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Chapter 1: The Nose

The stock trailer came down the ridge road at first light with a bad smell in it, and the man driving it thought the smell was a sick dog.

I heard the truck before I saw it, a half-ton Ford with a slipping serpentine belt and one wheel bearing starting to sing, and I had the bay doors up and the coffee going before Ted Marsh got out and stood in the cold looking at me like a man who wasn’t sure he’d come to the right place. Nobody from Tilden is ever sure they’ve come to the right place. They drive up the ridge road because the ridge road is where the mechanic is, and then they stand in the yard and try not to look at the country above them, where the trucks are all older and the men who own them don’t age the way Ted Marsh ages.

“Reznik,” he said. “I got a dog situation.”

“Bring it in,” I said.

My father built the garage in the year the mine finally quit for good, out of squared timber and corrugated steel and a stubbornness that outlived him, and it has smelled the same my whole life: cold concrete and old motor oil soaked so deep into the floor that no amount of dry-sweep will lift it, cutting fluid, gear grease, the sweet-hot ghost of exhaust, and under everything the wet-pine cold that comes down off the ridge and lives in the corners no stove reaches. Two bays, a lift in the first one, a bench along the north wall so cluttered it looks like chaos and isn’t. A woodstove I feed all winter. A coffee pot older than Emil. On the pegboard my father’s hand-tools hang in the shapes his hands wore into them. He was right about where they go, and not one has moved. The light comes in gray through the high windows in the morning and yellow off the shop lamps the rest of the day, and out the open bay you can see straight up the ridge road to the country that has no use for the man standing in the light.

He didn’t have a dog. He had a two-horse gooseneck trailer with the ramp down and nothing living inside it, and he was pointing at the empty box like it might explain itself. His two geldings were in the corral at his place, he told me, and they’d been fine, and then three days ago something started riding in that trailer at night, and he could smell it, and his wife could smell it, a wet-dog reek that wouldn’t wash out, and now the geldings wouldn’t load.

“Show me,” I said, and I walked into the box while he was still telling me about his wife.

I put my hand flat on the front wall where the manger was and I breathed.

Most people in this valley read the first line of a smell. A wolf can walk into a room and know who was angry there an hour ago, who was lying, whose heat is due. Mine went deeper. I read scent as I read an engine with my ear against the block: every failing part reported separately. I put my nose into a place and it itemized.

The trailer told me this, in order.

A she-wolf had ridden under it. Not in the box, under it, wedged up on the axle and the frame rails, wedged there by someone with no money, no papers, and no time to argue. Three nights, because the scent had three layers, each one older and colder than the last, laid down and gone flat and laid down again. She was hurt. There was blood in it, old blood, the iron gone brown, from a wound on her left side that had opened and closed and opened. She was running. Fear does a specific thing to scent, sours it, and hers was soured all the way down.

And under all of that, faint as a fingerprint under glass, there were two smells I did not have words for.

One was chain-oil. That one I knew. Cheap chain-oil, the kind that comes in a gallon jug at the co-op, the kind you’d use if you had a lot of chain.

The other one I had never smelled before in my life, and I have a long memory for smells. It was sweet in the chemical way antifreeze is sweet, manufactured, with a cold edge under it like something kept in a jar. It sat at the back of the she-wolf’s terror like a hand on the back of her neck.

I stood in that trailer for maybe ninety seconds with my hand on the wall and I built the sequence.

Then I came out and told Ted Marsh he had a marten.

“A marten,” he said.

“Pine marten’s denned up under your barn,” I said. “They stink like a wet dog and worse, and they’ll ride a trailer for the warmth and rob a manger. Set a live trap by the tack room, bait it with a can of sardines, and haul it eight miles before you let it out or it’ll walk home.” I wiped my hands on the rag from my back pocket. “Your belt’s shot too. I can do the belt now.”

He was so relieved to have a marten instead of whatever a Tilden man imagines lives on this ridge that he’d have paid me double. I did the belt, and I did the wheel bearing while I was in there because a singing bearing turns into a locked wheel on a mountain grade, and I don’t like reading about people I could have kept off the guardrail.

I lied because the truth would not have helped Ted, and it would not have helped her, whoever she was, three days gone north with a hole in her side. He drove away relieved. I watched the empty road behind him and hoped she had found somewhere to stop bleeding.

He paid me in cash, three twenties and a ten, and drove out with his belt whining a little less, and I put the money in my shirt pocket without looking at it.

By the time Ted Marsh was gone the yard above me had woken up.

You could see it from the garage if you stood at the bay door, which I did, because the garage sits at the bottom of the ridge road and the yard sits at the top, and the whole geography of who I am is in that hundred vertical feet. Down here: the shop my father built, the ring of packed dirt behind it, the springhouse, and me. Up there, through the black timber, the roofs of the pack. Radomir Cazacu’s place with the long porch. The outdoor tables under the big spruce. The water cache. The men.

They came out into the cold with coffee and occupied the yard with a wolf’s easy entitlement, loose in their bodies, in no hurry, taking all the room they wanted. They moved above me like weather. Nobody up there was thinking about me. That was fact rather than self-pity. I had made my peace with facts a long time ago, or told myself I had. Some claims are better left beyond the reach of my nose.

Their order is physical and fixed. Once a month, on the full moon, the pack runs the ridge in a line, and the line is the rank. The point runs first and alone. Behind him the two shoulders. Behind them the body, six or eight strong. Then the tail, the young ones, the ones still proving out. Behind the tail run the ones who don’t count yet, and behind the ones who don’t count runs nobody, because there is no place in the line for a man with no wolf, and I was never once in it. The line has never held any place for me. Hundreds of Runs have passed this door since I was old enough to stand there alone.

I can draw the last one from memory, with a wiring diagram’s precision. Bogdan at the point, big and gold-shouldered and running like he’d invented the ridge. Grozav and Petru at the shoulders, Petru wide and steady, Grozav a half-length back and pretending he wasn’t. The body a loose knot of the strong: the Danciu cousins, old Marin who’ll die in the line one of these Octobers and wants to. Then the she-wolves running their own thread of it, and Anica somewhere in the middle of that thread where she had no business being, because she is the hardest thing on this mountain and she runs like a woman trying not to be seen doing it. Emil at the tail, twenty-three and terrified, all elbows even on four legs. And me at the door with a mug going cold in my hand, learning by heart the parade that would never admit me.

