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    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Selene




I woke up screaming and no sound came out.




That was the first thing. The silence of it. My body jackknifing upright in the dark, lungs seizing, hands clawing at sheets that smelled wrong because they smelled right, because they smelled like the room I had not slept in for years, because I was twenty years old again and I knew it before I opened my eyes and I knew it the way you know a wound before you look at it.




I was back.




The grief arrived before the relief did. That was the second thing. Not joy, not triumph, not the cold satisfaction I had imagined in those last hours on the border when the cold had moved past painful into something almost peaceful. Just grief. Raw and total and shapeless, the way grief always is when the thing you are grieving is not a person but a life. A version of yourself you watched burn down from the inside.




The border grass was silver under the full moon. My hands were pressed flat against the frozen ground. I could not feel them anymore. I could not feel anything anymore. I looked at the moon and I thought her name and then I did not think anything at all.




I pressed my palms against my eyes until the memory dissolved.




I was in my bedroom. My actual bedroom, the one with the water stain on the ceiling shaped like a running wolf and the floorboard that creaked three steps from the door and the window that faced east and caught the first of the morning light before anywhere else in the house. I was twenty years old. My body was twenty years old. I could feel it in the unfamiliar lightness of it, the absence of the years I had lived and lost, the way my hands when I pulled them from my face were smooth and unlined and looked nothing like the hands I had watched grow older in a life that no longer existed.




I sat with that for exactly thirty seconds.




Then I got up.




There is a particular kind of person who, when handed the most disorienting gift imaginable, the chance to undo everything, to go back to the night before the beginning and start again with full knowledge of every move that will be made against her, responds by sitting on the edge of the bed and taking thirty seconds of grief and then standing up. I had not always been that kind of person. The first time I was twenty years old, I had been soft in all the places that would later be used against me. Hopeful. Open. Stupid with love in the specific way of someone who has never had reason not to be.




I was not that person anymore.




I stood in the centre of the room and let my wolf settle around me like armour clicking into place. She was different too. I had noticed it in the first rushing seconds of consciousness, that she was not the eager, straining thing she had been in my first life. She was still. Watchful. The kind of still that precedes something rather than following it. She felt less like a separate creature sharing my body and more like the truest version of me, the one that did not perform and did not soften and did not pretend.




Good, I thought at her. We are going to need that.




I crossed to the mirror.




The face that looked back at me was young. Undamaged. My dark hair was loose around my shoulders and my eyes were the same grey they had always been, the colour Nadia once described as the sky ten minutes before a storm decides what it wants to do. I looked at that face for a long moment. I had watched it age. I had watched it learn things no face should have to learn. I had watched it compose itself into marble in public and come apart in private in a way I had never allowed anyone to witness.




I touched my own cheek.




The skin was warm.




I said her name.




Not aloud, not quite. More like a breath shaped into a word, the word I had carried in my chest for years in the first life like a stone I could not put down and could not stop pressing my fingers against. Leah. Four letters. The name I had chosen in the long hours on the border when there was nothing else to do but name the daughter I was not going to get to hold.




I said it once. I let myself feel the full weight of it. Then I filed it behind everything else, in the part of me that ran cold and clear and did not flinch, and I turned away from the mirror.




The floorboard creaked three steps from the door.




I stopped.




I looked down at it.




Then I crossed back to the corner near the window and knelt and worked my fingers into the gap between the floorboard and the next one and lifted. The wood came up smoothly, the way it always had, the way I had made sure it always would in a first life where I had kept things hidden because I had known, even then, even before I understood fully what I was hiding from, that certain knowledge needed to be stored somewhere a person could not get to without knowing exactly where to look.




The notebook was there.




I stared at it for a moment.




I had not known if it would be. I had not known what the rules of this were, what came back with me and what did not, whether I was truly in the same body or only something like it. But the notebook was there. Black cover, soft from handling, the edges worn where I had opened it so many times in the years after everything fell apart that the cardboard had softened like cloth. I had written in it the way other people pray. Obsessively. Specifically. Every detail of every move Elder Dorian had made, every piece of evidence I had found too late, every name attached to every falsification, every date, every document, every thread of the web he had spent eleven years spinning.




I had written it because I had needed somewhere to put the knowledge. I had not written it because I expected to ever use it.




