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PROLOGUE
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The Velvet Bite

The night Kaine Ardenmoor marked her, the moon hung low and swollen over the hollow, and for the length of that single night Mara Wren let herself believe she had been made for something.

She had waited nineteen winters for the bond to wake. Every pup born in Ardenmoor grew up on the same story, whispered over banked coals and sung at the turning of the seasons. Somewhere in the wide dark world walked the other half of your soul, and when the moon willed it you would know. You would feel it the way you felt cold water, or open flame, a truth that left no room for argument.

She had stopped believing the story a long time ago. It was easier not to want a thing that might never come for you.

Then Kaine found her at the edge of the tree line, where the pines thinned into silver grass, and the story stopped being a story.

She had gone out to be alone with the moon, the way she always did on the nights the pack feasted and she felt most invisible among them. She was the healer’s foundling, no bloodline worth naming, the girl who mended other wolves and went home to an empty cottage. No one looked for her when she slipped away. No one ever had.

He looked for her.

She heard him before she saw him, the soft give of pine needles under a heavy tread, and she turned with a scolding half formed on her tongue, expecting a pup sent to fetch her. Instead she found the Alpha’s son standing at the edge of the clearing with the moonlight caught in his dark hair, and something in her chest turned over and would not turn back.

He was looking at her as though he had been looking for a very long time and had only now understood what for.

“There you are,” he said, and his voice was rough, wondering, as if the words surprised him on their way out.

She should have said something proper. She was the healer’s girl and he was the heir of Ardenmoor, and there were a hundred correct ways to greet him and none of them were the way her body answered before her mind could. The bond woke in her like a struck bell. It rang down through her bones, low and certain, and she watched the same knowledge break across his face in the same instant, the two of them lit up by the same impossible thing.

Mate.

“Oh,” she breathed, because there was nothing else in her.

“Yes,” Kaine said. “Oh.”

He crossed the clearing slowly, as though a sudden movement might scatter the moment like startled birds, and when he stopped he was close enough that she could feel the warmth coming off him, close enough that the bond drew tight and sweet between them and hummed. He lifted a hand and did not quite touch her cheek, hovering, asking.

She leaned into it. She had spent her whole life being the one who tended and never the one tended to, and she leaned into the warmth of his palm like a plant turning to light.

“I don’t even know your name,” he said, and laughed, low and undone. “Fate is a cruel thing. To hand me the whole of my life and not the name to call it.”

“Mara,” she told him. “Mara Wren.”

“Mara.” He said it the way a man says a prayer he has just learned and already means. “Mara Wren.”

They did not go back to the feast. They stayed in the clearing while the fire and the singing rose and fell somewhere behind the trees, and they talked the way only strangers who are not strangers can talk, with no careful distance and no time wasted. She learned that he hated the weight of the name he had been born to and had never once said so aloud until her. He learned that she had taught herself to read from the healer’s ledgers and dreamed of walking territory she would never be permitted to see. The bond gave every word a second meaning, an undertow of yes and yes and yes, and when at last he kissed her it felt less like a beginning than like a door she had always known was there swinging finally open.

When he asked, she said yes to that too. Of course she did.

The mating bite is not a wound, though it draws blood. That is the first lie the young are told and the first truth they unlearn. When Kaine set his mouth to the curve where her neck met her shoulder, when his teeth closed and the bond sealed itself in one bright unbearable stroke, she understood that pain and belonging had never been separate things at all. She felt him pour into her. She felt her own edges give and remake themselves around the shape of him. Somewhere far below thought, her wolf lifted her head and howled a sound with no grief in it, only arrival.

He held her afterward as if she were something that might be taken from him. She pressed her cheek to his chest and listened to his heart run fast and then slow, and she thought, with the whole foolish certainty of a girl who has never yet been shown otherwise, that nothing in the world could reach them here.

“Mine,” he murmured into her hair. “Mara. Mine.”

“Yours,” she agreed, and meant it more than she had ever meant anything.

•   •   •
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She woke before dawn with the moon gone down and the clearing gone gray, and Kaine was already awake.

He was sitting a little apart from her, and he was not looking at her. He was looking at the tree line the way a man looks at a road he has to walk. In sleep the bond had been a warm tide moving between them, easy as breathing. Awake now, it had gone strange. She reached along it out of instinct and felt him flinch back, felt him close a door somewhere inside himself and set his shoulder against it.

“Kaine?”

“Go back to sleep,” he said, and his voice had changed. The wonder was gone out of it. What was left was flat and careful, the voice of a man managing something.