The position follows the marks. Town would never believe that part if you told them. A man’s place in that line isn’t how hard he hits. It’s how many bonds sit on his neck and on the necks of the women whose strength counts in his tally. Rank in this valley is built out of women, and most of those women did not get a vote, and the whole mountain has agreed for six generations to call that the natural order and drink its coffee. I have had a long time to think about it, standing in doorways.

Bogdan Iancu holds the point. He followed his usual morning practice and drove his big diesel dually into the number one bay without asking, because the number one bay has the lift and the good light and he is Bogdan and I am not.

“Wolfless,” he said, by way of good morning. “Oil’s due.”

He didn’t say it to hurt me. That is the part people from town never understand. Bogdan calling me wolfless is Bogdan telling me the sky is up. It is a job title to him. It is what I am for. A man doesn’t spit on his hammer.

“It’s your truck,” I said. “You can drive it till the rings go if you want. Saves me the trouble.”

“Do the oil,” he said, and left it on the lift and walked back up the hill to his coffee, and that was Bogdan handled, and my knuckles were white on the drain pan and I made them stop being white because there was no percentage in it.

I keep two lists. I have kept them since I was a boy. The first list is what the valley thinks I am, and it is short: wolfless, worthless, the punchline, the mechanic, Doina’s odd son, the moon skipped a coupon on the Reznik line. The second list is longer and I keep it quieter. On the second list is: I am the best mechanic in three counties. There is a lone she-wolf three days north with a hole in her side and I am the only creature on this mountain who knows she came through here. And there is something sweet and cold in my valley that has no name and no business being here, and I found it before anyone.

The trouble with the second list is that you can’t drink coffee on it up the hill with the men.

Beyond those two lists, I keep a number, and the number is the one nobody up that hill has to think about. They live two hundred years. Marin is a hundred and forty and calls that middle-aged. Costel Barbu is eighty-eight and looks it and will bury half of us. I am twenty-seven and I will get old the ordinary way, the town way, gray and slow and gone, in a valley where nobody else does, and the only thing I have ever found that buys a man like me a place among people like that is being useful. Being needed. Fine, until the day you’re not. Then you’re the old man in the cabin they keep around because it would be rude to stop. I would rather go up the north road with a flashlight than be kept. I said none of that aloud to anyone; most mornings I said it to a filter wrench, which took it well.

I did Bogdan’s oil. I was under his truck with the filter wrench when I heard the pack flatbed coming down the road, and I knew two things before it got to the yard. I knew it had thrown a belt, because a thrown belt on that flathead makes a sound like a man clearing his throat forever. And I knew who was driving it, because Anica Preda never lifts for corners, in a truck or in the rest of her life.

She backed the flatbed up to the second bay, precise as a surgeon, and got out, and I made myself keep looking at the filter.

Because I was under a truck and she could not see my face, I allowed myself an honest inventory of Anica Preda.

She is the pack’s enforcer, often the one who settles whatever the ring cannot. She is also the alpha’s niece and has never once spent that advantage. The mountain had built her to endure it, strong through the shoulders and the thighs, and she stands with her weight planted like she’s expecting the ground to try something. Her hair is black and heavy and she keeps it in a fighter’s braid on duty, always, so tight it pulls at her temples. She has a way of watching your hands instead of your face that most people find unsettling and that I understand completely, because hands don’t lie and faces are professional liars.

She watched my hands.

“Belt,” she said.

“I heard,” I said. “You want to wait or leave it.”

“I’ll wait.”

She leaned against the fender with her arms crossed and watched me work, and I narrated to myself, steadily, all the reasons I was not going to look at the line of her, because a man who works alone in a cold building learns to talk himself down off things. The filter. The gasket. A skim of oil around the seal so it seats. The torque, snug and a quarter. I did not look at the way she stood. I am telling you I did not look.

Then my nose went to work without permission, as it always did, and read her.

Her cycle was coming.

Cycles come. I have spent my whole life among she-wolves and long since stopped being a boy about it. This one was wrong, and my nose reported the fault with the mechanical certainty of a bearing about to go. It was three weeks early. Its scent carried none of a cycle arriving on its own schedule. It smelled hurried. Pushed. There was an edge on it that did not belong, a faint high sweetness under the iron and the salt of her, cold, chemical, kept-in-a-jar.

The same sweetness that had ridden under Ted Marsh’s trailer.

I did not move. I finished the belt.

Here was the problem. To say a word about Anica Preda’s cycle out loud is to admit that I can smell Anica Preda’s cycle, and the last man who commented on Anica’s cycles is a shoulder-rank named Grozav who spent a month drinking through a straw. She would not put me through a straw. But she would go very still, and something between us that I had been carefully not naming for about six years would break, and I would have deserved it. So I torqued the tensioner and I said nothing, and the whole time the second list in my head was writing a new line at the top of it, in capital letters, and the line said: it’s already in her.

“Try it,” I said.

She turned the flatbed over and the belt ran quiet and she let it idle, and for a second she just sat in the cab with her hand on the wheel, not putting it in gear, and I had the strange feeling she was doing what I was: staying in the one place on the mountain where the trouble inside her had gone still.

Then the phone in the office rang, and it was my mother, and the morning stopped being about smells.

Doina Reznik is sixty-one and deaf in her left ear and she conducts a telephone call like a woman defusing something. “It came,” she said. “The letter came again.”

“Which letter,” I said, though I knew.

“The county. The tax.” She gave tax the register reserved for dead men’s names. “Third one. Ilya, it says a word this time. It says auction.”

I looked at the twenties in my shirt pocket through the office window and did the number in my head, the number I had been doing in my head all year, the number that did not get smaller no matter how many belts I did. Eighteen thousand seven hundred forty dollars in arrears, including the county’s late fees. I could rebuild a transmission from shavings. I could not make seventy dollars become that. “After the New Year,” I said. “It has to be after the New Year, they can’t list before.”

