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Chapter One

the clearing
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What My Mother Didn't Say

Aelswith died on a Tuesday.

Not dramatically. Not with last words of significance or a hand pressed

meaningfully to her daughter's cheek. She died the way she had lived —

practically, inconveniently, and without sufficient explanation. Three

weeks of a wasting illness that she had insisted, until the fourth day,

was nothing. Then twelve days of Wulfwyn boiling willow bark tea and

listening to her mother breathe. Then, on the third Tuesday of the

month, she simply stopped.

Wulfwyn sat beside her for a while. She was not sure how long. Long

enough for the fire to need feeding, which meant at least an hour,

possibly more, and when she finally rose and put another log on the

embers she felt the absence of her mother in the room the way she felt

cold draughts in winter — not as a thought but as a fact her skin

registered before her mind caught up.

She had things to do. She did them.

* * *
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THE GRAVE TOOK MOST of the morning.

The ground was not particularly cooperative — mid-autumn, damp, with a

layer of clay beneath the topsoil that required more effort than Wulfwyn

had energy for. She dug anyway, because there was no one else to do it,

and because physical work had always been the way she thought, and she

had a great deal of thinking to do.

Her mother had left her with: one farmstead in moderate repair. Two

goats (one of whom, Wulfwyn already suspected, was plotting something).

Three debts to neighbouring farms, two of which were manageable and one

of which was not. A carved wooden box containing a bronze brooch, twelve

silver pennies, and a folded piece of linen on which someone had written

three words in a hand Wulfwyn didn't recognise.

The words were in a language she couldn't read.

This was the third thing she was thinking about. The first was the

money. The second was the goat.

She had been thinking about the money and the goat and the unreadable

linen for three weeks, ever since Aelswith's first coherent day had

given way to the fever, because her mother's last sensible words had

been — and Wulfwyn had turned them over so many times they had worn

smooth as river stones — not about the linen, and not about the debts,

and not about anything practical at all.

What Aelswith had said, clearly, four days before she died, was:

The forest. Don't go into the forest at night. And if a grey man comes

to the door after I'm gone — don't trust him. Whatever he says. Don't

trust him.

Then three days of fever-speech that made no sense, and then silence,

and now this.

Wulfwyn patted the last of the soil flat and stood up straight and

looked at the mound for a moment.

"A grey man," she said aloud, to no one. "Tremendously helpful. Thank

you, Mother."

Somewhere in the forest at the edge of the farmstead's boundary, a bird

called once and fell silent.

Wulfwyn went inside and made bread.

* * *

[image: ]


THE BREAD HELPED. IT usually did. There was something about the kneading

— the press and fold, press and fold, the dough slowly becoming

something it hadn't been before — that unknotted whatever had gathered

in her shoulders during the day. By the time it was shaped and proofed

and set near the banked fire to rise, Wulfwyn had eaten a heel of

yesterday's loaf with hard cheese and was sitting on the three-legged

stool that had been her mother's, looking at the carved box on the

table.

She had not opened it since the day she found it, two weeks ago, tucked

behind the linen chest at the foot of Aelswith's bed. She had looked at

the contents, noted the brooch and the pennies and the linen, and then

carefully replaced everything and put the box back, because there were

more urgent things — the willow bark tea, the neighbours to notify, the

goat — and also because looking at it too long made her feel something

she couldn't name precisely, a thing that lived in the chest rather than

the head, too large and too formless to be useful.

She opened it now.

The brooch was good work — Celtic knotwork, older than Wulfwyn by

several generations, the kind of thing passed down through mothers

rather than bought. She set it aside. The pennies she counted: twelve,

as she'd thought, all silver, two of them a little worn at the edges.

She set those aside too.

The linen.

She unfolded it carefully. Three words, as she remembered. Written in a

dark ink, close and careful, by someone who had written them more than

once — you could see the confidence in the letterforms, the lack of

hesitation. The hand of someone who was used to writing.

