close?”

	I had not meant to ask it that fast. The question came out of me bare, before I could dress it in something calmer, and I saw Bram hear it. He was quiet for a moment. The torchlight moved on his face.

	“Within the hour,” he said. “We rode ahead. He wanted —“ He stopped. Started again. “He’ll be glad to be home. It was a hard year up there.”

	“Did you lose many?”

	“Enough.” He looked at the tables again rather than at me. “He’ll be glad of the honey cakes.”

	The thread under my breastbone pulled, gently, and I pressed my hand flat against it without thinking, the way you’d touch a bruise to see if it still hurt. It still hurt. It always still hurt.

	Tonight, I let myself think.

	I had not let myself think it in years, and now that the night was here I could not stop. Tonight he comes home, and the war is behind him, and a wolf who has stood in the cold for a year remembers what warmth is. Tonight there will be a fire and a feast and the whole pack watching, and maybe — maybe — he will look across the clearing and feel the thread the way I feel it, and decide, finally, that ten years is long enough to leave a thing lying on the ground.

	Maybe tonight he claims me.

	It was a foolish thing to think. I knew it was foolish even as I thought it. Barren omegas did not become the mate of the alpha heir; the pack needed pups from its Luna, an heir for the Vale, and I could not give the Vale anything but bread and clean bandages and a quiet that no one ever thanked me for. I knew all of that. I had recited it to myself a thousand times like a prayer meant to keep me from hoping.

	But the clasp was my mother’s, and I had pinned it on, and I had cooked for three days, and somewhere under all my good sense the hope had grown anyway, the way moss grows on the north side of a stone whether you want it there or not.

	“Wren,” Mira said again, from the bench. Softer this time. When I looked at her she was not peeling the apple anymore. She was watching me with the knife still in her hand and an expression I liked even less than Bram’s. “Whatever you’re telling yourself,” she said, “be careful with it. That’s all. Be careful with it tonight.”

	“I’m always careful.”

	“No,” she said. “You’re always quiet. They’re not the same thing.”

	I didn’t answer her. I reached up and pressed the clasp flat one more time, and this time, when I let go, the little silver wolf’s head stayed where I put it. Lying straight. Catching the light.

	I remember being absurdly glad of that. Such a small thing. The clasp sat straight at last, and I took it for an omen, because I was twenty-six years old and I had been in love with the same man for ten years and I wanted, so badly, for the world to give me one small sign that tonight was going to be different.

	Then the drums began.

	They started far off, at the northern edge of the territory, the deep-bellied kind stretched over elk hide and beaten with carved bone, and the sound rolled down through the black pines and into the soles of my feet before it reached my ears. War drums turned to welcome drums. The pack rose to it as one body, a great glad noise breaking out across the clearing, wolves on their feet and faces turned north, and the children howling now because no one was going to stop them anymore.

	He was coming.

	The thread beneath my breastbone went taut and bright and almost unbearable, singing toward the road, and I stood at the edge of the firelight with my mother’s clasp lying straight on my shoulder and my heart going like the drums, and I let myself hope.

	The moon was rising white over the pines.

	I did not yet know what she had come to watch.

	 


TWO

	He Came Home with Someone Else

	They came down the north road two by two, out of the dark between the pines and into the torchlight, and the whole valley made a sound I felt in my teeth.

	Theron rode at the front.

	A year is a long time to hold a face in your head. I had been afraid, in the quiet hours, that I had gotten his wrong — that I had sanded him down into something softer than he was, the way you do with people you miss. I had not gotten him wrong. He came into the light tall and road-worn and harder than he’d left, a fresh scar pale along his jaw, his dark hair longer than the pack liked and pushed back off his face, and the sight of him went through me like cold water goes through cupped hands. Too fast to hold. Gone before I could keep any of it.

	The thread under my breastbone sang so hard I had to put my hand on the cookhouse wall.

	He was alive. That was the first thing, and for one whole breath it was the only thing. He had gone north into a war that had taken enough, Bram said, and he had come back over his own threshold with the scar healed and his shoulders square, and I loved him so much in that moment that it didn’t matter whether he ever knew it. He was home. The relief of it was almost holy. I would have been glad to feel it from the edge of the firelight for the rest of my life if the moon had let me.

	The moon did not let me.

	Because there was someone riding beside him.

	I saw the wolf and my mind did the thing minds do — it reached for a reason, fast and helpful, the way you reach to catch something falling before you’ve decided to. A captive. A guest from an allied pack. A healer who’d ridden back with the wounded. The reasons came up easily and I held them in front of me like a lamp.

	He was an omega. I knew it the way I knew it about myself, the way you always know — the set of him, the scent the wind brought down a moment later, sweet and clean and unafraid. Young. Younger than me. Pale-haired, fine-boned, sitting his horse like he wasn’t sure he was allowed to. When the torchlight caught him he looked nervous, not proud. His hands were tight on the reins.