“It says after the New Year,” she agreed, and there was a silence on the line that had my father in it, and the house he’d been buried off the porch of, and the pack’s word from 1907 that put the house there, a word that apparently the county did not recognize as legal tender. “Come for supper,” she said, which is what my mother says instead of goodbye and also instead of I’m frightened, and hung up.

Anica had gotten out of the flatbed and was standing in the bay door, and I don’t know how much she’d heard. She has a wolf’s ears. She’d heard all of it.

She didn’t say anything about it, which I was grateful for, because if she had said something kind I might have said something stupid.

“What do I owe you,” she said.

“Nothing. It was a belt.”

“You can’t run a shop giving away belts to people who can hear the number the county just said.”

“I can if I want to,” I said. “It’s my shop. It says so on the loan.”

Anica gave one brief snort and glanced at the loan papers visible through the office window. Then she put a folded twenty on the workbench and walked out before I could hand it back. I let her, because a man learns which fights the mountain lets him win.

The flatbed climbed the ridge road and disappeared into the timber. Then I cleaned the shop, emptied the till, and stacked the day’s paper on the desk to count.

The sweetness came off Ted Marsh’s money.


Chapter 2: Furniture

“You’re breaking them,” my mother said. “You always break them.”

She meant the eggs. She was standing at my shoulder in the kitchen where I grew up, close enough that I could have set the spatula down and put my arm around her and she’d have elbowed me for it, watching me cook the breakfast she was perfectly capable of cooking herself, so that she could tell me I was doing it wrong. She corrected your eggs until they came out worth feeding you.

“They’re scrambled, Mama. They’re supposed to break.”

“Tilt me the good ear,” she said. She’d heard me fine and disagreed. She turned her head so her right ear pointed at me like a challenge. Doina Reznik lost the hearing in her left ear the same year she lost my father, and she wields the deafness with Anica’s deliberate command of a braid, as a tool, as a way of receiving only the parts of the world she has decided to receive. “Low heat. You want them soft. You cook eggs like you’re mad at them.”

“I’m mad at the county.”

“Cook the eggs mad at the county on low heat, then, and they’ll still come out soft.”

The kitchen is the warm heart of a cold house, and it has been warm since before I remember because my mother has never once let the stove die, not the night my father didn’t come up from the mine, not the winter I had the fever, not any morning since. It is a low-ceilinged room with a plank floor worn pale in a track between the stove and the table, and the table is the oldest thing in it, scarred oak my grandfather hauled over the pass on a wagon, big enough for a pack and used, most mornings now, by two. There are jars of things on every shelf, herbs and pickles and rendered fat and buttons, and a window over the sink that looks up the ridge into the timber, and a woodbox I keep full because it is the one chore she will let me do without correcting. It smells of woodsmoke and coffee and bread and, this morning, of eggs I was cooking wrong.

The letter was on the table between the salt and the butter, county letterhead, and my mother had set a jar of chokecherry jam on top of it like she was keeping it from getting away.

“We’re not selling,” she said, before I could open my mouth.

“I didn’t say sell.”

“Your face said sell. You have your father’s sell face.” She sat down and pulled the jam jar an inch closer, covering the letter with her hand. “This house came here in nineteen and seven with the pack. Grigore’s grandfather and Radomir’s grandfather and old Barbu carried the beams up the pass on their backs when the road was a game trail, and the word they gave was that a Reznik would have a roof on this ridge as long as there was a ridge. That’s what built this porch. I will be carried off it, Ilya. Not driven off it by a man in Tilden with a stamp.”

“The man in Tilden with a stamp doesn’t know about nineteen and seven.”

“Then he can learn,” she said, “or he can come up the ridge road after dark and ask.” It was a hard joke. Nobody from Tilden came up the ridge road after dark. The pack’s word had teeth once, and she wasn’t sure anymore whose neck they were in.

I put the eggs in front of her, soft, and buttered the bread, and she ate and told me they were fine, which is the highest grade she gives, and I did the sum in my head again and it still didn’t work, and I thought about sixty dollars that smelled like a jar and didn’t say anything about that either, because there are things you do not bring to your mother’s table before you understand them, and they still made no sense.

“I have to go to town,” I said. “Purcell wants his heater looked at, and we’re out of stove bolts.”

“Bring back coffee,” she said. “The good kind, not the kind you buy when you’re being noble about money.” She caught my wrist as I stood, quick and hard, her hand a working woman’s hand, and looked up at me with her dark quick eyes. “You didn’t sleep. I can see you didn’t sleep. What is it?”

There it was, the reason I keep things off her table. My mother cannot parse a lie with my forensic precision, but she has been reading my face for twenty-seven years and knows her son better than any nose on the ridge.

“Bad dreams,” I said. “The county gives me bad dreams.”

She let go of my wrist. Her thumb dragged once over the grease worked into my skin, and her eyes stayed on mine long enough to tell me the answer had been filed rather than believed. She would bring it back when I had fewer exits. I had inherited that patience and mostly spent it on people I liked considerably less than my mother.

She made me eat before I could go, because you do not leave my mother’s kitchen with an empty stomach any more than you leave it with the last word. She cut me bread and put the good jam on it herself, the chokecherry, the last jar. She was more worried than she’d said. My mother guards the last jar of anything as fiercely as Radomir guards his praise. I ate it standing up at the counter with my jacket half on, and she watched every bite like a foreman who had never once signed off on a job without a note.

“Sit down to eat,” she said. “You eat like a man expecting to run.”

“I am a man expecting to run. Purcell’s heater.”

“Purcell’s heater can wait for a man who sat down.” But she didn’t make me, and when I kissed the top of her head on the way out she smelled of woodsmoke and bread and the lavender she keeps in her collar, and under it, faint, the fear she wouldn’t name. She had already lost one Reznik off this porch, and the county’s arithmetic had reached the same answer for both of us. She patted my chest once, an old habit from when I was small enough to lift, and told me to bring the coffee. I went out into the cold with eighteen thousand seven hundred forty dollars following me down the porch steps. I did not look back. The woodbox was full, Doina was alone at a table built for a pack, and neither fact improved my driving.