Wulfwyn could read a little — Anglo-Saxon, the way most people in the

village could manage it if pressed, enough for accounts and contracts

and the occasional church notice. This was not Anglo-Saxon. The letters

were similar but not quite right, the words built from sounds she

couldn't find in her mouth.

She looked at it for a long time. Then she folded it back up, replaced

it in the box, and put the box under her sleeping pallet where she

wouldn't have to look at it.

Outside, in the dark, something howled.

Then another voice joined it. Then three more. Then what seemed like a

dozen, the sound rising and falling and rising again, rolling out of the

forest in waves, filling the valley below and the hillside above and the

small warm hut in between with a sound that Wulfwyn had been hearing her

whole life without ever quite growing used to it.

Wolves.

She had always assumed it was wolves. Everyone assumed it was wolves.

Wolves were why you didn't go into the forest at night, why you checked

the livestock before dark, why the children of Wicstun were in their

beds before the moon was fully up.

She lay down on her pallet and pulled the blanket over her shoulders and

told herself that tonight it sounded different because she was tired and

grieving and her mind was making patterns out of noise, the way minds

did.

She almost believed it.

Almost.

* * *
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THREE DAYS PASSED.

She repaired a gap in the north fence. She churned butter from the last

of the late-summer milk. She paid a courtesy visit to Edswith next door,

who fed her oat porridge and condolences in roughly equal measure and

mentioned three times that a young woman alone on a farmstead was a

situation that invited trouble, which Wulfwyn heard as: you should marry

someone, to which her internal response was: I will add this to my list

of problems to solve in order of urgency, currently positioned after the

debt to Aldric the miller.

She thought about the unreadable words.

She thought about the grey man.

She thought about her mother — not the three weeks of illness and the

Tuesday of silence, but the before. The Aelswith who had taught her to

bake and to keep accounts and to make a proper wergild argument if any

man tried to cheat her. The Aelswith who had never once spoken about

Wulfwyn's father except to say he was gone. The Aelswith who had kept,

for twenty-two years, a box behind the linen chest and never mentioned

what was in it.

What kind of woman keeps a secret for twenty-two years? Wulfwyn kept

arriving at this question and then moving past it because the obvious

answer — a woman who is afraid — raised a further question she liked

even less: afraid of what?

On the fourth morning after the burial, she went outside before dawn to

check on the goats and found a man standing at the edge of the

farmstead.

He was standing very still, which was how she spotted him — not moving

against the grey pre-dawn light, the way most things moved, but simply

there, as if he had been there for a while and intended to remain. He

was watching the house.

Wulfwyn stood in the doorway and watched him back.

He was tall. Silver-haired, even in the dim light. Broad across the

shoulders in the way of men who worked hard or had worked hard a very

long time ago. He wore a good cloak — wool, well-made — and his boots

were better than anything you'd find in Wicstun. He did not look

threatening. He looked like a man who had never in his life experienced

being a threat to anyone, because it had never needed to occur to him.

This, Wulfwyn had found, was frequently more alarming than someone who

looked dangerous.

She thought: grey man.

She thought: whatever he says, don't trust him.

She thought: he is standing in my farmyard before dawn and the goats are

going to want milking regardless.

She stepped outside.

"You're on my land," she said. "Which you probably know, since you've

been standing there long enough for the light to have changed twice."

The man turned to look at her. He had a striking face — not handsome

exactly, or rather, handsome in the way that a very old tree was

handsome, all structure and weather and time. His eyes were pale. He

looked at her the way no one had ever looked at her before, which she

could not have described precisely except that it made her feel, briefly

and without reason, as though she had been looked for and found.

She found this deeply irritating.

"Wulfwyn," he said. "Daughter of Aelswith."

"If you are here about the goat," she said, "she got into Aldric's

barley of her own initiative and I maintain I owe him nothing, the fence

was his responsibility and the gate latch was faulty."

Something moved behind his eyes. It was not quite a smile — it was more

like the possibility of one, arriving and then thinking better of it.

"I am not here about a goat," he said.