	A guest, I told myself. A ward. Someone Theron’s protecting.

	The pack started to see it the same moment I did.

	That was the part I would remember after — not the omega, not even Theron, but the sound of the clearing changing. The glad roar that had met the riders thinned at the front and went strange, a murmur running back through the crowd like wind bending a field. Heads turning. The howling children hushed by hands on their shoulders. I watched the knowledge move through my pack faster than I could stop my own heart, and I still didn’t understand it, I only understood that something was wrong, that the night had tilted the way the clasp had tilted, and that no amount of pressing my thumb down was going to make it lie straight.

	“Wren.” Mira was up off the bench. I hadn’t heard her move. Her hand closed around my wrist, dry and hard. “Look at me.”

	I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t. I was looking at Theron, willing him with everything I had to find me in the crowd, to look across the clearing and feel the thread the way I felt it, to give me the one small sign I’d spent the whole day praying for.

	He did look up.

	For half a heartbeat his eyes came across the clearing and found me where I stood against the cookhouse wall, exactly where I always stood, and I felt the bond leap toward him so hard it hurt — and I saw him feel it too. I will go to my grave certain of that. Something crossed his face, fast, there and gone, the way the scar was pale and then hidden when he turned his head. He felt it.

	And then he looked away.

	He looked away from me and down at the omega beside him, and he reached over and steadied the young wolf’s horse with one hand, gentle, the way you’d gentle something you’d promised to keep safe. And the omega looked up at him with relief, like a frightened person looking at the one solid thing in a strange place.

	The reasons I’d been holding up like a lamp went out, all at once.

	“Wren,” Mira said again. “Breathe. You’re going to breathe now, do you hear me.”

	I heard her from very far away.

	The riders came in. Bram swung down off his horse near the head of the tables and I saw him not look at me, saw him make himself not look at me, and the thing on his face by the cookhouse an hour ago finally had its name. He had known. He had ridden ahead and stood in front of my three days of cooking and my mother’s clasp and the bare want in my voice when I asked is he close, and he had known, and he had said he’ll be glad of the honey cakes because it was the only kind thing left to say.

	Hands took the horses. Someone brought Theron a cup and he didn’t drink from it. The omega was helped down and stood close to him, close in the way that told the whole pack everything before a single word was spoken, and the murmur in the clearing rose and fell and rose again, and through all of it I stood very still with my mother’s clasp lying straight on my shoulder, because I had learned, a long time ago, how to stand in a place and be still and let a thing happen to me without making a sound.

	The elders were moving now, gathering toward the Alpha’s stone at the head of the clearing. Old Garrick with his stick. The others behind him. They had the look of men who knew what was coming and had helped arrange it. Of course they had. The Vale needed an heir. The Vale had needed an heir for years, and its heir had come home from war with a fertile omega at his side and the whole problem solved in one clean stroke, and the only thing in the way of it was a thread under the breastbone of a barren cook that no one but the moon had ever cared about.

	“Don’t,” Mira breathed beside me. I realized I had taken a step forward. I didn’t remember deciding to. “Wren. Not here. Not in front of them. Whatever he’s about to do, don’t let them watch you break. Give them nothing. Do you hear me. Give them nothing.”

	It was the cruelest kind thing anyone had ever said to me, and it saved me.

	I stopped. I stood. I put my hands flat against the cool stone of the wall behind me so they would have something to do besides shake, and I made my face into the face I wore at the sickbeds when the news was bad and someone had to look steady, and I watched.

	Theron crossed the clearing toward the Alpha’s stone. The pack quieted for him the way it always had, the way water quiets when something heavy goes into it. He moved like he was carrying the whole north on his back and had decided not to set it down where anyone could see. He did not look at me again. He kept the young omega close at his side, one hand at the small of the boy’s back, steadying, and the boy looked out at all those watching faces and then up at the moon as if asking it the same thing I was asking it.

	Why.

	Theron put his foot on the Alpha’s stone and rose up onto it, above us all, dark against the white moon and the torch smoke, and the clearing went silent to its furthest edge. Even the fires seemed to hush. A whole pack holding one breath.

	I held mine with them.

	I had baked the bread that was steaming on those tables. I had stacked the honey cakes three high because he liked them that way. I had pinned my dead mother’s clasp to my shoulder and called it an omen and let myself believe, for one foolish day, that the moon meant to be kind.

	Theron lifted his head to speak.

	And I stood in my good place at the edge of the light, and gave them nothing, and waited to hear how my own life ended in his mouth.

	 


THREE

	A Moon's Error

	“A year ago,” Theron said, “I led three hundred of you north.”

	His voice carried the way it always had, low and even, reaching the far edge of the clearing without seeming to lift. The pack leaned toward it. I leaned toward it too. Ten years of wanting does not switch off because a stranger is standing close to him; my body still turned to his voice like a plant turns to light, and I hated it, and I could not stop it.

