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ONE

	The Last Good Morning

	by the time the sun cleared the eastern ridge, I had already settled two disputes, signed off on the seating for the Gathering, and walked the boundary line twice.

	None of it had my name on it. That was the way of things at Ironfang, and I had stopped minding years ago. When the grain came in short last winter and I found us another supplier three valleys over, the pack said Alpha Kael had good sense. When a Duskwater scout strayed across our southern marker before dawn this morning, and I met him at the tree line with hot tea instead of bared teeth and sent him home with an apology folded in his pocket, Tomas told the warriors the Alpha had handled it. I let them believe it. A pack that believes its Alpha is strong sleeps easier at night, and I had spent three years making sure Ironfang slept easy.

	I told myself that was enough. Most mornings it was.

	The boundary stone sat where the old road met the pines, half-swallowed by moss, older than the hold, older than the names we gave ourselves. I crouched and laid my palm flat against it the way I had every dawn since I came here a bride. The stone was cold under my hand for a breath. Then it wasn’t.

	Warmth bloomed up through my fingers, slow and certain, like a hearth waking. The ward answered me the way it answered no one else. Down the whole length of our border, I felt the old protection draw tight and hum — a thread only I could pull, woven through the bones of the land by women whose blood I carried and whose names I had been taught to never say aloud. Mine. Still mine. I held it until my breath fogged the air, then lifted my hand and let the warmth fade back into stone, and the morning was only a morning again.

	No one knew. Not the elders, not Tomas. Not Kael. I had married into this pack with one secret sewn under my ribs, and I had kept it through three winters, because the last people who wore my blood openly had been hunted into the ground for it.

	I rose, brushed the frost from my knees, and went back to the work that did have a face on it.

	The hold was already loud with the Gathering. By dusk we would have ninety guests inside our walls — Duskwater first among them, then the smaller packs who’d come to see which way the wind blew. An alliance was a fragile thing, all teeth under the table and smiles above it, and I had spent six weeks building this one stitch by stitch: the seating that kept old enemies three chairs apart, the provisions, the rooms, the wards drawn wide enough to hold a hundred strangers without a single one of them feeling the leash. Kael would stand at the head of the hall tonight and the packs would call him a king. That was the point. I had made it the point.

	I found Tomas in the courtyard, counting casks and losing the count.

	“Forty-one,” I said, taking the tally from his hands.

	“Luna.” He had the grace to look sheepish. He was a good Beta — loyal as the day was long, and about as quick. “The Alpha wants the south guest hall opened for the Duskwater party. All of it.”

	I stopped. “All of it. There are eleven of them.”

	“He said all of it.”

	The south hall could sleep forty. I turned it over and didn’t like the shape of it, and then I made myself set it down, because I had learned not to read meaning into every order Kael gave that didn’t pass through me first. That was new. The orders that didn’t pass through me. They had started somewhere in the last month, quiet as the cold coming, and I had told myself it was the strain of the alliance and not let myself feel how much I missed being the first he told.

	“Open it,” I said. “And air the linens, they’ve been in the cedar press since spring.”

	He went. I stood in the courtyard with the tally in my hand and looked up at the long window of the council room, where the shutters had been closed for three days running.

	I could see the edge of him through the gap. Kael at the head of the table, his shoulders set in the way they set when he was carrying something too heavy to put down. The Duskwater envoy across from him. And a woman beside the envoy I didn’t know — dark-haired, still, her chin tipped up like she was listening to something only she could hear. She turned her head, and for half a breath she was looking down into the courtyard, straight at me, and there was nothing in her face at all. Not warmth, not malice. Just measuring.

	Then Kael moved between us and the gap closed, and I never once saw him look down to find me there.

	He’s tired, I told myself. The alliance. That’s all.

	I went inside before I could call it anything else.

	I dressed for the Gathering in the room we had shared for three years, and I let myself remember, because I am not made of stone no matter how often I have to act like it.

	Twelve nights ago he had come to bed late, smelling of pine and cold and the long day, and instead of the silence I’d braced for he had pulled me back against his chest and held on like a man holding the last warm thing in the world. His mouth at the back of my neck. His hand spread flat over my heart as if he were counting it.

	You’re the whole thing, he’d said into my hair, so low I almost lost it. You know that. Whatever happens. You were always the whole thing.

	I’d turned in his arms and asked him what he meant, half laughing, and he’d kissed me until I forgot to ask again, and the bond between us had pulled bright and golden the way it had on the first day, when the Moon Goddess set him in my chest and made him mine. We had been so good once. We had been good twelve nights ago. I held that against the cold of his shut door now and I made the two of them fit, because the alternative was a fear I had no name for.

	In the mirror I fastened the silver at my throat — the Luna’s mark, hammered thin, the moon and the open hand. My hands were steady. I made them be. Below me the hall was filling, the sound of it rising through the floor like water, ninety voices and the scrape of benches and the low growl of packs who didn’t love each other learning to share a roof for a night.

	The Hunter’s Moon stood over the ridge, fat and red through the high windows. A good moon for an alliance, the elders said. A moon for binding.

	I went down to the hall I had built, and I took my place at the foot of the high table where the Luna stands, and I did not yet know that I would never stand there again.