I saw Anica on the way down.

The ridge trail cuts the switchbacks, and where it crosses the road at the third bend there’s a hundred yards you can see up into the timber, and she was on it, running alone in the gray light, in human form and in her thermals, at a pace that would have killed a Tilden man and most of the ridge, going up the grade like the grade owed her money. Her braid was soaked through and stuck to her back. She wasn’t training a route or timing a lap. Enough men have run from things and at things in front of me for the difference to show. Her stride belonged to neither kind. This was a woman trying to outrun the inside of her own skin. Nobody wins that race. She was giving it everything she had anyway, before six in the morning, where nobody was meant to see.

I slowed the truck. I didn’t stop. If I’d stopped, she’d have known I saw, and I already carried one thing about Anica Preda that I wasn’t allowed to say out loud, and I didn’t have room for two. So I drove on down to town with the picture of her sitting behind my eyes, hard-breathing and alone and hunting something in herself she couldn’t put a name to, and I thought: three weeks early, and pushed, and running like that. The body knows before the head does. Hers was already telling her something was wrong. She just didn’t have my nose to tell her what.

Tilden sits at the bottom of the pass like something that slid there, eleven hundred people strung along one wet main street between the feed store and the diner and the church and the bar, none of which have ever needed to know that the ranchers on the ridge above them are anything other than unfriendly. The town follows its oldest habit: it looks at the mountain from the corner of its eye and gets on with the day. I like Tilden for that. It is the one place I go where being from the ridge makes me more, not less, because to Tilden the ridge is money and mystery, and I am the ridge’s translator, the one who fixes their trucks and knows which of their questions not to answer.

The feed store carries one of the best honest smells in Tilden: cracked corn and molasses, creosote and cold galvanized steel, twine, leather, the mineral dust of a thousand salt blocks, and diesel drifting in from the pumps out front. Sacks stacked to the rafters. A cat that owns the place asleep on the register. And behind the register that morning, Ruxa Albu, twenty-two years old, bright as a struck match, ringing up my stove bolts before I’d finished setting them on the counter.

“Reznik,” she said, grinning. “You look like death warmed over in a red flannel.”

“That’s the look I was going for.”

“It’s a strong look. Very outdoorsy corpse.” She is a pack girl, first-year in the line, sent down to work the feed store counter. The pack owns a piece of it and likes an ear in town. She has been kind to me since she was small in the uncomplicated way of a person who hasn’t yet been taught which kindnesses cost you standing. “Your mama want the good coffee or the noble coffee?”

“Good coffee. Don’t tell her I asked which.”

“Your secret dies with me,” she said, and reached down the shelf for it, and the bell over the door went, and the pack’s entrance changed the temperature of the town room, and I knew before I turned that it was Bogdan.

He had two pack men with him, Grozav and Vasile Danciu, and they came in loud and easy and filling the doorway, buying salt and buying rope, being the ridge in town, and Bogdan saw me at the counter and he grinned before either boot cleared the threshold, pleased by the free shot.

“Well,” he said, to the room, to Ruxa, to Grozav, to the cat. “The mechanic’s in the wild. Careful, girl, don’t let it near the register, the moon looked at the Reznik line once and skipped a coupon. Bad luck rubs off.”

Grozav laughed because Grozav laughs at whatever Bogdan does. Ruxa didn’t, and I saw her open her mouth to say something that would cost her, so I got there first, because that is the whole trick of being me, getting there first.

“Luck had nothing to do with it, Bogdan,” I said, counting out my bolts. “The moon marked the Reznik line down before you paid full price for yours. That’s the coupon.”

There was a beat. Then Vasile snorted before he could stop himself, and Ruxa laughed out loud, delighted, and even Grozav’s face did something involuntary, and Bogdan’s did not, because Bogdan does not enjoy being the second-funniest man in a feed store. He bought his salt and he called me wolfless one more time on the way out to reset the balance, and it landed like a wet rope, and I said have a good one, Bogdan, and let the diesel dually pull out.

And then I looked down and my knuckles were white on the counter again, the same as the drain pan, and Ruxa was watching me look at them.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said, quiet. “For me.”

“I did it for the cat,” I said. “The cat’s got standing to protect.”

She let me have it, but she looked at me a moment longer than a joke earns, and I thought again that the kindness of a girl who hasn’t learned better is a dangerous thing to accept, because someday somebody teaches her, and I refused to be the lesson.

Out the front window, across the wet lot, past the diesel pumps, a woman walked north.

She was on foot, which is wrong on that road, and she carried nothing, which is worse, and she kept close to the buildings with a prey animal’s caution, quick and low, checking her back without turning her head. I couldn’t smell her through the glass and the fuel and the feed. But I didn’t need to. Frightened things share a gait, and God help me, too many of them had gone north in front of me.

She was gone behind the church before I’d decided whether a stranger’s trouble was mine to chase, and by the time I got to the door she was gone entirely, no truck, no direction, just north, into the country where the road runs out and the packs don’t go.

I stood in the feed-store doorway with a bag of stove bolts, feeling slow where speed mattered. She was a stranger. I had no truck pointed north, no right to chase a grown woman down a public road, and no story to tell if I caught her. But the wind had given me one cold, sweet thread as she cleared the pumps, the same manufactured trace from Ted Marsh’s trailer and the till, pulled tight through her fear.

Another woman was running north.

I keep a list I don’t show anybody. It is the list of the ones I was slow for. She went on it that morning, a woman with no name, beside some people I had buried.

“You okay?” Ruxa said behind me. “You went somewhere.”

“I’m fine,” I said. The answer tightened Ruxa’s fingers around the coffee bag before she slid it across the counter. She knew better and spared me anyway. For one minute I loved Tilden’s blunt human noses, every last useless one.