"Then you are here about my mother," Wulfwyn said. "She is dead. Four

days ago. If you had business with her, you are late, and I am her only

surviving kin, so whatever you need to say, you can say to me."

"I have business with you," he said. "Not with Aelswith."

He said it simply, without ceremony, in the tone of a man stating a fact

of geography. North is that direction. The river runs that way. I have

business with you.

"Do you want to come in?" Wulfwyn said. Not because she trusted him. Not

because her mother's warning had faded. But because it was cold, and the

bread from yesterday could be revived with enough heat, and whatever he

was about to say was clearly going to be a long story and she refused to

hear it standing up.

"I would," said the grey man.

She let him in. She put more wood on the fire. She broke yesterday's

bread in half and set one half in front of him and kept the other for

herself, because whatever this conversation was going to cost her she

was having it fed and warm.

He watched her do all of this. He sat at the table without being invited

to and without asking, which she noted. His hands, folded on the table,

were large and weathered and entirely still. Everything about him was

still. She had met still people before — old people, people who had

survived long enough to see past urgency. But his stillness was a

different quality from theirs. Theirs said: I have learned to wait. His

said: I have been waiting since before you were born and the waiting has

not troubled me at all.

This, somehow, troubled her considerably.

She sat down across from him.

"Tell me, then," she said.

* * *

[image: ]


HE TOLD HER.

It took a while. She let him finish without interrupting, which was not

her natural inclination but which seemed, given the scope of it,

appropriate. He told her about the pack — forty people living in the

forest she had looked at her entire life. He told her about the

bloodline — not a disease, not a curse, a lineage, old beyond any human

reckoning, passed from parent to child. He told her about Artemis, the

moon goddess, the one they called their mother, the sacred rites held

under the full moon every month, the way the goddess's light called to

the wolf-blood in their veins.

He told her about the mate bond. He used that phrase carefully, watching

her face when he said it.

And then he said: "You are Moonborn. The blood of the goddess runs in

your veins. You belong with the pack. You belong" — a pause, so brief

she might have imagined it, but she didn't — "with me."

The fire snapped. Outside, one of the goats made a noise of mild

discontent.

"No," said Wulfwyn.

The grey man blinked. It was, she suspected, a rare experience for him.

"No?"

"No to the last part," she said. "Specifically 'with me.' I'd like to

stop you there."

"I understand it's a great deal to—"

"It is a great deal," she said. "Yes. But that isn't why I'm saying no.

I'm saying no because I don't know you. Because my mother spent

twenty-two years making sure I didn't know you, which suggests she had

reasons. Because you've just told me my entire understanding of my own

life is wrong and you've said it in the tone of a man delivering good

news, as if 'you belong to me' is a gift rather than a claim." She

paused. "The rest of it — the pack, the bloodline, the moon — I'm

willing to hear more. But not 'mine.' Not yet. Possibly not ever."

Another silence. This one was different from the last. Wulfwyn had the

peculiar sense of watching a very large, very steady structure adjust

itself slightly, the way old trees adjust to new wind.

"What is your name?" she asked.

"Eadric," he said.

"How old are you, Eadric?"

The something behind his eyes shifted again. "Old enough to know

better."

"Than what?"

"Than to answer that question on first meeting."

She looked at him steadily. He looked back. He had, she decided, an

extremely unreasonable face — unreasonable in that it gave nothing away

and yet somehow communicated a great deal, like a closed letter you

could feel the weight of without opening.

"I have a wolf?" she said.

"Yes."

"I have never heard it."

"I know."

"Is that — is that usual?"

"No," Eadric said. "It is not."

He said it without the false comfort of a qualification, which she

appreciated against her will.

"But the wolf is there."

"Yes."

"You're certain."

Something in his face then — not the possibility-of-a-smile this time.

Something quieter and more serious. "I am very certain," he said.

Wulfwyn thought about this. The farmstead around her was the same as it

always was — low ceiling, smoke-darkened thatch, the smell of ash and

bread and the faint animal warmth of the goats on the other side of the

wicker screen. Her whole life in one room. And across the table, a grey

man who was telling her the room had a door she hadn't known about.

