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Chapter One

Shattered
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The howl did not end.

It entered him the way cold enters a house with a bad door, finding every seam, every weakness, every place that had ever been asked to hold against winter and had done it only because there had been no other choice. Not through the ear. Not through the mind, where language lived and sorted and named. Lower than that. Older. Into the bond-register where a wolf knew before he understood and obeyed before he had decided whether he wanted to.

It reached the wounds first. The old ones. The ones scar-tissue had sealed but not healed. Duty and love and thirty years of vigilance, laid down year after year until they no longer felt like choices but like the bones themselves.

Kiviuq came awake with it already inside his body and sat up so fast the heavy sleeping skins slipped from his chest and pooled at his waist.

Across from him, Nukka was already standing.

She had risen so quickly she had not fully wrapped herself against the cold. One shoulder of her sleeping robe had slipped. Her grey-streaked braid had half come loose and hung over one shoulder. One hand was pressed flat against the center post, not from weakness, but from the body's old instinct to reach for wood when the earth beneath it ceased feeling trustworthy.

Her face was not frightened in any simple way. It was the face of a woman who had outlived enough things to recognize disaster before it showed its full body.

"You feel it," she said.

Not a question. She already knew. This had struck too low in the wolf to miss.

Kiviuq swung his legs over the bedding and reached for his clothes without answering.

He dressed the way he always dressed, quickly, but not carelessly. Wool first, worn soft at the elbows. Then the leggings. Then the outer tunic, darkened at the edges by years of weather. He pulled on the belt with its knife sheath, the leather stiff from repeated freezing and thawing. His hands were steady. They were always steady. Men like him went to steadiness first and left what had to be felt for later, for private places and long nights that had no witnesses.

The howl moved through him again.

He stopped with one hand at his throat.

Not louder. Not sharper. Deeper. As if the first pass had broken the skin and this one had reached the bone. He felt it in the old wounds in him, in the scar-tissue of memory, in the private places where duty and love had laid themselves down year after year. It touched all of it. Not gently. Not cruelly. Simply, completely.

Outside, somewhere beyond the hide door, another wolf woke with a sound that was too raw to be speech and too human to be called a howl.

Nukka heard it too. Her mouth tightened. "What is it?" she asked, and this time it was not because she expected an answer. It was because naming terror aloud was one of the last dignities a person could still claim before terror began deciding the room.

Kiviuq did not answer immediately.

Because how did one explain a sound that was not a sound? A summons that was also a wound? A knowing that had arrived below language and carried inside it both recognition and ruin?

He knew some things at once.

Apollo was in it.

Artemis was in it too.

That was the devastation.

Not that one had called and the other had opposed him, as though this were simple enough for opposition. No. Both lived in the howl. Both were being answered. Two loves, both real. Two claims, both sanctified by centuries of devotion and loss and keeping. Wolves were not being asked to choose between truth and falsehood. They were being divided by something far worse: two truths that had finally touched each other and could no longer remain folded together inside one world.

He pushed to his feet.

The packed-earth floor was cold even through the wool at his feet. The hide door stirred in its frame as wind moved outside. He could feel the settlement waking around him now, not through ordinary noise, but through the lower register where the wolves of a place knew one another's unrest. Restlessness flickered through the bond web like distant light moving under ice. Bodies rising. Hearts changing rhythm. A child beginning to cry in another shelter before fully waking. An elder sitting upright with old tears already in his eyes and not yet knowing what they were for.

Nukka was watching him fasten the throat clasp of his coat. "Is it him?"

He looked at her.

The coat he wore in winter was white wolf fur over sealskin, heavy enough to stand against a cutting wind. Artemis's mark lived in it even when he was in human form. His whole pack wore that white. In peace it had been almost comic, too visible in the snow, too noble-looking for practical men who preferred weather-browned anonymity. Old wolves had joked about it. Pups had teased.

There was nothing comic in it now.

"Yes," he said.

Her eyes closed briefly. "And her?"

The howl passed through him again, and this time he let himself feel what it carried.

He thought of all the wolves who had lived and mated and buried their dead under Artemis's watching. All the mothers who had held feverish children beneath her moon. All the Alphas who had stood in silver light and believed, in full good faith, that they were tended by the one who had claimed them. He thought of two hundred and thirty years of a goddess showing up in the dark when she was called. Of the mate bond she had given them, woven into the architecture of their deepest loves, present in the most important relationship of every wolf alive. You could not ask them to redirect that. It would be like asking someone to stop loving their own heartbeat.

He thought too of the buried rightness finally returning, a name restored after centuries of being carried wrongly. Of wolves whose bodies had always been straining toward something older than they could say, something that had finally stood up in them and refused burial any longer.

Both were true.

Both were completely, devastatingly true.