I picked it up. It was solid in my hands. Real.




I sat on the floor with my back against the bed and opened to the first page.




My own handwriting looked back at me. Smaller than I remembered, more cramped, the handwriting of someone writing quickly and in anger. I read the first line and felt something settle in my chest that was not comfort exactly but was close to it. The particular feeling of a woman who has been carrying a plan for years discovering that the plan has survived the journey.




I began to read.




I had two hours before the Claim Ceremony preparations would begin. I knew this the way I knew everything about this day, with the perfect terrible clarity of someone who had already lived it. I knew what dress I had worn the first time, the pale blue one that Nadia had called hopeful and I had called practical because I had not wanted to admit what I was hoping for. I knew what time the elder’s guard would position himself at the boundary altar. I knew at what moment Elder Dorian would cross the courtyard and glance at the half-blood families gathering near the eastern wall with the particular expression of a man who has already decided the outcome and is simply waiting for everyone else to catch up.




I knew the exact second, down to the feeling in my chest, when I had first seen Caden across the ceremony grounds.




I turned past that page without stopping.




The notebook was not a record of feelings. It was a record of facts. Names. Dates. The falsified entries in the bloodline registry and the dates they had been altered. The guard who had been paid to misplace the original documents. The council member who had been threatened into compliance. The record keeper who had been doing Dorian’s work for eleven years out of fear so complete it had become a kind of loyalty to the thing she feared.




I knew all of it. I had learned all of it too late and I had written all of it down and now I was here, in this body, in this room, the night before the beginning, with the full architecture of Dorian Ashford’s corruption laid out in my own handwriting on my lap.




I was not naive this time. I was not in love this time. I was not going to walk into that ceremony and feel the mate bond hit me like a revelation and spend the next months being slowly, methodically dismantled by a man I trusted without understanding what I was trusting him with.




I was going to walk into that ceremony and I was going to begin.




I turned to a blank page near the back of the notebook. I picked up the pen that had been sitting beside it under the floorboard, the same pen, still capped, still working, and I wrote a single line at the top of the page.




Move one. The record keeper.




I stared at it for a moment. Then I began to write the plan from the beginning, not the plan I had assembled over years in the first life from grief and hindsight, but the plan I had built in the months before I died, when I finally understood everything and had no way left to use it. The plan that had no gaps now. The plan that accounted for every move he would make because I had already watched him make them.




I wrote for an hour.




Outside, the sky was beginning to lighten. The outer territory sounds were the same as I remembered them. The specific quality of dawn here, the birds that nested in the treeline to the north, the distant sound of the pack boundary horn from the ceremony grounds being tested before the day began. The sounds of a world that did not know yet what was coming.




My wolf stirred.




I looked down at the moonstone pendant that had been around my throat since I woke. I had not noticed it immediately but I noticed it now, the way it sat against my sternum with a warmth that was slightly more than body temperature, the way it had been warm the moment I woke even before I touched it. I lifted it in my fingers.




It glowed silver-black.




I had never seen it do that. In my first life it had been the soft, steady white of every other she-wolf’s pendant. The colour that meant present, claimed, belonging to a pack that had names for you. This colour was something else. I knew what it was. The pack legends were old enough that most wolves had never heard them in full, only fragments, only the parts that had been passed down because they were cautionary rather than instructive. The silver-black glow of a moonstone that had crossed the death border and returned.




No living wolf had ever seen it.




I closed my fingers around it.




Somewhere in the distance, clear and certain across the cold morning air, the Claim Ceremony horn sounded.




The sound moved through me like a current. My wolf rose to meet it, not with the eager trembling of the girl I had been the first time but with something controlled and ancient and absolutely ready. I felt my spine straighten. I felt the cold clarity that I had spent years in my first life trying to find and had only found at the very end settle into me like a second skeleton.




I stood up.




I closed the notebook and put it back beneath the floorboard.




I crossed to the mirror one more time.




The face that looked back at me was young and undamaged and completely still, and the woman behind it was neither of those things, and the difference between what the mirror showed and what was actually standing in front of it was the only advantage I would ever need.




I looked at my own reflection for a long moment.




Then I said, quietly and with total certainty, the words I had been saving for this exact morning since the moment I understood I was coming back.