Sheriff Ray Purcell was waiting by his cruiser when I came out, a comfortable-sized man with careful eyes, and he’d left the engine running so I could hear the heater fan rattle. I pulled the blower motor while he leaned on the fender and talked about the high school’s dependably losing football season, the turning weather, and a fellow over in the next county whose dogs got out. For the entire twenty minutes, Ray Purcell did not once look up the ridge road. Not a glance. He is very good at it. He conducts his entire career at the bottom of that mountain with the mountain at his back, and I have always found it restful, the professionalism of a man who has decided exactly how much he is willing to know.

“Bad squirrel in the fan,” I told him, showing him the chewed insulation. “New motor’s forty dollars, I got one in the truck.”

“Put it in,” he said, and paid me, and never asked what came down the ridge road at night, and drove off warm, and I liked him for all of it.

Emil found me at my truck. The pack wanted something. Emil Vaduva is the message when the pack can’t be bothered to come itself, and at twenty-three he is grateful to be sent anywhere. Gangly, cowlicked, and open-faced, he is the closest friend I have on that mountain. The mountain and I can divide the blame.

“Radomir says the yard pump’s down,” Emil said. “He says bring the mechanic. He said it like that. Bring the mechanic.”

“He knows my name.”

“He knows your name,” Emil agreed, “he just likes the other way better.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and pretended he didn’t have a piece of gossip burning a hole in him, his usual performance. “Ring roster went up this morning.”

“And?”

“And Anica scratched herself off it again.” He shook his head, honestly baffled, a kid trying to solve the one problem on the mountain nobody will let him solve. “Third moon running. I don’t get it, Ilya. She’d take any of them apart. Grozav, both Dancius, she’d take Petru and Petru’s the best we got. And she just, she writes her name up and then she scratches it out.” He lowered his voice like it was a shameful diagnosis. “You think she’s scared?”

I thought about Anica running the ridge trail alone at a brutal pace at dawn, out of schedule, burning something off that she couldn’t put in the ring. I thought about the fact that fear came to my nose as plainly as dinner came to Emil’s, and that whatever came off Anica when the ring roster went up carried fear’s shape with a harder edge. Fear itself I know. This had no name, any more than the sweetness on Ted Marsh’s cash did.

“No,” I said. “She’s not scared.”

“Then what.”

“I don’t know, Emil.” Which was true, and rare, and I heard myself say it and didn’t like how it tasted. There is not much I can’t read. I do not enjoy the exceptions.

He abandoned the question with his usual good cheer, and told me he was running tail again at the Run and had his route memorized, and started to recite it, the whole ridge, switchback by switchback, like a groom rehearsing his vows. I let him. There are worse ways to spend a wet morning than listening to a kid you like tell you how he means to run a mountain in the dark, and he had the switchbacks right, which is more than most of the shoulders could say.

“Tell Radomir I’ll come up and look at his pump,” I said.

“He’ll like that,” Emil said. “He likes when you come when he calls.”

“I bet he does,” I said.

And then Emil said the thing that turned the day, and he tossed it over his shoulder on his way to his truck, unaware it mattered.

“Oh. He said tell you it’s the pump and the whole cache. Water’s coming up funny. Tastes off, half the yard says. Radomir figures it’s the pump seals gone and put grease in it.” He shrugged. “You’ll want your kit for the spring box, is what he means.”

I stood in the wet lot with my stove bolts in one hand and my mother’s good coffee in the other and my whole morning rearranged itself around one word.

Off. The water tasted off.

“Yeah,” I said. “Tell him I’m coming.”


Chapter 3: The Water Cache

The men in a wolf yard never watched me work. They watched around me, arranging their bodies and eyes so my patch of ground contained nothing worth seeing. Coffee and talk flowed around the hole while I knelt inside it and fixed their pump.

The yard occupied a bowl of old timber where the ridge flattened before climbing toward the true peaks. Every road out mattered. Everything there had been built to last two hundred years and pass into another pair of hands. Radomir Cazacu’s house anchors the north side, long and low and log-walled, with a porch that runs its whole face and a rail worn smooth by generations of hands, and that porch is where the pack’s weather comes from, good and bad. Below it, under a spruce so old its lowest branches sweep the ground, stand the outdoor tables, long plank tables that seat the whole pack and do, on the nights that matter, and the seating at them is the run order rehearsed in daylight, though nobody would ever say so. There are the smaller houses of the shoulders and the body scattered back in the trees, woodsmoke standing straight up from every chimney in the cold. There is the water cache, a cedar tank fed by a spring higher up, with the hand pump and the trough beside it, and every soul on this ridge drinks from it. And downslope, below the yard proper, half-hidden by the shoulder of the hill, you can just see the packed bare dirt of the ring, and beyond it the roof of my garage, which is the pack’s polite way of putting both the fighting and the fixing where they don’t have to look at them.

Cold air. Woodsmoke. Wet pine, and the mineral breath of the spring, and under it, everywhere, the layered warm animal smell of a lot of wolves living close, which most people would find unbearable and which I have smelled since childhood and think of as the smell of other people’s belonging.

I pulled the pump.

It didn’t need pulling. The seals were fine, the leathers were fine, the check valve was fine. Inside two minutes I knew the water itself was the problem, the same one I’d been carrying since Ted Marsh’s trailer. But you don’t say that in a yard full of noses that would rather you were furniture. You do the job you were called for, slow and visible, and you use the time to work.

So I knelt at the cache with my head down over the intake like a man checking a fitting, and I breathed the water.

Cold mineral, first: granite and snowmelt and the green stone taste of a mountain spring, clean and familiar from every year of my life. That’s the top line. I went under it.

And there it was. The sweetness. Cold and chemical and kept-in-a-jar, so faint in all that clean water that it was less a smell than the memory of one, a fingerprint under glass. But I don’t misread that note anymore. It hid beneath the mineral, repeating the pattern of the previous three days. The trace came through the intake from the spring. Somebody had put it upstream of the whole pack.

I followed it. On my knees, then on my feet, up the little worn path along the pipe to the spring box, a squat concrete cistern set into the hillside where the water first comes out of the mountain, and I lifted the lid, and the sweetness came up out of it like heat off a stove.

There was a block in the intake baffle.