She was aware, in the back of her chest, of a pressure she didn't know

the name for. Not pain. Not quite warmth. Something that had always been

there, she realised, in the way the tongue finds an aching tooth — not

because the pain is new but because attention, finally turned that

direction, cannot look away.

She did not say this.

"I'll hear more," she said. "That's all I'm promising. I'll come to the

forest and hear more."

"That's enough," Eadric said.

And he meant it, she thought. He genuinely meant it. He was a man who

could make a meal out of enough.

She wasn't sure yet whether this made him admirable or alarming.

Probably, she thought, both.

* * *
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HE LEFT BEFORE MIDDAY.

She watched him go from the doorway and then turned back inside and sat

on her mother's stool and thought for a long time about several things

at once, in the particular way she thought when she was trying to outrun

her own feelings: practically, quickly, forward.

She thought: forty people in the forest. Not wolves. People.

She thought: a mother who ran from something for twenty-two years and

never once explained why.

She thought: a pressure in the chest that had a name she didn't know

yet.

She thought: whatever he says, don't trust him.

She thought: but he didn't lie to me. Or if he did, he did it so well I

couldn't find the seam. And she had always been good at finding the

seam.

The goat headbutted the wicker screen. It was a sound Wulfwyn knew well

— not distress, just the particular communication the goat used when she

felt the day had gone on long enough without something happening.

Wulfwyn had always found this quality in the goat more admirable than

she was willing to admit.

"All right," she said aloud. "All right."

She got up and went to do the evening milking and tried very hard not to

think about whether the wolf in her chest had stirred, once, quietly,

when Eadric had said I am very certain.

It had.

She was doing her best not to find this significant.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, FOR THE first time, she dreamed of running.

Not the careful forward-lean of a woman crossing difficult ground — but

running the way water runs, without thought, the body given entirely to

speed, the ground a blur below and the air a roar above and something

enormous and joyful surging up from the chest to replace the careful

human quiet she had kept there her whole life.

She woke before dawn with her heart going fast and her hands fisted in

the blanket and the strong, inexplicable conviction that she was not

alone.

She lay very still.

The hut was empty. The fire was embers. The goats were quiet behind

their screen.

Nothing.

And then — not a sound. Not a voice, not exactly. More like warmth,

precise and present, a warmth with a direction to it, like sunlight from

a specific window.

And underneath the warmth, the barest impression of something watching.

Patient. Old. Interested.

Waiting.

Not yet. But soon.

Wulfwyn sat up slowly.

She looked at the empty room.

She said, very carefully, to whoever might be listening: "Soon."

Nothing answered.

But the warmth did not go away.

She lay back down. She did not sleep again. She watched the dark above

the thatch lighten by degrees until it was grey and then pale gold and

then the particular washed-blue of an autumn morning in Northumbria, and

she thought about wolves and gods and grey men and what it meant that

her mother had run from all of them and what it meant that she, lying

here in the same hut she had been born in, did not yet know if she would

do the same.

From the other side of the wicker screen, the goat expressed an opinion

about breakfast.

"Yes," said Wulfwyn. "I know. Give me a moment."

She got up.

The day began.

* * *
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Chapter Two

the first moon
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The Weight of Waiting

Eadric

He walked back into the forest and stopped after twenty paces because he

didn't know what to do with himself.

That was the plain fact of it. He was a man who always knew what to do

next — had been, for two hundred years, the person other people looked

to for the next thing — and he was standing in his own forest in the

middle of the morning with no idea where to put his hands.

She had said no.

He turned this over. Looked at it from different angles. It wasn't the

no that was sitting wrong — he had expected some form of no, had

prepared for it, the way you prepare for weather you know is coming. It

was the reasons. She had given him reasons. Calm, specific, entirely

unanswerable reasons, and then she had handed him bread, and the bread

was somehow worse than the reasons because it meant she wasn't

dismissing him, she was simply — not yet ready to let him mean what he

wanted to mean.

