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PROLOGUE: BLOOD ON THE TILE
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The first drop of blood landed on my polished concrete like a bruise that forgot how to fade. It spread in a slow, embarrassed halo, and then something huge stumbled through the propped-open door and hit the front desk hard enough to rattle the candy jar.

I had a needle in hand and nitrile gloves on, ink laid out for a client who’d just texted to cancel because Mercury was in retrograde. I didn’t believe in planets tugging on human stupidity, but I believed in my floor, and right now my floor was collecting a river.

“Hey,” I said to the animal that wasn’t supposed to be here. “Easy.”

Wolf. Not a dog. Broad through the chest, mottled with grit and ash, one flank matted dark. In the lamplight his coat carried the rust of old blood and the black of new, and his eyes—the eyes were wrong. Not confused. Not wild. Attentive as any person I’d ever had in my chair, taking me in, deciding whether I was a needle or a hand.

He tried to stand. His front legs went out from under him and he folded, a silent, stubborn collapse, muzzle hitting the tile with a sound I felt in my own teeth. The air was stale with August heat and copper, the taste of pennies riding up the back of my throat.

“Don’t move,” I told him, like that was a thing a wolf would obey. “I’m calling this in.”

My phone lived under the counter, and I kept my voice level when I hit Animal Control. “Hi, yeah, this is Clean Lines on Ash Avenue. I have an injured wolf in my lobby. Yes, a wolf. No, not a husky. He’s bleeding. He’s... big.”

Hold music chirped cheery nonsense while a stranger somewhere decided whether my emergency was their emergency. The wolf watched me over the counter edge. When his ribs rose, there was a hitch. When they fell, the relief made my shoulders unspool a millimeter.

“Ma’am, can you maintain a safe distance?” the dispatcher asked when she came back. “We’ll dispatch a team. ETA unknown. There’s a lot tonight.”

I glanced past the wolf to the door. The sky outside sat low and heavy, moon fat and dull behind cloud—blood moon, the kind that flooded my bookings with last-minute “transform me” requests. “I can keep the space clear,” I said. “He’s not... he’s not aggressive.”

“Don’t attempt to touch the animal,” she said, the kind of careful even tone that meant she’d be writing a report if this went wrong. “We’re on our way.”

The line clicked dead. I stayed behind the counter because I said I would, because rules are the bones of not dying, and because something in the wolf’s gaze felt like a conversation I wasn’t ready to have. He lowered his head again and shut his eyes the way people do when they’re trying not to pass out in a public place.

“You picked the right shop,” I said, softer. “Clean lines. Clean exits.”

Humor. My fallback. He didn’t laugh.

I set out towels—white would’ve been a crime scene, so I took the pile of charcoal hand cloths I kept for messy ink rinses and slid them cautiously along the floor with the toe of my boot. He flinched when one touched his paws and then let me tuck it in just close enough to catch the next spill of red. The smell of him filled the room, not like the wet dog of cartoons but something woodsmoke and rain-washed iron and torn leaves, the quiet after a storm.

My gloves made soft noises against the counter as I lined up what I’d grab if he let me. Saline. Gauze. Coagulant powder. “Don’t touch the animal,” the dispatcher had said, and I wasn’t eager to test my reflexes against a jaw like that. But I had spent the last nine years coaxing terrified people into trusting my hands with their skin, and some instincts don’t ask permission.

“You’re heavy,” I told him. “No offense.”

His eyes cracked open. The color in them wasn’t gold like movies always gave wolves. It was a gray so pale, it made the whites look warm. A human color. A weather color. The kind of gray that says storm if you’re a sailor and stay if you’re a fool.

I took my boot off, left my sock on. Showed him I was smaller on purpose. My clients always relaxed when I made myself a little ridiculous—goofy socks with daggers on them, the queen of sharp things with soft feet. I put the boot where he could see it. A gesture. A nothing. But the next breath from him eased.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m going to slide this closer.”

He didn’t snarl. I slid the saline bottle along the floor until it nudged the towel. He watched my hands. Not my throat. Not my eyes. My hands, as if he knew how much trouble lives there.