She sat up. The mark on her shoulder pulsed once, tender, and a thread of cold went through the warmth of it that she did not understand and would spend a long time afterward wishing she had. “What is it. Tell me what is wrong.”

For a moment he almost did. She saw it, the wanting to, the whole of it rising in his face. Then something older and heavier moved across him and put it out, the way a hand cups a candle.

“Nothing is wrong,” he said, and stood, and would not offer her his hand. “The Circle meets at dawn. My father is dying, Mara. By the time the sun is up I will be Alpha of this pack.” He looked at her then, finally, and there was something in his eyes she had no name for yet but would learn. It looked almost like grief. “And an Alpha does not always get to keep what he wants.”

She did not understand him. She would not let herself understand him. She sat in the cold clearing with the taste of him still on her mouth and the moon’s promise still ringing faint in her bones, and she told herself that a man whose father was dying was allowed to be afraid, that dawn would set it right, that the bond did not lie and the bond had said mine.

The bond had not lied.

He had.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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The Circle met on the Moonstage, the great flat shoulder of gray rock above the hollow where Ardenmoor had crowned and buried its Alphas for longer than any living wolf could count. By the time the sun cleared the pines the whole pack had gathered there, three hundred strong, their breath smoking in the last of the night’s chill, and Mara stood among them near the back with her healer’s satchel still on her shoulder and her heart beating a rhythm that had nothing to do with fear.

She had not slept again. She had gone home and washed the clearing off her skin and could not wash off the mark, which sat warm under her collar, a live thing, hers now. All morning it had ached in a low sweet way that she had decided to call happiness. Kaine would stand up before the pack today. He would take his father’s place. And somewhere in the ceremony of it, in front of every wolf who had ever looked through her, he would name her. She had let herself imagine it in the gray hours until the imagining felt almost like memory. She had never in her life been named. She thought she might not survive the joy of it.

She should have known better. Joy had never once been for her. She had spent nineteen years learning that lesson and forgotten it in a single night.

Old Alpha Corin was carried up to the stage on a litter, and the pack made the low sound of mourning that is almost a song, because everyone could see the death already sitting in his face. He had been a hard Alpha and a fair one. He lifted one shaking hand, and Kaine came to kneel beside him, and the transfer of the pack began, that deep silent thing that happens under the words, the weight of three hundred bonds sliding from a dying wolf to a living one. Mara felt it move through the crowd like wind through grass. She felt Kaine take it up. Through the bond, faint and walled away, she felt the enormity of what he lifted, and her heart ached with pride and with something she did not want to look at directly, because underneath the walls he had built she felt, very clearly, that he was afraid.

Corin spoke his last words as Alpha too quietly for the back of the crowd to hear. Then his hand fell, and it was done, and the wolves of Ardenmoor lifted their faces and howled for the Alpha who was gone and the Alpha who had come, one grief and one welcome braided into a single sound, and in the middle of it Kaine Ardenmoor rose to his feet as the master of them all.

He was beautiful standing there. She would hate herself later for thinking it in that moment, but she thought it. The morning light was on him and the pack’s power was on him and he looked carved out of something that did not break.

“Ardenmoor,” he said, when the howling died. His voice carried now, pitched to reach the last wolf at the treeline, Alpha to his bones. “My father is gone. I will not pretend I am ready. No wolf is ever ready. But readiness is not what the pack needs from me. Strength is. Certainty is. And I will give you both, or I will die giving them.”

The pack rumbled its approval, low and warm. Mara’s hand rose to her collar without her deciding it, pressing the mark. Soon. He would say it soon.

“You know the winters we have come through,” Kaine went on. “You know the seasons the Ravengard packs pressed our borders and we bled to hold them. My father spent his last strength on a peace, and he made me swear to seal it.” He paused. Mara, who had lain against his chest and felt his heart, felt the pause go on a beat too long. “Today I seal it. I take Isolde Ravengard as my Luna, and I join our two packs into one, and there will be no more Ardenmoor dead in the border pines. Not ever again.”

The sound the pack made was joy. She heard it as joy. It came to her from very far away, through a roaring that had started up in her own ears, and she stood in the middle of three hundred rejoicing wolves and did not understand any of them, because the words Kaine had said could not be the words Kaine had said. There was another woman climbing the stage now, tall and pale and lovely in gray and silver, and she was going to Kaine, and Kaine was not looking for Mara in the crowd. He was not looking for Mara at all.

The mark on her shoulder went cold.

Not warm. Not aching. Cold, all at once, a cold that drove straight down into the bone, and Mara made a sound she did not know she was making, and the wolves near her turned to look.