“This time, I am not the one who gets destroyed.”




The moonstone burned silver-black against my throat.




I went to get dressed.
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Selene




The dress was pale blue.




I stood in front of my wardrobe and looked at it and did not touch it. It hung exactly where I had left it, which meant it hung exactly where my younger self had put it three days ago, which meant I was looking at a garment that did not yet know what it was going to witness. The pale blue dress that Nadia had called hopeful. The pale blue dress I had worn the first time I walked into the Claim Ceremony with my heart open and my wolf straining forward and not a single useful thought in my head about what was coming.




I left it hanging there.




I chose the dark grey instead. The one that did not mean anything yet. The one with no memories attached because in the life where I had owned it, I had never worn it anywhere that mattered. I pulled it on and felt the fabric settle against my shoulders and breathed through the strangeness of being in a body that did not yet carry the weight of everything this day was going to cost.




I had worn the blue dress to the ceremony. I had worn it because I wanted him to notice me. He had. That was the problem. That was always going to be the problem.




I pressed the memory flat and kept moving.




The boots were next.




They were in the bottom of the wardrobe, the dark ones with the worn heel on the left side, and the moment my fingers closed around the leather I felt the memory arrive without permission. Not a gentle remembering. A physical thing, a full body understanding, the specific texture of frozen ground beneath those soles at three in the morning when my wolf had gone silent and the pack border was behind me and there was nothing in front of me but the dark.




Running. Not gracefully. Just running. The kind of running that is only about distance. The pack guards had not followed me past the marker stone. That was the mercy of it. I did not have to be caught. I only had to disappear.




I set the boots down carefully. I sat on the edge of the bed for exactly five seconds. Then I put them on, lacing them slowly, and I told myself what I had been telling myself since the moment I woke. The memories are not wounds. They are maps. Every single one of them shows me exactly where the terrain is dangerous and exactly how to move through it without falling again.




I stood up.




The coat on the back of my door was not the one I had died in. That coat was gone, lost to a first life that no longer technically existed, swallowed by a border winter that I had chosen not to think about in detail because some details served no strategic purpose. The coat on my door was wool, dark, practical. I put it on. I checked my reflection once more and saw what I had seen in the mirror an hour ago. Young. Unmarked. Ready.




I went to find Nadia.




Her room was down the hall and around the corner, which in the Noir family’s outer territory house meant passing the kitchen where something warm was already on the stove and the window that faced north toward the pack boundary markers and the particular creak of the third step from the top that had announced every night arrival and early morning departure in this house for as long as I could remember. The smell of the house was unchanged. Old wood, dried herbs from the bundles Nadia’s mother had hung in every doorway for as long as anyone could recall, and underneath both of those things the faint mineral sharpness of the outer territory air that was different from the air inside the pack compound walls in a way that was impossible to describe to someone who had not grown up smelling both.




I knocked.




“It’s open,” Nadia said. “I have been awake since the horn. I have opinions about the horn.”




I opened the door.




She was sitting at her dressing table in her robe with her dark hair half pinned and a look on her face that was simultaneously exhausted and deeply committed to having a view about everything. Nadia had always been like that. In my first life, in this life, through every version of every morning I had ever shared with her, she arrived at consciousness fully formed and fully opinionated and I had spent twenty years, the first set and the beginning of the second, finding it one of the most comforting things about being alive.




She looked at me in the mirror.




She stopped what she was doing with her hair.




The silence lasted perhaps three seconds. For Nadia, three seconds of silence was geological. It meant something had occurred that required the suspension of all other processes.




She turned around on her stool and looked at me directly. Not at my reflection. At me. Her eyes moved across my face the way a person reads something they are not sure they are understanding correctly, going back to the beginning, checking again.




“Something is different about you,” she said.




It was not a question. Nadia did not ask questions when she already knew she was right. She stated observations and waited for the world to confirm them, which it reliably did.




I did not deny it.




I smiled.




It was not the smile she knew. I understood that the moment it arrived on my face, the way a person understands a key has turned in a lock they forgot was there. It was not the careful smile I had learned to use in my first life, the one that was warm enough to be socially functional and contained enough to give nothing away. It was something older than that. Something that knew more than a twenty-year-old face had any reason to know. Something with weight behind it.




