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The Wound

Four years ago, I was sixteen and stupid enough to think practice made you worthy.

The training ground smelled like trampled grass and old blood from the week's sparring sessions. Evening light came orange through the pine trees, the kind that made everything look like it was burning. I'd been running drills alone for two hours—timing myself on the agility course, pushing my shift faster than any unranked omega should manage, trying to make my human body do things it wasn't built to do.

My legs shook. My hands were still bleeding from where I'd pushed too hard against the wooden posts. I didn't stop.

The agility markers were set up in a pattern that didn't exist in any ranked fighter's routine. I'd designed them myself, the way an omega without official instruction figured out how to train—through observation and theft of techniques from people who weren't paying attention to what she was absorbing. The markers forced my body to twist in ways that shouldn't have been possible for someone my size. They required the kind of speed that came from a wolf raised small, compact, built for slipping through spaces rather than dominating them.

If I could master these markers, maybe the ranked fighters would notice. Maybe Alpha Thorne would see that there was something worth developing here, even in an omega. Maybe the pack would finally acknowledge that I was more than just background noise.

My shoulder burned as I twisted through another sequence. The muscle memory was building, but it was slow work. Every movement had to be perfect because I didn't get the luxury of "good enough." Good enough for omegas was just what everyone expected. I needed excellence to get even basic respect.

Damon was supposed to be at a patrol meeting with Alpha Thorne. I thought I was alone. The training ground usually went quiet in the evenings, the ranked fighters moving on to more important business, leaving the scraps of space for people like me. The scraps were what we made of them. The scraps were what survival looked like for people who didn't have rank to cushion their existence.

I was working through the footwork drills our old trainer had shown me three years ago—the ones nobody had corrected me on, which probably meant I was doing them wrong, but at least I was trying. Trying counted for something. It had to. The alternative was accepting that I was inherently less valuable to this pack. The alternative was believing what Alpha Thorne had always implied—that omegas were only useful for the specific work we'd been assigned, and anything beyond that was wasted effort.

Damon was Beta. Our parents were dead. The pack owed us something, even if it was just the space to figure out how to survive in it. But owing us and acknowledging us were different things. The pack could owe us survival and still make us fight for every scrap of recognition. The pack could acknowledge Damon as Beta and still look at me like I was a liability.

I heard voices through the wooden fence that separated the training ground from the Alpha's council chamber. The fence was designed to provide privacy for council meetings, but sound still carried through the gaps between the boards. Sound always carried. Secrets were impossible when you lived this close together.

Damon's voice. And Alpha Thorne's. They were talking about something, but I couldn't quite make out the words. I probably should have stopped listening. I probably should have walked away. But my legs didn't move, and my hands stopped their shaking, and the blood on my palms went cold as I realized they were talking about me.

A sixteen-year-old omega has no business listening to Beta-Alpha conversations. But my legs didn't move, and my hands stopped their shaking, and the blood on my palms went cold.

"She's trying," Damon said. He sounded frustrated. Frustrated with me, I thought. Frustrated that I kept showing up here.

"Effort isn't useful," Alpha Thorne's voice was old, tired, the way it always was in council meetings. "The pack doesn't reward trying. It rewards results."

"She's young—"

"And weak." Thorne cut him off with that flat certainty that made even other ranked fighters flinch. "Too weak to be useful to the pack. You know it. I know it. The sooner she accepts what she is, the sooner she stops wasting training ground resources."

There was a long silence. I think Damon was going to argue. But he didn't. The silence stretched out like a rope pulled tight, and it was worse than if he'd agreed.

"What would you have me do?" Damon finally asked. His voice was smaller. Defeated. That was the worst part—not that Alpha Thorne had said I was weak, but that my own brother didn't argue.

"Nothing," Thorne said. "Let her figure out her place. Border patrol, maybe. Omega management. Somewhere she won't get killed and won't waste our time. She's your sister, not your responsibility."

They moved away, their voices fading back into whatever council business mattered more than this. The silence that followed their departure was worse than the words had been. The silence suggested that what they'd said was final. Decided. Not open to argument.

I stood on the training ground with blood drying on my hands and my human lungs doing something that wasn't quite breathing. The evening air was getting cooler as the sun sank lower, and the forest around the pack compound was getting darker. Soon it would be full night, and the training ground would be abandoned. Soon I'd be able to leave without anyone seeing that I'd heard something that had broken something inside me.

My wolf was screaming underneath my skin, clawing to get out, to do something, to run until my legs gave out or I forgot what I'd just heard. She wanted to shift. She wanted to break things. She wanted to make Alpha Thorne understand that we were worth something even if nobody else saw it.

I didn't let her out. I locked her down. I sealed her away in the same way I was learning to seal away the parts of me that wanted to matter.