"Yes," he said again.

That was when the grief truly entered him. Not because the world was breaking, worlds broke, and men like him were built in part for that fact. But because no one at the heart of this was false. No one had done anything wrong. Every wolf who would bleed for this war would bleed for something genuinely worth defending.

He opened the hide door and stepped into the hour before dawn.

* * *

[image: ]


The cold hit him all at once, vast and clean and merciless.

It burned the inside of his nose. Made each breath feel carved. The sky was still dark overhead, but along the eastern edge of the earth a thin whitening had begun, not light yet, only the warning of light, the sky's way of saying: this is still coming whether you are ready or not.

Snow lay over the settlement in long blue-white drifts shaped by wind around the low curves of the winter shelters. Smoke lifted from vent holes in soft grey threads and flattened in the air. Seal skins hung stiff on drying lines. Nets, mended and mended again, looped on pegs near the outer houses. Beyond the rise, the world widened into white distance broken by black rock and the far suggestion of ice and sea.

The settlement was beautiful the way hard-kept places are beautiful. Nothing wasted. Nothing decorative that had not first earned the right to be. Every shelter placed for wind and survival. Every path worn by repeated, necessary feet. Every store pit covered and marked. Every house holding histories too ordinary to be sung and too vital to be forgotten.

Wolves were emerging everywhere now.

A young mother with her child wrapped tight against her chest, eyes wide and searching the faces around her for a shape of reassurance no one yet possessed. Two hunters not fully dressed, boots unlaced, one still carrying the blanket he had thrown off his bed around his shoulders. An old woman in a white fox-trimmed hood, standing perfectly still in the middle of the path with one hand pressed over her sternum as if something there had physically struck. Three adolescent wolves clustered together trying to look like fighters and still carrying sleep in their faces.

The settlement was not panicked yet. Panic required time to become itself. This was the earlier thing. The thing before panic. Shock. Recognition. The body's sudden knowledge that the day it had expected to wake into had been taken away before sunrise.

His white pack moved among them, unmistakable in the dimness.

Their winter outerwear caught what little light there was and returned it pale against the snow. White wolf fur. White fox trim. Pale hides layered over practical wool and sealskin. In peace, the mark had made them look half ceremonial even while gutting fish or hauling wood. Now Kiviuq saw at once what the mark had always secretly been preparing them to be.

Visible. Undeniable. An answer written directly onto the body.

A white pack on a battlefield was not merely a pack. It was a declaration legible from three miles away. They could not hide. They had never been meant to hide. In a war fought over identity, there was a specific courage in that, in being seen completely, in wearing your allegiance where everyone could read it, in fighting a war you could not pretend your way out of.

Kiviuq looked east.

He could not see the river crossing from here. He could not see the line either, because lines like this did not begin in the land. They began in the body. In where a wolf turned when the deepest thing in him was called. In whom he stood beside afterward. In the terrible rearrangement by which yesterday's neighbor became today's opposite number without either of them becoming less beloved.

A runner appeared over the rise.

He came fast enough to throw powder-snow behind him, shoulders bowed into the wind, breath already torn ragged by distance and speed. His hood had fallen back. Frost glittered in his dark hair, on his lashes, in the fine cracks of his lips. One side of his coat was still half-buckled, as if he had dressed while running. By the time he reached Kiviuq, the young wolf's chest was heaving so hard it looked painful.

"Kiviuq."

No formalities. No honorifics. Only urgency and the beginning of horror.

Kiviuq stepped toward him once. "Where."

"The east crossing." The words broke apart in steam. "At the river."

Of course it would be a crossing. Of course the world would choose a threshold for its first wound.

"How many?"

"I don't know." The young wolf swallowed and looked sick with the effort to say the next part correctly. "Two patrols met in the dark. One from ours. One from theirs."

Theirs.

The word struck harder than the report itself, for one unguarded moment.

The grammar had changed overnight.

Ours. Theirs. A world that had held one people yesterday had split enough by dawn to make room for possession and opposition in a single breath. Kiviuq felt a brief, hot, useless anger at that, not at the runner, not at the wolves at the river, but at the obscenity of how quickly language obeyed division. How easily the mouth learned to carve the world in two.

"What happened."

The young wolf looked over Kiviuq's shoulder for one instant, toward the settlement, toward the white figures gathering in the snow, as if he needed witness before he could speak the answer.

"One of them moved first."

The cold seemed to sharpen around them.

No declaration. No Alpha standing before a gathered host. No divine sign in the sky. Only the oldest beginning there was. Two living bodies on a line that had not existed the day before, and one of them deciding movement before mercy.

"Who struck first," Kiviuq said.

The runner's face altered. Fear moved into it differently now, not fear of battle, but fear of truth. Fear of the shape the truth would take once it was spoken aloud and could not be unspoken.