Nadia stared at me.




“That smile,” she said carefully, “has never been on your face before.”




“No,” I agreed. “It hasn’t.”




She stood up from the stool. She crossed the room and she took my face in both her hands the way she had done since we were children, the way that meant she was looking for something specific and was going to find it whether I helped her or not. Her eyes searched mine. I let her look. I had nothing to hide from Nadia. I never had, not even in my first life when I had hidden nearly everything from everyone else.




What she found in my eyes made her breath catch.




I watched her process it. Watched the sharp intelligence behind her face work through what she was seeing and reach a conclusion that she immediately rejected and then came back to because it was the only one that fit. Her hands were very still against my jaw.




“Selene,” she said. Very quietly.




“I know,” I said. “I will explain everything. Not this morning. This morning I need you to get dressed and walk with me to the ceremony preparation and behave exactly as you normally would and trust me.”




She searched my face for another long moment.




Then she said, “You came back from somewhere.”




“Yes.”




“Somewhere bad.”




I held her gaze. “Yes.”




Her hands dropped from my face. She turned around, crossed back to her dressing table, and sat down with the specific economy of movement that meant she had made a decision and was now executing it. She picked up her hairpin. She looked at herself in the mirror. She said, to her own reflection, “Fine. I will get dressed. But you are telling me everything tonight and I mean everything and if you try to give me a summary I will be extremely unpleasant about it.”




“I know,” I said.




“I have questions.”




“I know.”




“Many questions.”




“Nadia.”




“Getting dressed,” she said. “I’m getting dressed.”




I sat in the chair by her window while she did, and I looked out at the outer territory in the morning light, and I made myself eat the piece of bread she pushed across the table at me without looking up, and I let the normalcy of it sit in my chest for a moment. The particular warmth of Nadia’s room. The particular sound of her muttering at her own reflection. The smell of the herbs in the doorway. I let myself feel grateful for it in a way I had not been able to feel grateful for anything at the end of my first life, when gratitude had been swallowed by everything else.




Then I stood up and we went outside.




The outer territory on a Claim Ceremony morning had its own particular texture. The pack was moving differently, with the specific collective energy of a community that had organised itself around an event, and even here on the outer edges where the half-blood families lived and the compound walls were far enough away that you had to look for them, the current of it ran underneath everything. Wolves nodding to each other with more ceremony than usual. Children watching from doorways. The distant sound of the preparation staff at the boundary altar, the low percussion of the stone bowls being set in place for the scent-marking ritual.




I walked the perimeter with Nadia beside me and I catalogued everything.




Dorian’s network was already in motion. I knew where to look because I had spent years in my first life learning too late where to look, and the knowing of it now was not satisfaction. It was something colder and more useful than satisfaction. The guard at the north-eastern boundary marker who was not there for security but for observation, watching which families approached the altar and in what order. The elder’s representative at the record table who was nominally processing ceremony registrations but was actually performing a first-pass filter of bloodline documentation, flagging anything that Dorian had pre-marked for review. The council member’s wife who moved through the gathering families with a warmth that was perfectly performed and collected information with the efficiency of someone who had been doing it for years.




I noted them all.




I noted the gaps. The places where Dorian’s network thinned. The council members who were present but not engaged with his machinery, who stood slightly apart with the specific body language of people who had questions they had not yet found the courage to ask aloud. Those gaps were mine. I had learned to see them in my first life too late to use them. This time I had seen them coming for years.




My wolf moved slowly through all of it beside me. Not with the eager pulling forward of my first life, not with the straining toward the compound and the man inside it. With attention. With the particular quality of focus that belongs to a predator who is not yet ready to move but is learning the shape of everything in front of her.




We came around the eastern edge of the territory and the compound wall rose ahead of us, grey stone and old and containing everything it had always contained, and I stopped walking without planning to.




I looked at it.




The last time I had stood this close to the compound wall I had been standing inside it. I had been standing in a room I had thought was mine. He had been standing across from me and his face had been something I did not recognise and he had said the words that pack law required him to say and I had felt my wolf go silent in the specific devastating way of something that does not understand why it is being told it does not exist.




I breathed through it.