Through the bond she felt him reach for it. She felt Kaine, in the middle of taking another woman’s hands before his whole pack, reach along the bond he had made in her last night and take hold of it. And she understood, in the last clean second before he did it, exactly what he meant to do, and there was not enough time in the world to beg him not to.

“Mara Wren.”

He said her name from the stage. He said it out loud, and every head turned, three hundred faces swinging toward the healer’s foundling at the back of the crowd, and for one wild instant her heart leapt because he had named her after all.

“You are not my mate,” Kaine Ardenmoor said, in front of all of them, in the voice that could not be argued with. “I reject you. I sever what the moon made. Ardenmoor holds no claim of yours and you hold none of ours. It is done.”

•   •   •
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She had healed a wolf once who had been gored through the belly by a boar, had held his guts inside him with her two hands while he screamed, and she had thought until this morning that she knew what pain was.

She had known nothing.

The rejection went through her like a blade drawn slowly out. She felt the bond, the beautiful new-made bond that had sung mine into her marrow only hours ago, she felt it torn out of her by the root, and the tearing was not clean. It should have been clean. That was the mercy in the old law, the one grace the moon allowed. A severed bond killed the mark and killed the pain in the same stroke, and what was left of you crawled off to grieve an emptiness at least, and not a wound.

Hers did not go clean. Hers caught somewhere and held, and tore, and held again, so that she felt him leave her a hundred times in the space of a breath, and she went down onto her knees on the cold stone with both hands pressed to her collar and screamed a sound that scattered the wolves back from her in a ring.

Through the ruin of it she felt one last thing come across the bond that was supposed to already be dead. She felt Kaine on the stage flinch as if he had been struck, felt something in him buckle, one raw pulse of a grief so large it did not fit inside a man, and then the walls slammed shut over it and she felt nothing from him at all, and that nothing was the worst thing yet, because it was permanent.

She knelt on the Moonstage where the Alphas of Ardenmoor were crowned, and she bled from a wound that left no blood, and above her, her mate took another woman’s hands and did not look down.

No one came to her. That was the law and the shame of it both. A rejected mate is unclean, cast out of the moon’s favor, and to touch her is to share the mark of it. So the pack she had healed and fed and mended for nineteen years stood in their ring and looked away from her, every one of them, even the ones whose fevers she had broken, even the pups she had pulled living into the world, and the only thing that reached her across that ring of turned backs was the voice of the new Luna, gentle and clear, saying to Kaine, “The poor creature. Should someone not remove her.”

Hands came then. Not kind ones. Two of the Ravengard warriors who had come with Isolde took Mara under the arms and lifted her, and her legs would not hold, and they did not care. They half carried and half dragged her down off the stage while she wept without sound, because the screaming had used up all the sound she had.

She found Perri’s face once in the crowd, her one friend, the laundress’s daughter, and Perri was crying and had both hands pressed over her own mouth and was not moving, could not move, because to move toward Mara now was to be cast out beside her. Mara understood. She did not blame her. She would carry the memory of Perri’s stricken frozen face for a long time afterward, but she never once blamed her.

At the edge of the Moonstage, where the rock gave way to the down-slope and the boundary pines began, they stopped. The elder who kept the law came forward with the gray ash in a bowl, and he would not look at Mara either as he marked her forehead with it, the sign of the unmade, the sign that told any wolf in any territory that here walked a thing the moon had thrown away.

“By the law of the moon and the word of the Alpha,” the elder said, in the old formal cadence, “you are exiled from Ardenmoor. You will cross the boundary stones before the sun is at its height, and you will not cross them back. If you are found within these borders after this day, any wolf may kill you and answer to no one. Go now, unmade, and trouble the pack no more.”

They let go of her arms. She swayed and did not fall. Some last stubborn thing in her, some root that the tearing had not reached, kept her on her feet.

She turned once. She should not have. She turned once and looked back up the slope to the stage, and there he was, her mate who was not her mate, standing tall against the morning with a stranger at his side and his whole cold pack arranged behind him, and this time, from that distance, for one single instant, Kaine Ardenmoor looked at her.

She would spend a long time trying to name what was in his face. In the years to come she would decide it had been nothing, that she had invented it because she needed to, that a man who did what he had done could not have felt the thing she thought she saw. It was easier to believe he had felt nothing. A wolf who feels nothing is only cruel. A wolf who feels everything and does it anyway is something worse, and she was not ready, then, to know what she was mated to.

She turned away from him. She walked down through the boundary pines with the ash gray on her forehead and the mark cold as a stone in her chest, and she crossed the line of the border stones out of the only home she had ever had, and behind her the pack of Ardenmoor began, already
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