It was the size of my fist, waxy, pale, wedged where the water had to run over it, half-dissolved, releasing itself slow into everything downstream. Its whole design served that purpose. Someone had manufactured it, carried it up the track, and wedged it there. I lifted it out with a rag, keeping it off my skin because I did not want that smell on my hands for the next week, and I held it up in the gray light and it sweated in the cold. This wax had pulled Anica Preda three weeks early, soured a stranger going north, and left its ghost on Ted Marsh’s cash.

I did the rest of the read on the ground around the spring box. One impossible discovery needs ordinary evidence for the doubters. Nobody believes the nose. They cannot argue with dirt.

The block first. Under the sweetness there was a second note, machined and faint, that told me it hadn’t been mixed in a barn. Manufactured wax, ether, and animal material I could not identify without guessing. Whatever it was, somebody had cast it to dissolve slowly and push cycles through the water. There was one man’s smell worked into the wax from the handling, faint, ordinary, a small man who smoked and used a menthol rub for his joints. The wax and the boot print came from different men.

The boot was in the soft dirt below the box, one clean print, a lug sole, a size larger than any regular of mine and worn hard on the outside edge consistent with a bowlegged gait or weight carried along the outer feet. He’d stood there a while; the print was pressed deep and doubled where he’d shifted, and there was a cigarette crushed into the mud beside it, filtered, a brand you don’t buy in Tilden, gone soft with a week of weather. Two men, then, at least. The small one who made the wax and the big one who set it, or fetched it, or watched.

And up above, on the old fire track that skirts the top of the spring, half a tire tread pressed into the mud where the track drains. An all-terrain, aggressive tread, a wide truck, dually by the spacing, not a valley truck. I know every ridge truck equally well by rubber and engine note, and this was none of them. It had come up the fire track from the north, from the country the packs don’t go. It had stopped where a man could reach the spring box on foot, then returned the way it came. The tread bit deeper on the climb than the descent. It had carried something up that it did not carry out. More blocks, maybe. A month of them.

I wrapped the block in the rag and I walked it down to the yard and I did the thing I knew was a mistake while I was doing it.

Radomir was on his porch with the morning’s coffee and three of the body around him, and Bogdan among them, because Bogdan is always among them, and I came up out of the trees with a lump of wax in a rag and told the alpha of Coldsmoke that somebody was poisoning his water.

Bogdan laughed first. He would. “The mechanic found a booger in the spring,” he said, delighted. “Call the county. They love him down there.”

But it wasn’t Bogdan I was talking to, and I kept my eyes on Radomir, who is a big man gone heavy with his years, gray at the temples, with tired eyes that used to be certain, and I laid it out in repair order, flat, in order, no drama. A block in the spring box. A manufactured smell in the water. A cycle three weeks early in his own niece and, though I didn’t say her name, in others, all pushed. A boot print, a tire tread from off the mountain. Somebody has been up there, I said. More than once. And whatever’s in that block, it’s in the yard now, and it’s in the pack, and the moon’s in three nights.

Radomir heard me out. His face settled as he filed the warning as ambition. The wolfless mechanic, the boy who was skipped, had come up to his porch with a story that made him the only man on the mountain who could smell the truth, and a tired certain man put it where he put anything that cost him something to believe. He reduced it to the mechanic wanting to matter.

“You put grease in a spring box,” he said, not cruelly, which was worse, “you get a smell. That’s your booger, Reznik. Pump seals shed. Water tastes off, we clean the box.” He set his coffee down. “And you watch your mouth about pack water. You start telling this yard the water’s poisoned three nights before the Run, you’ll have half of them too scared to run and the other half looking for a man to blame, and there’s always a man to blame. Don’t be him.” He said it almost kindly. “Go fix the pump you were called for.”

It was witnessed on the porch by the body, by Bogdan, by the whole coffee-drinking morning of them. Every one of them saw the alpha tell the mechanic to shut up about the water. Every one of them followed Radomir’s lead.

I put the block, still wrapped, in my jacket. “The pump’s fine,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with your pump.” And I went back down to the garage, because there was nothing else to do with my hands and my hands are where I keep my temper.

Anica did not laugh.

I hadn’t clocked her on the porch, at the back of the body with her arms crossed, but I clocked her coming down the ridge road behind me ten minutes later, walking, deliberate, and I had the bay half up and my back to the door when she came in, and I knew it was her by the quiet. Wolves are loud without meaning to be. She isn’t.

“Show me,” she said.

I took the block out of the rag and set it on the bench between us and she looked at it and didn’t touch it, and her nostrils moved once. Then her arms uncrossed, and the fighter’s set left her shoulders by less than an inch. Her body had been three weeks wrong without an explanation. Now the explanation sat on my bench, sweating in the cold.

“What is it,” she said.

“I don’t know what it is,” I said. “I know what it does. It pushes cycles. Forward, and hard, and off-schedule. It’s manufactured. It came from off the mountain.” I paused. The next sentence could cost me teeth. She had walked down a mountain to hear the truth, and I was tired of everybody on the ridge being handed a lie for their own good. “And it’s in you. Your cycle’s three weeks early and it smells pushed. I could smell it on you when you brought the flatbed in. That’s how I knew the block would be up there before I found it. Because I already knew what it did, because I’d already smelled it on you.”

I used the same plain voice I’d give a failing wheel bearing. I kept leer and apology out of it because either would have made it shameful. A bearing was about to lock and she needed to know.

She went straight past the flinch a man braces for. Her shoulders squared, but her arms stayed loose at her sides, exposed without giving ground.

“Nobody can smell that this early or this clean,” she said, low.

“I can.”

“The last man who told me he could smell my cycle.”

“Grozav. I know. He drank through a straw.” I met her eyes and held them, which is not easy to do with Anica, because her eyes do not blink first. “I’m not telling you so you’ll know I can. I’m telling you because somebody put a chemical in your water to make your body do a thing it didn’t choose to do, and you’re an enforcer, and I thought you’d rather have the truth than the pump story.” I turned the block over with the rag. “You can put me through a straw after if you want. But you’d be putting the wrong man through a straw, and you don’t do that. That’s what everybody misunderstands about you. You never hit the wrong man.”