The door chimed, a sound so familiar it made my heart jump hard anyway. Marisol’s voice carried from the street, warm and fierce. “Ro? You still here? Your planet people bailed again—oh.” The oh went flat. The hinges complained as the door eased shut behind her. “That is not a husky.”

“Stay back,” I said. “Callum’s cousin.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I’m making jokes so I don’t throw up.”

She took one step closer, stopped when the wolf’s ears ticked. “Animal Control?”

“On their way.”

I could feel my friend powering up to a speech about how to protect myself using the multi-tool she kept in her bag, and the truth was, I didn’t want to hear it because her fear would slap a label on mine. I needed my fear unlabeled—just the clean, cold curve of it so I could lean over it and see what mattered.

The wolf’s fur was clotted worst at the shoulder. It wasn’t the long rake of a cat or the bullet puncture you pray not to see. It looked like he’d been shoved through wire and then the wire had tried to keep him. Thick lines printed into the muscle. My fingers twitched. I could cut wire.

I slid off the counter. The wolf’s head came up half an inch. I stopped. Marisol inhaled like she’d swallowed a stone.

“Rowan—”

“I’m not touching him,” I said. “I’m touching near him.”

I went to my rolling tray, took the trauma shears, and put them on the floor in plain sight. Then I took a strip of cloth and looped it into a leash so light a sneeze could break it. I talked while I moved because silence makes prey animals panic and I wasn’t sure which of us qualified.

“When I was six,” I said, “Gran found a gull on the beach with fishing line wrapped around its legs. She made me hold the bird while she cut. She said there are only two kinds of fear—useful and pretty. Useful saves you. Pretty sits in your chest and rots until everything you touch smells like it. This is useful.”

“Your grandmother is terrifying,” Marisol muttered. “I love her.”

“Me too.” My knees bent until my weight settled low, my angle small. The shears glinted. The wolf’s nostrils flared. I put the blunt end against the towel first, let the fabric make the introduction, then eased up to the first snare-print of wire embedded in fur. Not wire. I’d been wrong. Barbed thorn. The kind that grows on the old hedgerow out past the mill, hard as nails and twice as unforgiving. A hedge you get pushed through if someone wants you to wear their boundary.

The shears cut the last stubborn length free. The wolf shivered in silence, the kind of tremor that suggests not weakness but restraint. I swallowed and breathed air sharp from cleaner and iron, and my hands remembered without asking, anchoring my weight just so, my body a map of all the people I’d steadied through needle pain. My voice found the soft register I used for first tattoos. “You’re okay,” I told him. “I’ve got you.”

He let his head fall against the towel. Not a surrender. A choice.

By the time Animal Control called back to say they were delayed by a multi-car pileup on the bridge and a loose steer on Route Nine—because of course—a small mountain of thorn had collected in a stainless bowl. The fibers of the towel had turned slippery and dark, but the bleeding slowed under the pressure bandage I’d improvised from gauze and a strip of jersey I would cut off my own T-shirt if I had to. The wolf’s breaths came easier.

“You can go home,” I told Marisol when the clock insisted it was midnight. “Go sleep. I’ll lock up behind you.”

“Not a chance,” she said, and dropped into the client chair, crossed her legs, and set her chin in her hand. Her eyes were on me, not the animal. Her confidence rolled steady through the room. It was a rope I didn’t realize I’d been holding until my hand ached.

Hours are different in a shop after midnight. The hum of the mini-fridge gets louder. The walls remember the day’s orders like a chorus under your breath. A siren will pass and leave the glass ringing. We took turns dozing in twenty-minute stitches. I kept waking because the air would change—the wolf would pull in a breath that made my own lungs answer, like some unseen metronome had ticked and my body got the beat wrong for a second. I drank water and held his gaze when he opened his eyes. He didn’t try to move. He didn’t sleep, exactly. He endured, the way you do when you’re in a body and there’s no alternative.