"It depends who tells it."

Kiviuq held him in silence.

Behind them the settlement had gone quiet. Wolves listening without seeming to listen. Every face turned just enough. Every body leaning inward by fractions. The whole village hanging on the narrow bridge between not knowing and knowing.

"At first blood," the runner said finally, voice flattened by effort,"one of ours drew it."

Kiviuq felt Nukka come to stand beside him, the fur of her sleeve brushing his arm.

"And then?" he said.

"One of theirs finished it."

The words passed into the air and stayed there.

First blood.

Not the true beginning. Only the first death anyone would later be able to point to when they wanted the war to have a clean edge. The real beginning had been the howl. The real beginning had been the answer. The real beginning had been the moment the whole wolf world was reached at once and discovered that love could divide as surely as hatred, if two sacred claims were finally forced to stand in the same light.

Nukka's voice was low. "Can it still be stopped?"

He thought of the wolves at the river.

He thought of Artemis's faithful, carrying two hundred and thirty years of real tenderness in their bones. She had come when they hurt. She had come when they had death to deal with. She had given them the mate bond, the architecture of their deepest loves, and then she had stayed. Every wolf alive carried something of her inside the most important relationship of their life. You could not ask them to redirect that. It was not stubbornness or rebellion. It was the most honest thing they knew.

He thought of Apollo's wolves hearing something ancient in themselves stand up at last and refuse burial any longer. A name restored after centuries of being carried wrongly. A truth that had always been true finally allowed to breathe.

He thought of young wolves too newly mated to imagine fighting their cousins. Of elders who had given names at moon rites their entire lives and now might have to listen to those names fracture in the mouths of their own children. Of mothers, Betas, warriors, sentries, hunters, all waking inside a divided holiness with no clean place to stand.

He thought, not for the first time, that the worst things in the world were not built from evil. They were built from loves that could no longer occupy the same shape.

"No," he said.

The word left him white in the air.

Not loud. Not dramatic. Simply true.

For a moment no one moved.

Then the settlement changed.

Purpose ran through it like a new current under ice. The old women gathered children inward with firm hands and faces gone grave. Hunters turned toward the weapons stores. Messengers began choosing routes in their heads before they were sent. One of the younger fighters was already pulling on his second boot while running. A dog team farther down the slope began barking without understanding why. Somewhere a baby cried harder because the fear in the adults had finally entered the milk and the smell and the warmth of the bodies holding it. The village had not become a battlefield, not yet, but it had ceased to be merely a village waking to morning. It had become a place bracing itself to survive history.

Kiviuq watched it all.

The smoking roofs. The snow-scored paths. His white pack moving visibly among darker winter hides, impossible to hide, impossible to mistake. Old men reaching for weapons their hands had not needed in years. Women tying back braids and fastening belts with the brisk, furious competence of those who knew that grief could wait until the work was done. Young wolves trying to stand taller than they felt.

This was what the howl had become.

Not only sound. Not only revelation. A village changed by allegiance. A landscape changed by knowledge. Bodies changed by what love now demanded of them.

He caught the runner's shoulder before the young man could turn away. "Who is dead."

The question hurt the wolf more than anything before it. His face folded for one bare second under the effort of not fully breaking.

"Tovak," he said.

Kiviuq knew him.

Not intimately. That was the cruelty of it. Well enough.

Tovak, who laughed through his nose before his mouth caught up. Tovak, who could read dangerous ice by color in bad light. Tovak, who had two daughters with his eyes and a mate named Senna with hands strong enough to split bone and braid hair and hold grief without making a spectacle of it. Tovak, who had taken a shoulder out of joint last thaw and let it be set without a sound because there were younger wolves watching and he had not wanted them to learn fear from his face.

Tovak, who had expected to come home.

For one raw instant Kiviuq did not see the war. He did not see the line, or the gods, or the centuries of love and loss and legitimate claim. He saw the inside of a single house, ordinary and specific and irreplaceable, about to receive this news.

A woman waiting.

Children still warm from sleep.

A bowl not yet cleared from last night.

His gloves by the door.

The shape of a life that had no idea it was already over.

That was war. Not the songs. Not the banners. Not the grand speech later given to what had already happened by people who had not stood inside it.

This. A name. A body. A doorway about to darken.

Kiviuq turned east.

The dawn was coming thin and merciless over the snowfields, washing the world in a color too pale to be called hope.

"Wake all of them," he said. "No one moves alone. Double the watches. Seal the inner route. Send word to every settlement within running distance."

The wolves nearest him moved at once.

His white pack broke across the village like winter light, impossible to hide, impossible to mistake, impossible to pretend to be anything other than exactly what they were.

And under everything, still, the howl went on.