She looked at me for a long time.

Then she stepped into my space, close enough to test what another male’s scent would do. On any other man on this mountain, with her cycle three weeks up and climbing, her body would have started answering the nearest male whether she chose it or not. That is how it works here. A she-wolf in cycle throws scent, a male answers with rut, and the loop closes on both of them and pulls, and neither of them is deciding anything by the end of it. I have watched it from the outside since I was old enough to understand it. It is the engine beneath every rank here and the reason the valley is built the way it’s built.

She stepped inside my reach and she waited for it to happen.

And it didn’t.

Her body braced for a missing step, but she stayed upright and entirely herself, eyes level and assessing on mine. The hunger kept climbing in her blood without taking the wheel. Inside my scentless radius, the loop could find no answering signal and failed to close.

She held it a long moment, on purpose, testing it with the deliberate care of a driver pumping new brakes, feeling for the edge of it, finding her own head where it should have been fogging over and finding it clear.

I said nothing. I could feel the heat coming off her and I could smell all of it, the pushed cycle and the clean want under it and the shock, and I kept my hands flat on the bench and I said nothing, because whatever this was, it was hers to do, and the one thing my strange life had taught me was that the wanting had to be hers or it was worth nothing.

She stepped back out.

“Not yet,” she said.

The answer left the door open. She had come down a mountain and run an experiment on the one variable in the valley she couldn’t explain, and she had gotten a reading. She was going to go away and think about it.

“Okay,” I said.

She went to the door and stopped in it with the gray light behind her, braid soaked from her morning run, the most contained body on the mountain, and she said, without turning around, “That block. Don’t show it to anybody else. They’ll do to you what my uncle just did, and worse, and I need you not broken.” Then, because she is who she is and cannot leave a moment warm: “Fix his pump next time. It’s embarrassing, a mechanic who can’t even find a fake problem.”

And she went up the road.

I missed the hook when I hung my rag and had to pick it up from the floor. So much for discipline.

I had been useful to this pack since I could hold a wrench. Needed was different. They brought me trucks because I was the only mechanic and tolerated me because my mother’s house came with the beams. Nobody with a valley full of options had ever walked toward me.

Anica could have chosen any male on the mountain and wanted none of them. She had stepped inside my reach with her head clear and called it not yet. I knew better than to build a house on that last word. Even so, I let the kettle boil dry enough to scorch its bottom before I remembered to move.

That night I took a flashlight and walked the fire track above the spring box, alone, on foot, up into the cold dark where the track drains, and I found where the wide truck had parked.

I found it three times.

The same aggressive tread marked three turnouts, each visit dated by the mountain. The newest cut sharp through the mud. Rain had softened the second. Fallen needles filled the oldest print, three or four weeks of debris settled into its grooves. Somebody had serviced the spring box weekly for a month.

The fresh track still held the bowlegged man’s scent.

I killed the flashlight. Darkness closed over the tread, and I walked down by feel before his headlights could find me standing there.


Chapter 4: Four Minutes

Two horses came down the pass road on the fifth day, and I heard them before I placed them, because horses are rare on this mountain. The pack has trucks like everyone else, and wolves who need to move fast have four feet of their own. Horses mean somebody wants to arrive as a picture. Somebody who has thought about what it looks like, coming down out of the high country at a walk, unhurried, in the cold clean light, on an animal instead of behind a windshield.

I was under a spread-out transmission with half of it in a drain pan. I rolled out when the hoofbeats stopped and stood wiping my hands until the rag went still between my palms.

There were two women on the horses. The one in back I knew by reputation, Sigrid Fossum, weathered and saddle-straight, forty-something. Before I reached the bay door, she had checked both exits, the fuel drums, my lift cable, and the road behind her. She spent one nod acknowledging me. The woman in front I had never seen, yet both ranges knew the Luna without crossing the saddle.

Solveig Aakre. The Luna of the ridge pack.

I tried not to do what a man wants to do with his eyes to a woman like that, but none of the rest made sense without first taking in what she was. She was tall in the saddle and long-lined and she sat the horse with the certainty she apparently brought to everything, which is as though it had been decided in advance and there was no more to discuss. Her hair carried the clean silver-white of high-country snow, and it was coiled up off her neck in a braid like a crown, and the severe coil said almost nobody living had seen it any other way. Her wool was immaculate. Her face gave away nothing. That caught me harder than beauty because I read faces, bodies, and scents for a living, and hers refused every tool I had.

“You’re the mechanic,” she said as a statement. She has a low, precise voice, and her sentences come out finished, like she drafts them somewhere behind her eyes before she lets them go.

“I’m the mechanic.”

“Solveig Aakre. This is Sigrid.” Sigrid nodded from her horse and kept her eyes moving around my yard, cataloging exits. I recognized the habit. “We share the pass road with your pack, the last four miles before the summit. It needs grading before the freeze or it closes early, and it closed early last year, and I lost a month of it. I’d like your pack to put a blade on it. I’m told you’re the man who knows what equipment your pack actually has, as opposed to what it says it has.”

“That’s a fair way to put it,” I said. “Radomir’s got the old motor grader. It runs. Barely. I keep it running because he won’t buy a new one.”

“Will it do the four miles.”

“It’ll do the four miles if I nurse it. Two days. Better before the next storm than after.”

“Then before the next storm,” she said, and that, I thought, was that. It had taken eleven sentences, I counted them later, and each had carried only the words it needed. She had ridden down a mountain to arrange a grading job that a phone call would have settled, and it was settled, and she should have turned the horse around.

She didn’t turn the horse around.

She sat there. And Sigrid glanced at her, one flick, and then went back to reading my yard. Whatever was happening sat outside the schedule Sigrid had expected. Her glance said she had decided to let it happen and take note.

“You don’t sleep,” Solveig said.

I didn’t. It was in my face and she’d read it off me the way I read a truck, and it unsettled me to be the one getting read for once. “It’s a busy week.”