Sometime after two, the clouds peeled from the moon like a second skin. The light that fell past my front window wasn’t soft. It made hard edges where soft ones had been. The tattoo flash on the wall—the clean arrowheads, the ferns—stood out in a way that made everything else sit back. The wolf’s coat picked up an iron sheen, every hair a tiny blade. His eyes met mine and held.

I felt it then. A vibration in the air like bass through a wall. Not sound. Not sight. The feeling of being noticed by something you can’t name. The tiny hairs on my arms stood up into the light.

“Rowan,” Marisol whispered without lifting her head. “You feel that?”

“Yeah.”

A sound broke the night like a seam popping—somewhere far away, a branch under weight, a breath releasing after hours of being held. The wolf’s ears twitched toward it. His muscles bunched in a ripple and for a second the room was too small to hold him. He surged to his feet. The bandage held; the stain held; the glass held. My heart didn’t. It shot straight up into my throat and lodged there, beating a message I couldn’t read.

He limped to the door. His paws left prints like punctuation. He stopped there, shoulder brushing the jamb. He looked back at me.

“Don’t,” I said, and hated how the word broke, a thin thing.

He didn’t bare his teeth. He didn’t wag like some dumb movie. He watched me a full breath, and then he dipped his head, barely, as if someone had taught him the choreography of politeness and he’d decided I deserved it.

I did the stupid thing. I crossed the floor and unlocked the door for a predator.

“Go, then,” I said, my voice steadier than my hands. “Be good.”

He stepped out into the red-damp night and disappeared between the buildings, a shadow swallowing shadow, the moon slipping behind another soot of cloud as though embarrassed it had seen him. The smell of him lingered, woodsmoke and rain on stone.

“Rowan,” Marisol said, careful, like the sound of my name might crack glass. “You okay?”

“Yes,” I said, and didn’t know if I was lying. The room felt wrong without him. Lighter, as if the center of gravity had stepped away and taken a measure of meaning with it. I cleaned because cleaning is devotion that doesn’t ask for belief. I mopped until the water turned pink and then clean, sprayed and wiped until the smell of citrus cut through copper. The towels went into a contractor bag. The bowl of thorn sat heavy in the sink like a relic.

We dozed again toward dawn. The sky started to lighten with that particular gray that feels like a promise no one intends to keep. I dreamed of needles.

I woke with fire under my skin.

The first sensation was heat, a fast, serious blush that started somewhere deep and unnameable and surged up my sternum. I sat bolt upright on the couch, hand flying to the place that burned, and met a stranger’s breath. Mine. Sharp, shallow. The heat sharpened, then ratcheted back to a deep, ache-warmth. Not pain. Not exactly. The kind of temperature that says your body is doing a thing without asking your permission.

“Ro?” Marisol’s voice was gravel. “What happened? Hey.” She sat up, eyes finding me, finding my hand. “What is it?”

“I don’t—” The word failed. I stood too fast, the room doing a slow tilt, and pressed my palm flat to skin. Sweat slick. The shop’s bathroom mirror caught me in stripes: lamplight, shadow, the ghost of an all-nighter hanging under my eyes. I tugged the hem of my tank top down, then up, then gave up and pulled it over my head. My sports bra went with it.

What marked me wasn’t red. It wasn’t raised like a rash. It wasn’t superficial at all. It was a sigil sanded into me from the inside out, a design I would have admired on someone’s forearm or the blade of a calf if they’d brought it in with a good story, except there was no needle line, no swelling. Just skin and the whisper under it of lines finding each other like they’d been waiting.

Lupine. That was the first shape the eye takes. Not cartoonish or literal; the ghost of a head, the suggestion of a shoulder, negative space making muzzle and ear. Layered beneath, thorns—sharp, clean, precise—ran in a wreath I knew the way you know the route home in the dark. The thorn wasn’t the hedge I’d cut from his fur. This thorn was a drawing of thorn. A choice of thorn. Each barb faced outward. Each barb faced inward. A boundary that remembers.

The heat ebbed. My skin cooled under my hand. The gray of the early hour turned the mirror honest.

“Rowan,” Marisol said from the doorway, not trying for brave, trying for real. “I’m here. Tell me what you need.”