He put his hand flat against the nearest oak. Old bark, rough under his

palm. He did this sometimes when he needed something solid.

The wolf was quiet. This was its own kind of comment.

Say it.

"I handled it badly."

Yes.

"Mine was wrong."

You said it like you were naming a piece of land.

He had. He knew he had, even as it was happening — had felt the word

come out wrong, had seen something shift in her face when it landed, a

very small hardening, the face of a woman filing something away under:

note this. He had known it was wrong and he had not been able to stop it

because he didn't know what the right word was. He had been carrying the

concept for so long that it had fused with the feeling and he couldn't

separate them anymore. She is mine. She is my — what? His mate. His

person. The specific human being toward whom the compass in his chest

had been pointing since before she existed.

He didn't have a word for that which wasn't also a claim.

This seemed, suddenly, like a significant failure.

You have been waiting for her for a long time.

"Two hundred years."

And in those two hundred years, did you wonder what she would be like?

He opened his mouth. Closed it.

The honest answer was no. He had wondered when. He had wondered how. He

had thought carefully about what she would need to hear and how to say

it. He had not — not once, in two centuries — wondered what she would be

like. What she would find funny. What she was afraid of. Whether she

liked the dark of the forest or found it oppressive.

He had not wondered any of it.

He had been waiting for his mate. He had been waiting for the shape the

compass pointed at. He had not been waiting for a person who led with a

goat and had grey eyes that read him like accounts she was checking for

errors.

And now you have met her.

"Yes."

How does the waiting feel now?

He took his hand off the oak.

The waiting — two hundred years of it, the weight of it that he had

packed somewhere efficient and not examined too closely because

examining it would not help anything — felt, now that she was twenty

minutes behind him in a farmstead he could still smell from here if he

let himself, like a very small room he had been living in without

knowing the walls were there.

It felt, frankly, like an embarrassment.

He had been so certain. He had mistaken certainty for readiness. They

were not the same thing at all and he should have known better — he was

two hundred years old, he should have known better — and the fact that

he hadn't was sitting in his chest like a coal, small and hot and not

going anywhere.

Good. Keep that feeling. It is more useful than the certainty was.

"That is a profoundly irritating thing to say."

Yes.

* * *
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HE HAD FELT THE MATE bond arrive properly the moment she opened her

door.

He was used to the pull of it — had been used to it for so long it was

simply part of how he navigated, like knowing where north was. But the

pull from a distance was nothing like the pull at twenty feet. At twenty

feet it was a physical thing. It hit him somewhere in the sternum and

did not leave, and everything after that — the conversation, the bread,

the reasons, the no — happened with that pressure present and constant,

and managing it while trying to say the right things in the right order

had been considerably harder than he'd anticipated.

He had sat across from her and watched her think and felt the wolf go

absolutely still in his chest the way it only went still when something

mattered, and the combination — the mate bond and the wolf's stillness

and her grey eyes taking him apart with the attentiveness of a woman who

was used to finding out the truth of things — had made him, very

briefly, forget every word he'd planned.

He had recovered. He thought he'd recovered smoothly. He was no longer

certain she hadn't noticed.

She noticed.

"I know."

She noticed everything. She noticed when you were going to reach for

the bread before you reached for it. She noticed the half-second

before you answered each question. She noticed you looking at her

hands.

He had looked at her hands. Once, briefly — they were a farmer's hands,

calloused, capable, the kind of hands that had been working since

childhood and showed it. He had looked because he had spent two hundred

years with an abstraction and her hands were emphatically not abstract.

"That is not—" He stopped. "Fine."

She is not alarmed by you. That is worth something.

It was worth something. She had given him bread. She had said she'd come

to the forest. She had been afraid of nothing — not the information, not

the mate bond, not him — which was either very brave or meant she had

already suspected more than she'd let on.

He suspected the second.