I looked at the compound and I did not see the place where I had been destroyed. I saw the terrain. The walls and their height and their gates and the guards stationed at each one and the single window on the upper east face that looked out over the full territory and that I happened to know belonged to Caden’s private study, from which a man standing at the glass could see exactly who was approaching from the outer territory and exactly how they moved.




I studied it the way you study something you are going to take apart carefully, piece by piece, until it no longer has the shape it started with.




Nadia had stopped beside me. She was watching my face.




I became aware of her hand on my arm. She had gripped it at some point during the last few seconds, not tightly, just present, just a reminder that she was there and that she was watching and that whatever she saw in my expression she was not alarmed by it in the way that would be useful to anyone observing us. She simply looked at me with the specific quality of attention that meant she was cataloguing everything for the conversation she had been promised tonight.




“Who are you,” she said quietly, “and what did you do with my cousin.”




It was not quite a question. It was not quite not a question. It was Nadia, which meant it was both at once.




I looked at her. I covered her hand on my arm with mine and squeezed once.




“I came back,” I said.




She held my gaze for a long moment.




Then she nodded, a single precise nod, the nod of a woman filing something in a place she will not lose it, and she turned back toward the territory path and said, “Walk with me. And do not look at the compound like that where anyone else can see you. You look like you already own it.”




I fell into step beside her.




“Not yet,” I said.




She made a sound that was not quite a laugh. “That is somehow more alarming.”




We walked. The morning light moved across the outer territory and the ceremony preparations continued around us and the compound wall stayed in my peripheral vision, solid and grey and containing everything I was going to take apart from the inside with the precise patience of a woman who had died once already and found the experience clarifying.




I had one more thing to do before the ceremony began.




I had seen him at the gate. Dorian’s head guard. The broad shoulders, the specific set of the jaw, the way he stood with his weight on his back foot in a posture that was alert without looking alert, the posture of a man who had learned long ago how to watch without appearing to watch. I had seen him from thirty metres away and known him instantly, the way you know the shape of a thing that has been in your nightmares long enough to become architecture.




He had been the one to escort me to the border.




Not with violence. That was the thing about Dorian’s methods, the thing that made him genuinely more dangerous than a man who simply used force. The escort to the border had been entirely procedural. Formally correct under pack law. The guard had walked three paces behind me the entire distance and had not spoken and had not touched me and had simply been present in the way of someone who has been assigned to make sure a thing is completed and is completing it. He had watched me cross the boundary marker. He had watched me keep walking. He had turned around and gone back before I was out of sight.




I had looked back once.




I had wished, in my first life, that I had not looked back.




I looked at him now across the thirty metres of morning air and I filed his face in the specific part of my memory where I kept the things I was going to deal with first.




He was a thread in Dorian’s network. Not the most important thread. But threads, pulled in the right order, unravelled the whole thing. I knew the right order. I had had a lifetime to learn it.




He would be the first.




I turned away from the compound and walked with Nadia toward the ceremony grounds and felt the morning settle around me like something I had chosen to wear. Not the morning of my first life, frightened and open and entirely unprepared. This morning. The one I had come back for. The one that was going to go differently.




The Claim Ceremony horn sounded again, closer now, the long clear note of it carrying across the full territory.




My wolf lifted her head.




I kept walking.
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Selene


I had been in this room before.


Not in this life. In the one before it, I had stood in the Alpha Council Chamber exactly once, on the morning after the rejection, when pack law required my formal acknowledgement of the exile order before two witnessing elders. I had stood in the centre of the stone floor with my wolf silent inside me and my hands steady because they had gone past shaking into something numb, and I had listened to the words read from the registry and I had said yes when the law required me to say yes, and I had walked out of the chamber and kept walking until the pack compound was behind me and then the outer territory was behind me and then the border marker was the only thing left.


That had been the only time.


This time I was here as an observer at the pre-ceremony gathering, one of the half-blood families invited out of procedural courtesy rather than genuine welcome, and I intended to make excellent use of it.


The chamber was ancient in the way that certain rooms are ancient, not just old but layered, carrying the specific weight of every decision that had ever been made inside it and every oath that had ever been sworn on its floor. The stone walls were carved floor to ceiling with pack law. Not decoratively. Literally. The law itself was in the stone, the original edicts of the founding Alphas chiselled into























































































































































