Instead, I looked at my shaking hands and made a decision so clean and cold it felt like breaking something inside myself.

I would never need Damon to defend me again. I would never need the pack to see me as anything but dispensable. I would never give anyone the chance to carry me, because being carried meant being weak, and weakness meant this—standing on a training ground at sunset while the people you loved agreed you weren't worth their time.

I picked up my things. My water bottle. The small towel I'd been using. The training wraps that had protected my hands from the worst of the damage. These were the objects that defined my existence—the tools of someone trying to be useful to a pack that didn't see her as useful.

I walked back to the dormitory quarters, the small room they gave unmated females. The room was cold and sparse and exactly what I deserved, apparently. I washed the blood off my hands under cold water that hurt as it washed away the evidence of my effort. The water ran pink for a moment, and then clear, and then there was nothing left of what I'd been doing except red marks on my palms that would heal by morning.

I looked at myself in the mirror and decided I was going to be a different person. Not because I wanted to be. But because wanting something had just been revealed as the most dangerous thing I could do.

Not softer. Not better. Different. Harder. Unreachable. The kind of person who survived by not needing the pack to choose her. The kind of person who became valuable through pure force of will instead of through being someone worth choosing.

The kind of person who didn't need anything from anyone. The kind of person who didn't bleed on the inside when the world showed her exactly what she was worth. The kind of person who learned that survival required turning off every part that wanted to belong.

Four years, I told myself. Four years and I would be twenty and strong enough that no one in this pack would ever say those words again. Four years and I would earn what no amount of trying could buy me.

Four years and I would never, ever be the weak thing Alpha Thorne had named me.

The cold air bit at my still-damp skin as I moved through the drills one more time. Once more with precision. Once more to prove something to a pack that wasn't watching. Once more to prove something to myself.

My hands ached. My shoulders ached. The bone-deep tiredness that came from pushing a body beyond its reasonable limits settled into my muscles. But underneath that ache was something harder—the framework of someone learning how to survive by simply refusing to break.

I went to sleep on that resolve like a promise made to myself. The next morning, everything would start being different. The next morning, I would begin the work of becoming someone the pack couldn't dismiss.

It took four years of learning how to turn off the parts of myself that wanted to belong. Four years of running harder, training longer, pushing my wolf down until she was barely a whisper underneath my skin. Four years of making myself small and efficient and useful in ways the pack couldn't ignore. Four years of waking up at dawn and knowing exactly what I had to accomplish before the day ended. Four years of sleeping with my muscles burning and my mind already preparing for tomorrow.

Four years of transformation from a girl who wanted people to care about her survival into a woman who didn't need them to. Into someone who understood that mattering required a kind of ruthlessness that the pack didn't expect from omegas. Into someone dangerous in the quiet way that people who have nothing left to lose became dangerous.

And then came the Blood Moon that changed everything.

The night before it happened, I was twenty years old and still standing on the training ground, still trying to make myself into something worthy. The only difference was that now I almost believed it might be working.

That night, the air smelled like iron and rain. The moon was already beginning to pull at something deep in my chest—a sensation that suggested the Blood Moon was coming, that the pack would soon gather, that the season of recognition and bonding was approaching. And I had no way of knowing that everything I'd built—every wall, every hard decision, every moment I'd chosen not to need anyone—was about to come crashing down. I had no way of knowing that my four-year plan to become essential through sheer force of will was about to be tested in ways I couldn't have imagined.

I only knew that I was done being disposable. That I was going to spend the next four years proving I was worth something to this pack. That no matter how hard it got, no matter how many times the world tried to tell me I was weak, I was going to become the kind of person who couldn't be ignored.

I didn't know that I was about to be rejected by my mate in front of the entire pack. I didn't know that rejection would come as a form of betrayal I couldn't have predicted. I only knew that I was going to survive it, whatever it was, because survival was the only option left available to someone like me.
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The Blood Moon Park grounds smelled like pine resin and fresh-turned earth. I'd been helping set up the ceremony space since afternoon—hauling wooden markers, laying out the stones that would form the ritual circle, stacking firewood for the runners who would need warmth when they shifted back to human form on the other side of the night.

The work was methodical and mind-numbing in the way I'd learned to prefer. My hands knew what to do without my brain having to engage. The stones were heavy, polished smooth by years of use in the same ceremony. Each one had to be placed exactly where it belonged—no approximation, no "good enough" positioning. The stones had to form a perfect circle or the magic of the ceremony would be compromised, or so the old stories suggested. I'd never tested whether that was true, but I treated it like it was. Like every small thing I did mattered, even if nobody was watching.

It was work that didn't require rank, which was the only kind of work I got assigned anymore. Useful work, Alpha Thorne would have called it. The kind that kept the pack functioning without requiring actual competence. The kind of work an omega could do without threatening the status quo.