* * *
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In Rome, in the same hour, a pigeon came home.

It arrived the way bad news always arrives, sideways, through ordinary things, when you are not prepared. It settled on the ledge outside the window where it had always been received, and it waited with the patient, indifferent certainty of a creature that had done exactly what it was built to do.

Venus received the message herself.

She did not open it immediately. She stood for a moment with the small rolled parchment in her hand and the morning light coming pale and early through the open window, and she felt the specific dread of someone who understands, before reading, that the world contained in the message is not the world she left when she slept.

She had always known that the rock dove was hers. That the bird which carried messages home would, by the deep logic of sacred things, bring them first to the place it had always belonged. It was not a mistake. It was never a mistake. The bird had simply done what the bird was built to do, and she had been there, as she was always there, and so the message had come to her first.

She read it.

Then she read it again.

Then she stood very still for a long time with the morning continuing around her as though the world had not just changed, the light moving, the city waking, the ordinary sounds of Rome assembling themselves into another ordinary day, while she held a piece of parchment that told her her brother and her sister were at war.

She thought about not forwarding it. The thought lasted only a moment, but it was real, and she did not pretend otherwise. She was the goddess of love. She had watched love tear everything apart more times than any living thing should have to witness. She knew, with absolute precision, what was being paid for this war at this very moment in the wolf world, in doorways about to darken, in children still warm from sleep, in the specific silence of a house receiving news it cannot survive unchanged.

She knew Apollo was waiting for this message.

She rolled it closed.

The question she could not answer, the one that would live in her for everything that followed, was not whether to send it on. She would send it on. That was never truly in doubt.

The question was how long the pigeon had rested in her hands before it continued its journey. And whether rest was the right word for it. And whether Apollo, when he finally received the message, would ever think to wonder about the gap between when it was sent and when it arrived, and what that gap meant, and who had held it, and what she had known before he did.

She sent it on.

And then she sat down in the morning light and thought about twins who had loved each other across two hundred and thirty years of separation, and wolves who had loved a goddess so faithfully they were willing to bleed for her, and a god who had come back to himself only to find that his absence had grown into something alive, something that loved, and was loved in return, and would not simply step aside because the truth had finally come home.

She thought about what it meant that love could do this. Her gift. Her domain. Her particular nature, made weapon not by malice but by the fact that it was real.

She did not weep. She was not built for weeping in the simple human way.

But she stayed at that window for a long time.

And in the wolf world, the howl went on.
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Chapter Two

The Crossing
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The river was not wide.

That was the obscenity of it.

A man could throw a stone across without straining. In summer, children had splashed through it bare-legged, shrieking at the cold, trousers rolled to the knee while their mothers shouted from the bank to mind the current and come back before supper. Wolves who had hunted together, eaten together, stood shoulder to shoulder over winter fires and spoken names over each other's dead had forded it on the same side for generations without once thinking of it as a line.

It was a line now.

Snow on both banks had been beaten into grey slush by boots and paws and bodies that had fallen hard enough to leave their shapes behind. The river itself ran dark under the last of the dawn-grey, a faint skin of ice forming at its edges, delicate as breath on glass, as if it were trying to pretend it had nothing to do with what had just happened there.

Renn reached the bank at a run and stopped so abruptly mud splashed up the backs of his leggings.

What was left of Tovak's patrol was scattered along thirty feet of river's edge.

Two wolves still standing. One on her knees with both hands pressed to her side, breathing in the short, furious pulls of someone who already knew exactly how bad the wound was and had not yet decided whether fear deserved any of her strength. Three down and not moving.

On the far bank, the other patrol was retreating into the tree line.

Not running. Not victorious. Moving with the flat, stunned purpose of wolves who had done something they would carry for the rest of their lives and already knew it, and knew too that there was no standing still long enough to understand it. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

Renn knew the shape of the last figure before the trees took him.

He knew the width of those shoulders. The slight drag to the left when the wolf was tired. The way that man rolled one shoulder before a fight as if settling something old into place. They had trained together three seasons in a row. Shared dried fish and bad jokes and weather so miserable it had become funny because surviving it together was the only answer available. Renn had eaten at that wolf's fire. He knew the name of that wolf's mate. The name of the pup born last winter. The sound of that wolf's laugh when something caught him truly off guard and he forgot, for one clean unguarded second, to be hard.

Brekka.

Renn stood on the bank and watched the trees close over him and did not move.

* * *
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The wounded wolf on her knees was Asha.

One of Tovak's best. Fast. Disciplined. The kind of fighter who did not waste motion and did not lose her head when younger wolves were already halfway gone to panic. Once, when a bear had come too near the fish racks in late thaw, Renn had watched her stand so still the animal itself seemed to reconsider its confidence. She had that kind of stillness. Not passive. Chosen.
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