He suspected Aelswith had been worse at keeping the secret than she'd

believed. A woman who names her daughter wolf-friend, in the old tongue,

in the tongue already going out of use — that was not a woman who had

fully closed the door on what she'd left behind. That was a woman who

had left the door open one crack and put her daughter's name in it.

He was angry at Aelswith, still, in the low-burning way he'd been angry

since she left. She had taken her daughter and run, and he had let her

run because she had the right to choose, and because he'd told himself

he was being respectful. He had been respectful.

He had also been, in some way he was only now examining, relieved. If

Aelswith brought Wulfwyn in, the choice wouldn't have been Wulfwyn's. It

would have been made for her by circumstance and her mother's authority

and the weight of everything she'd grown up inside. He had wanted — he

hadn't known he'd wanted this, but he found it in himself now, clear and

a little startling — he had wanted her to come in as herself. Knowing.

Choosing.

Saying no first, apparently, was part of that.

He hadn't planned for no to feel like progress.

He didn't know what to do with the fact that it did.

Start there. Start with not knowing. It is the most honest place you

have stood in a very long time.

He turned and walked back toward the settlement. He had a pack to lead

and a full moon rite in four days and Mildthryth would have opinions

about all of this that she would deliver without being asked.

He walked, and let the not-knowing sit in him without trying to resolve

it, which was harder than anything he'd done in years.

He looked back once. The farmstead was invisible through the trees but

he knew exactly where it was. He always would.

The compass pulled.

He walked.

Wulfwyn

* * *
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SHE GAVE HERSELF THREE days.

That was the arrangement she made with herself, standing at the door

watching the trees close behind him: three days to think, to go about

ordinary work, to examine what she actually felt without his presence

making examination difficult. Three days, and then a decision.

She made it to two and a half.

The problem was not the mate bond, exactly, though it was there — a

warmth she kept noticing at odd moments, the way you notice a new sound

in a familiar room. The problem was the wolf. That there was one. That

it was present, quiet, in a place she had never known to look.

She had spent twenty-two years in a body that healed too fast and moved

too quietly and felt, on full moon nights, a pressure behind the ribs

that went nowhere. She had spent twenty-two years explaining these

things to herself as ordinary variation — some people healed quickly,

some people were light on their feet, the full moon gave everyone

strange feelings.

She had been, she now understood, spectacularly dishonest with herself.

Not about the wolf. She hadn't known about the wolf. But about the

knowing that something was different. She had always known. She had

simply decided, somewhere early and efficiently, that not-knowing was

safer, and had maintained that decision with the rigour of someone who

suspects the alternative will cost her something.

The alternative was going to cost her everything she thought she

understood about her own life.

She went on the third morning because she ran out of arguments against

it.

* * *
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HE WAS AT THE TREE line. Of course he was.

"How long?" she asked.

She watched him consider lying and discard it.

"An hour. Perhaps more."

"You don't need to wait at the forest's edge for me like a dog told to

stay."

Something moved through his face — she was watching for it now, had been

since yesterday, learning the particular language of a man who showed

very little and showed it very specifically. What moved was startlement,

then the structural ancestor of amusement — not a smile, but the thing

that preceded a smile in someone who had got out of the habit.

"I'll remember that," he said.

"Good. Lead on."

* * *
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THE FOREST DID SOMETHING unexpected.

She had been told her whole life that it was dangerous — wolves,

darkness, the creatures that lived in wild places. She had believed this

in the way you believe things you were told young, with the part of the

mind that has never been given cause to question.

What she felt, stepping into it, was the particular sensation of a place

that already knew her. The trees — old, older than anything in the

village, their roots lifting the ground in slow patient ridges — let her

through with the ease of familiarity. The light came amber and filtered.

A jay called somewhere above. The forest registered her as something

expected rather than intrusive, and this was either extremely

significant or a story she was telling herself, and she was not yet sure

which.

In the back of her chest, the warmth she had been trying not to notice

since the night of Eadric's visit was doing something new. More present.

More — interested.

She kept her face neutral and kept walking.