	“Two hundred and sixty came home.” He let that sit. Somewhere in the crowd a woman pressed her hand to her mouth. “We held the northern line. We bled for this valley and we kept it, and tonight we eat at one table because of the ones who can’t.” He looked over the feast I had spent three days making, and for a moment I thought he might find me behind it. He didn’t. “There’s no honoring them with words. So I won’t try. I’ll only say what I came down off that mountain knowing, which is that a pack that bleeds has to make sure it has something left to bleed for.”

	A murmur of agreement, deep and approving. The old wolves nodded. This was the alpha they wanted — scarred, certain, thinking past the night.

	“The Vale has gone too long without an heir.”

	The clearing stilled.

	“You’ve all said it. You’ve said it where you thought I couldn’t hear and you’ve said it to my face, and you were right to. A pack with no heir is a pack holding its breath.” He paused. “I won’t have you holding your breath anymore.”

	He reached out, and he drew the pale-haired omega up beside him onto the lower step of the stone, and the boy came because Theron’s hand was steady and there was nowhere else in the world for him to go.

	“This is Aurel,” Theron said. “Of the Rookwood pack, north of the line. They sheltered our wounded through the worst of the winter. He came back with us under my protection.” His hand stayed at the boy’s back. “He is strong, and he is healthy, and he will give the Vale its heir. Before the next moon I’ll take him as my mate, and the line will hold.”

	It was done in three sentences. That was the thing that undid me later, in the dark — how little it took. Three days to cook the feast. Three sentences to end me.

	The pack made its noise, glad and relieved, the murmur swelling toward a cheer — and then it snagged. It snagged because the old ones knew, the ones who’d been there ten years ago, the ones who’d watched a sixteen-year-old cook’s boy go white at a Moon-binding and never speak of it after. They knew there was a thread in this clearing that hadn’t been cut. And a thread uncut is a danger to a pack. A fated bond left lying can sicken a Luna, sour a den, turn a mating barren before it starts.

	Old Garrick leaned on his stick and said, into the snag, into the silence, the thing he had surely been sent to say:

	“And the bond, Alpha?”

	I felt the whole clearing understand the question at once.

	I did not move. I had my hands flat on the cookhouse wall and my mother’s clasp lying straight on my shoulder and Mira’s voice in my ear from a minute or an hour ago — give them nothing — and I held to it the way you hold to a root on a cliff. Give them nothing. Give them nothing.

	Theron went still on the stone.

	For the first time since he’d ridden into the light, he looked at me.

	He looked at me across the whole length of that clearing, over the steaming bread and the honey cakes stacked three high, and his face was a closed door, and behind the door — I saw it, I will always say I saw it — something moved. Something that was not nothing. His jaw worked once. The scar along it caught the firelight. And whatever it was, he shut it away, the way a man shuts a wound away because he has decided he cannot afford to feel it tonight.

	“There is a bond,” he said.

	The words went through the pack like a stone through still water. Heads turned. I felt their eyes find me, the barren cook at the edge of the light, and watched them put it together — him? the bond was to him? — and the pity in their faces was worse than scorn would have been. Ten years of keeping it secret, of standing in good places, of giving nothing away, and he undid it in four words. There is a bond. Now everyone knew. Now it was theirs to look at.

	“Wren Hale.” He said my name to the whole valley. “The moon tied us when we were young. I’ve never spoken of it. I’m speaking of it now so it’s settled, in front of you all, with nothing left in the dark to fester.”

	Settled. My hands pressed the wall until the cold of it hurt.

	“A bond is the moon’s word,” Garrick said, soft, prompting, merciless. “It is not a thing an alpha sets aside lightly.”

	“No,” Theron agreed. “It isn’t.”

	He looked at me, and he said it.

	“But the moon ties what the moon ties without asking what a pack needs to survive. She tied me to an omega who cannot carry. I’ve turned it every way there is to turn it. There’s no heir down that road. There’s no future for the Vale in it. And I won’t watch this pack hold its breath and die slow because the moon made an error and I was too proud to name it.”

	An error.

	I have tried, in the years since, to find a worse word he could have used, and I never have. He could have called me unworthy. He could have called me weak. Those I had armor for; I’d worn them my whole life. But error — error meant the bond itself was a mistake. It meant the one true thing I had, the thread that had hummed under my breastbone since I was sixteen and had kept me warm through every long night of being no one, was not a love and not even a wound but a clerical fault of the heavens, a thing to be crossed out and corrected.

	“I renounce it,” Theron said.

	And then he said the old words. The words there is no taking back. The words an alpha says perhaps once in three generations, that the pines themselves seemed to lean in to hear — the renouncing of a moon-bond, spoken aloud, before witnesses, under the open moon.

	I won’t write them here. I heard them once and they live in me whole and I will not put them on a page where I might read them by accident.

	The thread tore.

	I had wondered, in the foolish part of me, what it would feel like if he ever cut me loose — had imagined it, even, the way you press a bruise. I had imagined it as a kind of release. A stone
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