The sun was dropping fast behind the ridge line. The October air had that sharp edge to it—cold in a way that made my skin feel tight and my wolf paces restlessly underneath.

I was straightening the last pile of blankets when I felt him.

Not saw him. Felt him the way you feel a storm moving in before it hits—a pressure change, a darkening of the light. The air shifted. The temperature dropped imperceptibly. My hands stilled on the fabric. My wolf lifted her head, and I felt her attention sharpen in the way that meant something important had entered our awareness.

The blankets were soft under my fingers—worn from repeated use, smelling of linen detergent and the forest that surrounded the pack compound. I made myself breathe normally. Made myself not react in whatever way the watching part of me was already reacting.

Luca Renner, Alpha of Ironblood Pack, was standing at the northern edge of the clearing, watching the preparation work with the kind of stillness that made it hard to tell if he was actually looking at anything or just existing in a way that made everyone else feel smaller.

He was wearing jeans and a plain black shirt—nothing that broadcast his rank, nothing showy. But rank broadcasts itself. It's in the way other werewolves make space for you without being asked. It's in the way the air feels heavier when you're nearby.

I'd been in the same pack as Luca for three years. I'd spoken directly to him maybe four times. That was normal. Omegas didn't speak to Alphas unless there was protocol to follow and reason to break it. And I had neither.

But I'd been aware of him the way you're aware of dangerous weather.

He moved across the clearing—not toward me, toward the ceremony circle itself. He knelt and checked something about the stone arrangement, his movements economical. No wasted motion. No checking himself in a mirror or waiting for approval.

That was how ranked wolves moved.

I went back to the blankets, but my focus was split. Part of my attention was on the fabric in my hands, and part of it was tracking his position the way prey tracks the movement of something that could kill it.

Not that Luca would harm me. But there was something about him that made the animal underneath my skin understand the definition of power in a way that made my hands sweat.

My wolf pushed again. Restless. Agitated. Something about tonight felt different than other Blood Moons. Usually the run was ceremonial—the pack gathered, we shifted, we ran under the moon, the mate bonds that were waiting to surface did their work, and everything moved in predictable patterns. I'd never been bonded. Bonding required being the kind of person someone would want to bond with.

But tonight the air felt charged with something else. Like the moon itself was pulling at a deeper level.

Or maybe it was just me. Maybe I was picking up on the general pack anxiety about how close we were to the ceremony, the way the wolves underneath all our skins were waking up to something in the autumn darkness.

Luca finished with the circle and stood, looking over the grounds one more time. His gaze moved across the space, cataloging everything, missing nothing. When it touched me and moved on without pausing, I felt something tighten in my chest that I couldn't name.

He left before full dark, heading back toward the Den and the Alpha's house at the northern rise. I watched him go, then told myself to stop watching and finished the blankets faster than was necessary.

By the time full dark hit, the ceremony grounds were ready. The pack would begin gathering at dusk tomorrow. By moonrise, we'd all be here—the ranked fighters, the bonded pairs, the hopefuls looking for their matches, and the disposable ones like me, just here because we were pack and the pack was full of wolves.

I walked back to my quarters, the small room in the dormitory building where unmated females lived. It was spartan—a bed, a shelf, a window that looked out on the common grounds. I'd decorated it with nothing because decoration seemed like admitting I planned to stay here long enough for it to matter.

Sleep didn't come easy that night. My wolf was pacing under my skin like something was wrong or coming or both. I lay in the dark and waited for my body to calm down, but the restlessness just built and built, a pressure that wouldn't break.

Around three in the morning, I gave up and went outside.

The pack dormitory complex was quiet, everyone asleep before the ritual day. I walked toward the training grounds instead, needing the space and the open air and something I couldn't name that felt like hunger but wasn't.

The moon was almost full now, just a sliver of darkness missing from the edge. Two more nights until Blood Moon, the one night the pack's wolves came fully alive and nothing was hidden anymore.

The training ground was empty. I sat on one of the benches where I usually stood during rated fighters' sessions, watching the ones who had rank work their techniques. The cold seeped through my jeans. The moon pulled at something deep in my sternum, not quite pain, not quite warmth.

Something was coming.

I didn't know what, and I didn't know why I could feel it with such certainty. But I sat there in the dark under the not-quite-full moon and waited for whatever tomorrow would bring, knowing somehow that the ceremonies and rituals and careful pack structures were about to stop mattering very much.

Knowing that something was about to break open.

And knowing—on some level I didn't want to examine too closely—that I wouldn't be able to go back to being invisible once it did.

The cold deepened as the night stretched on. I stayed outside until my muscles seized up from the chill, then made myself go inside, go to bed, lie in the dark and feel my wolf pace and pace and pace against the inside of my skin, like she was trying to break out.

Like she knew something I didn't.

Like tomorrow was going to change everything.
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