* * *
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THE SETTLEMENT SMELLED of woodsmoke and food and people, which was to

say it smelled like anywhere people lived, and this was the first thing

that struck her: they were ordinary.

She had prepared, in some vague way she hadn't examined, for the

uncanny. Moon goddess's chosen, wolf-blooded, ancient divine lineage —

she had expected something that didn't look like a woman arguing with a

pot of pottage, or two men mending a net, or a cluster of children

conducting extremely unsubtle surveillance from ten feet.

The children moved first. A girl of about eight with a dirty face and

the focused expression of someone forming a formal assessment.

"Who are you?"

"Wulfwyn."

"Are you the Alpha's mate?"

Behind her, Wulfwyn heard Eadric exhale with the careful control of a

man doing his best. She did not look at him.

"I'm visiting," she said.

The child looked at her with comprehensive scepticism, then turned and

ran toward the settlement shouting something that contained the word

Alpha at a volume that suggested subtlety had never occurred to her.

"Eight years old," Eadric said. "No filter."

"I find that refreshing," Wulfwyn said. "Someone should say the obvious

thing."

She felt rather than saw his reaction — a stillness, the quality of a

man absorbing a sentence that landed somewhere he hadn't guarded. Good,

she thought. Better he understood now that she was going to say the

obvious things.

* * *
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THE OLD WOMAN CAME from the far side of the fire.

White-haired, straight-backed, moving with the economy of someone who

had not wasted a motion in decades. She looked at Wulfwyn the way Eadric

looked at her — the total attention, nothing withheld — and Wulfwyn

returned it in kind.

"Mildthryth," the woman said.

"Wulfwyn."

"I know." She handed her a bowl. "Eat. You walked a mile in autumn cold

and you have the look of someone who has been thinking hard since before

dawn."

The broth was good. Wulfwyn ate without ceremony because she was hungry

and because eating calmly in a strange place was its own kind of

statement.

"You don't have a wolf," Mildthryth said.

"So I've been told."

"Can you feel anything?"

She thought about the warmth. About the voice in the night — just twice,

barely an impression — that said soon with the patience of something

accustomed to waiting.

"Possibly," she said.

Mildthryth was quiet for a moment with a different quality than speech.

"Honestly," she said, and it was not a criticism. It was something

closer to relief. "Good. We have enough people here who tell me what

they think I want to hear."

Across the clearing, Eadric was standing by the fire talking to a young

man she didn't know yet, not looking at her with the complete focus of a

man looking at nothing else.

She had noticed this in him at the farmstead too — the not-looking that

was entirely looking. He held still the way large animals held still

when they were paying the most attention. The deliberate absence of

motion that was itself a kind of intensity.

She was finding it, against reasonable judgment, interesting.

"He waited a long time for you," Mildthryth said. Quietly. Not as

pressure.

"He told me."

"Did he tell you how long?"

"Two hundred years."

"Two hundred and thirty. Give or take. I was a child when he first felt

it. I am not," she said, with the dry precision of a woman who had made

peace with this, "a child now."

Wulfwyn absorbed this. Two hundred and thirty years of the compass pull

— of knowing a specific future existed and enduring toward it — and he

had arrived at her table and said mine in the tone of a man naming

something that belonged in a category. She understood it now,

differently than she had at the table. Not forgiving it. Understanding

the shape of it. A man who had been carrying a room in himself for so

long he had forgotten the room wasn't his to furnish.

"He is a good man," Mildthryth said. "And he does not yet know how to be

wrong. Those two things will be in tension for a while."

"I noticed," Wulfwyn said.

"I thought you might. You have that look."

"What look?"

"The look of a woman who has already identified the problem and is

deciding whether it is worth solving."

Wulfwyn looked at her. Mildthryth looked back with the structural

ancestor of a smile.

"Is it?" Wulfwyn asked. "Worth solving?"

Mildthryth looked across the clearing toward Eadric, and her face did

something old and private that belonged to two hundred and thirty years

of watching someone carry something without complaint.

"Yes," she said. "It is."

* * *
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SHE WALKED HOME ALONE as the light began to fail.