“I need it not to be permanent.”

“Can it not be?” Her voice had prayer folded into the folds.

I swallowed. The design was too exact to be an accident. It sat dead center over bone that guarded everything soft. I spread my fingers as if I could smudge it, lift it, erase it. The image did not blur. It breathed with me.

There are moments your life splits—before, after—and most of the time you only catch them in the rearview. I caught this one as it landed. In the mirror was the woman who made rules and made exits and kept hands steady for other people’s pain. In the mirror was something else, something that looked back like it knew me and would wait me out.

“Gran used to tell stories,” I said, my voice wrong in my mouth, soft and raw around the edges. “About marks and monsters. She always made sure the women chose.”

“We call her,” Marisol said, relief like oxygen under the words. “We call her now.”

“Yeah.” My throat worked. “Yeah.”

Somewhere outside, a sound rose that wasn’t a siren and wasn’t wind. It threaded the last ribs of night and the first pale of morning and sank into that strange, warmed place under my sternum like a key sliding into a lock. Not a demand. An answer to a question I hadn’t meant to ask.

I pulled my shirt back on. The fabric brushed the sigil and the warmth steadied, as if comforted by being covered. I turned off the lobby lights and the shop exhaled, the walls settling, the hum of the fridge going lonely. Marisol’s hand found my shoulder. We stood there a breath, two, three, the way we do when we don’t know what’s next and still refuse to be late for it.

“Coffee,” I said, and my voice sounded normal again, a thing with edges. “We’re going to need coffee.”

“And a plan,” Marisol said.

“I have one,” I lied out of habit and love.

When the door opened for the morning, the light was clean. The night had rinsed the city. There was nothing on the threshold except the ghost of muddy paw prints drying into nothing and a single thorn, small as a tooth, that must have fallen from my bowl somehow, resting on the mat like punctuation to a sentence I hadn’t finished.

I picked it up. It didn’t prick. It lay quiet and ordinary in my palm. The mark under my heart warmed once, just once, a pilot flame catching.

Somewhere in the waking streets, the day was calling names. Somewhere in the deeper woods, something answered.

I locked the door behind us and stepped out into a morning that didn’t know me, not yet, the paper cup hot against my palm, the symbol under my skin a slow, certain burn that felt less like a brand and more like a promise.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE SIGIL BENEATH THE SKIN
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By the time the sun crawled up over the brick across the street, the mark had settled from fever to a steady, contained warmth, like a coal cupped behind my breastbone. I moved around it the way you move around a bruise you don’t show anyone—aware, protective, irritated at the intimacy of it. The shop smelled like disinfectant and old coffee. Marisol handed me a cup from the bodega that always opens early, watched me take a sip, watched the way my hand stayed pressed flat against my sternum like I could pin the heat in place.

“You’re pretending it’s fine,” she said, eyes sharp and kind. “It’s not fine.”

“I don’t like it when reality gets presumptuous.”

She snorted. “You’re reality’s favorite chew toy. Sit. Let me look.”

No one had seen me naked out of want in months and suddenly here I was hitching my shirt up for my best friend because a symbol had decided my skin was a page. Her breath caught at the sight, but she didn’t reach out. She knows about hands. She knows when touch helps and when it’s a theft.

“It looks like you designed it,” she said, voice low. “If you’d brought me that sketch, I’d have said it was the cleanest linework I’d seen you draw in a year.”

“I didn’t draw it.”

“I know.” She angled, squinted. “It’s not raised. Not scabbed. It’s like... the opposite of a rash. Like your skin learned a language overnight.”

I pulled the shirt down, defiant. The cotton dragged, and the heat under my sternum answered like a cat waking—attention, not pain. I took another mouthful of coffee because bitterness is an anchor.

“Gran,” I said, and reached for my phone. I’d left a message at four and another at five and a text with a photo at six, which is the kind of granddaughter behavior that earns a scolding when your grandmother is a woman who battles raccoons off her trash with a broom and a prayer. The screen lit with her name before I could call again.
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