	 

	
TWO

	No

	the hall quieted when kael rose. It always did. He had that — the thing that pulls a room toward a man without his ever asking. The packs leaned in. The Duskwater envoy folded his hands. The dark-haired woman sat at the envoy’s right, and she was not measuring anymore. She was waiting.

	I looked for Kael’s eyes the way I had a thousand times, to steady him with mine before he spoke. He didn’t give them to me. He looked at the back of the hall, at the rafters, at the moon in the high windows — everywhere but the foot of the table where I stood.

	A small cold thing turned over under my ribs.

	“You came a long way,” he said to the hall, and his voice carried clean to the doors. “Some of you we’ve fought. Some of you we’ve buried each other’s dead. Tonight Ironfang opens its hall to all of you, and that means something, and I won’t waste it with a long throat.” A ripple of low laughter. He let it pass. “Ironfang is changing. Tonight you’ll see how.”

	This was the alliance. I knew the shape of these words; I had written half of them. I let my shoulders come down a fraction. There. You see. The strain. That’s all it was.

	“For three years,” Kael said, “I have had a Luna at my side.”

	The cold thing under my ribs went still.

	He had never spoken of me to a full hall before. My name in his mouth in front of the packs — my chest lifted toward it on three years of habit, helpless, glad.

	“Sable Vane.” He said it like a man reading a name off a stone. “She has served this pack. No one here will say otherwise.” A pause, and in the pause the whole hall began, very slowly, to understand something I had not yet let myself understand. “But a pack is only as strong as the blood that leads it. And the truth I have come to — the truth I will not hide from you tonight — is that the strength Ironfang needs is not the strength I chose three years ago.”

	Somewhere a bench scraped and went silent. No one breathed. I did not breathe.

	Stop, I thought. Look at me. Whatever this is, look at me and I’ll understand it, only look at me —

	He did, then. He turned his head and he found me at the foot of the table, and for one heartbeat there was something in his face I would spend years trying to name and failing — a thing like a man going under cold water on purpose. Then it closed, and what was left was nothing at all.

	“I release her,” Kael said. “Before all of you, as witness. I, Kael, Alpha of Ironfang, release Sable Vane as my mate and as Luna of this pack.”

	The bond tore.

	I have no better word for it. It did not break — I would learn, later, in a hundred sleepless nights, that it cannot break — but he tried to break it, and the trying went through me like a blade drawn sideways through the middle of my chest. The golden thread the Goddess had set in me three years ago caught fire and frayed all at once, and the floor tilted, and a sound left me that I didn’t choose, a short animal sound, before I clamped it behind my teeth. My knees wanted to go. I locked them. I put one hand flat on the table to stand and I made it look like I had only leaned.

	The hall was a roar of low voices now, shock running wall to wall. I heard a woman gasp. I heard someone say Goddess. I heard, very clearly, an elder near the front say nothing at all, which told me more than the gasps did.

	“Ironfang needs an alliance it can trust with its life,” Kael went on, and his voice did not shake, and I hated him for that more than for anything, that his voice did not shake while mine was gone entirely. “Tonight that alliance is sealed. Duskwater stands with Ironfang. And the woman who will stand as Luna at my side—“

	She was already rising.

	The dark-haired woman stood from the envoy’s right and crossed to him with the unhurried grace of someone walking toward a thing already promised to her, and the Duskwater party came to their feet behind her, and I understood that this had been decided in a shuttered room over three days while I aired their linens and counted their casks and laid the wards wide to keep them safe under my roof.

	“Vespera, of Duskwater,” Kael said, and he did not take her hand, but he did not need to. She turned to face the hall as a Luna faces a hall, and she found me at the foot of the table the way she’d found me from the window that morning, and this time there was the smallest thing in her face after all. Not triumph. Something quieter and worse. Now you know, it said.

	I was still standing. I want that remembered. The bond was a torn and burning thing in my chest and the whole pack was watching to see if the weak Luna would crumple at the foot of the table, and I stood, and I took my hand off the wood so they wouldn’t see it shake, and I looked at the man I had loved for three years and had kept the whole world standing for, and I did not give him a single tear.

	“Is that all?” I said. My voice came out low and even. A miracle. I would thank the Goddess for it later, when I could feel my hands again.

	Kael’s jaw moved. For half a breath — I almost missed it, I have gone back to it a thousand times since to be sure I didn’t invent it — for half a breath the cold in his face cracked, and underneath it was something that looked like a man being torn down to the studs.

	Then it was gone, and he said, “That’s all,” and turned away from me toward the packs, toward Vespera, toward the rest of his life.

	I turned too. I walked the length of the hall I had built, past ninety faces that dropped from mine as I passed, past Tomas with his mouth open and no order to follow, out the great doors and into the cold, under the fat red Hunter’s Moon that the elders had called a moon for binding.

	It had bound something, all right. Just not the thing they’d meant.

	I made it to the dark beyond the torches before my legs finally went, and I caught the warding stone with both hands going down, the old cold stone at the edge of everything, and it warmed under my palms without my asking — mine, still mine, always mine — and only then, with no one left to see it, did I let the first sound out.
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