The forest let her out at the field's edge without ceremony, the trees

thinning, the farmstead ahead in the early dusk with the banked fire's

glow at the window and the goats audible from fifty yards.

She thought about what Mildthryth had said — two hundred and thirty

years — and what it meant to carry something directional for that long.

What it made you. The certainty. The specific blindness certainty

produced in even a good man. The word mine coming out of him not as

arrogance but as the only word he had left after two centuries of

abstraction collided with a person who was emphatically not abstract.

She thought: he is at the very beginning of something. He does not fully

know it yet.

She thought: I would like to see where it goes.

Not because of the mate bond, though she could feel it still — a warmth

in the chest that was becoming familiar the way a new sound in the house

became familiar, noticed less each day not because it faded but because

you had accommodated it. Not because of the settlement, or the pack, or

the forty people she had looked at and found ordinary and remarkable in

equal measure.

Because he was a man in the early stages of becoming someone, and she

had spent twenty-two years in a world where very few people were still

becoming, and she had not until this afternoon known how much she had

missed watching it happen.

He will need time.

Wulfwyn stopped.

The voice was small still — more impression than word, present and

patient in the way of something accustomed to waiting.

"I know," she said to the empty field.

So will you.

"I know that too."

She stood for a moment. The sky above the trees had gone to dark blue,

the first star visible if you knew where to look. Her mother had taught

her that — had stood in this same field on evenings like this and shown

her daughter where to find it, and Wulfwyn had never once thought to ask

why Aelswith always looked a little sad when she found it, or what she

was looking for in the sky above the forest.

There were a great many things she had not asked.

She was going to spend the rest of her life asking them.

The warmth in her chest pulsed once, gently, in what she was beginning

to think of as agreement.

She went inside. Fed the goats. Banked the fire.

Lay down and thought: two days ago I had a farmstead and a debt and a

dead goat and a mother who kept secrets.

She thought: I still have all of those things.

She thought: but now I also have this.

She was not afraid of it.

This, she decided, was probably the most surprising thing that had

happened all week.

* * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three

threshold
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What the Moon Asks

Wulfwyn

She had been in the settlement nine days when the full moon came, and

she had spent most of those nine days learning how forty people

functioned together — which was to say imperfectly, loudly, with

passionate convictions about small things and a depth of loyalty beneath

all of it like a river under winter ice.

She had learned that Osric, Eadric's young lieutenant, was

constitutionally unable to lie and compensated by saying very little,

with great care. She had learned that Hild and Beortwyn — the two women

who had been arguing about barley pottage since before Osric was born —

were also the first to each other's side when something was genuinely

wrong. She had learned the children ran the settlement in every way that

mattered and the adults had agreed to pretend otherwise.

She had learned, without being told, that Eadric rose before everyone

else and walked the settlement's perimeter in the dark. She knew because

she also rose early and had seen him twice returning through the

treeline with the particular stillness of a man who had been at full

attention for an hour and was briefly allowing himself to stop.

He did not tell her he did this.

She did not tell him she had seen it.

Between them, these nine days, a specific and charged courtesy had

developed — the kind that forms between two people who are carefully not

discussing a great number of things and are both aware of the

not-discussing. She felt it every time they were in the same clearing.

She felt it when they were not.

This was inconvenient. She had a great deal else to think about.

Chief among them: the full moon rite, which was tonight, which

Mildthryth had told her would involve the entire pack transforming in a

forest clearing while Wulfwyn stood among them in her singular,

inconvenient human skin.

She was trying not to think about this too precisely. She was failing.

* * *
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THE SETTLEMENT'S MOOD had been changing since yesterday morning.

Not dramatically. Nothing announced. It moved through the community the

way weather moved through animals before it arrived — a collective shift

in the quality of attention, the children quieter but bright-eyed, the

adults efficient in the way of people clearing space for something

important. Tasks finished without argument. Hild and Beortwyn had not

disagreed since noon yesterday. This, Wulfwyn had decided, was the
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