“So I gather.” She looked at my hands, which were scarred and grease-black and ordinary, and then she looked at my face, and I ran out of useful places to put my hands. She looked straight at me with none of the yard’s habit of sliding around or through my place, giving me the steady study of a map, and I felt it land on my skin like cold water, and my own hands suddenly had no job, which had never once, in twenty-seven years of being furniture, been a problem before.

“Altitude’s getting to me,” I said, which was a lie, and a bad one, because we were at her altitude, and she almost smiled, which on that face was an event.

She swung down off the horse. She came close, a step, two, to hand me a folded paper with the pass mileage on it, which was an excuse and both of us knew it was an excuse, and she stood inside the scentless space around me, the null.

Her cadence slipped.

She began another finished sentence about the grading and stopped in the middle of a word. Her gloved hand tightened on the folded paper hard enough to crease it.

Inside my radius, her scent lost none of its iron discipline. Yet beneath that discipline I caught one warm current with nowhere to hide once my answering pressure was absent. It vanished when she stepped back, her next sentence delivered cleanly.

Sigrid’s gaze touched the crushed paper, then Solveig’s face.

I kept my read behind my teeth. Three minutes after meeting a Luna was too early to tell her what lived under her composure, especially when I could not tell whether I’d found hunger, exhaustion, or both. What I knew was simpler: she had ridden down for a road-grading, settled it, and stayed.

“Luna,” Sigrid said, careful, from her horse. “You said you wanted to see the low road on the way. If we’re going to make the saddle by dark.”

“The road needed seeing,” Solveig said, which was not an answer, and swung back up into the saddle with the paper business concluded and her armor bolted down, and looked at me one more time from up there, and I could not read her at all, which almost never happens to me, and it rattled me worse than any beating Bogdan ever gave my pride.

“Before the next storm,” she said. “The grader.”

“Before the next storm,” I said.

They rode up toward the yard, because you don’t leave a neighbor pack’s ground without paying respects at the alpha’s porch, and I stood in my cold yard with a folded paper in my hand and fed one corner of it into the parts washer before I noticed what I was doing. I told myself it was altitude. We were at her altitude, so even the lie was poorly serviced. I went back under the transmission where things made sense.

A transmission is a hundred parts, each doing the job it was made to do. When one stops, I can find it, fix it, and trust the repair. Solveig had stood in my radius, loosened by half an inch, then locked herself down and ridden away. I had no gauge for whether the silence relieved her or frightened her.

I had spent twenty-seven years treating my absence like an empty socket. She had stayed four unnecessary minutes beside it. I torqued the valve body and made myself attend to the part in my hands.

My mother fed Sigrid.

I found this out because I went up to the yard an hour later to tell Radomir about the grader, and the kitchen window of my mother’s house, which is downslope of the yard, was steamed, and Sigrid Fossum was sitting at my mother’s table with a bowl of something, because that is what happens to anyone who comes within a hundred yards of my mother between meals. Solveig had declined the chair. Solveig stood by the door with her hands folded, watching the room like an auditor going through the books, and my mother let her stand, which my mother does not do, my mother makes everyone sit, and the fact that she let the Luna stand told me the two of them shared history nobody had given me.

A second bowl steamed untouched on the counter. Doina had fed Sigrid before the woman’s coat came off, but she worked on Solveig sideways, never looking at her or moving the bowl closer. Solveig remained by the door. Doina let her. As the room warmed, the Luna loosened one glove at the wrist, caught herself, and pulled it snug. Nobody had ever won an argument with my mother’s stew. Solveig had not yet admitted she was in one.

“You’ve kept the house,” Solveig said to my mother, into the steam.

“I’ve kept the house,” my mother agreed.

“They said you wouldn’t.”

“They say a great many things down the mountain and up it,” my mother said, and tilted her good ear at the Luna like a challenge, “and I’ve buried some of the ones who said this one.” She ladled more into Sigrid’s bowl without being asked. “You’ve kept the seat.”

“I’ve kept the seat.”

“They said you wouldn’t either,” my mother said.

Solveig touched the old silver at her throat. Doina’s spoon stopped against the pot, and neither woman used the name waiting between them. Sigrid ate her stew and studied the bowl as if furniture were a professional calling.

Then the Luna’s eyes came to me in the doorway, rested there, and went away, and she thanked my mother in the formal old way and took Sigrid out to the horses. They rode up the pass into the failing light until her silver crown vanished in the timber. The pass-mileage paper had creased into a hard little fan in my fist.

“That one,” my mother said, watching the empty road, “rode down a mountain for a road-grading and stood in my kitchen for twenty minutes.” She turned and looked at me with her dark quick eyes. “What did you say to her at the garage.”

“Nothing. I said the grader would do it.”

“You said something,” my mother said, and went back to her dishes, and did not ask again, and stored the moment with everything else she remembers.

I went down to Tilden that evening for the good coffee I’d forgotten the day before, because a man will invent an errand to stop his own head, and while I was paying, Ruxa handed me my change out of the drawer, and the twenties came off her hand with the sweetness on them.

Cold. Chemical. Kept-in-a-jar. On the money in the feed store till.

“Where’d these come from,” I said, too fast, and she blinked at me.

“The drawer? People? Ilya, it’s money, it comes from hands.” But she thought about it, because she is a good girl and she could hear that I wasn’t joking. “There was a fella, day before yesterday. Bought a hundred in diesel, off the pumps, paid cash. Little guy. Gray around the fingers, like he’d been handling something. Said he was a surveyor, up doing lines for the county before the snow.” She frowned. “He smelled like a doctor’s office. Like the stuff they clean cuts with. And smoke. And he was in a hurry, and he went north.”

A small, precise man. Ether and cold smoke. Surveyor. Gone north. The one who cast the wax, the one who smoked and used the menthol rub, the small clean careful hands of a man who works with good glass.

“Thanks,” I said, and put the coffee under my arm, and did not tell Ruxa Albu that she had just described one of the two men salting her water, because there was nothing she could do with it but be afraid, and I was collecting fear all week like a man filling sandbags, and I didn’t want any of hers.

“You look like the corpse again,” she said, ringing me out. “Worse. You look like the corpse got bad news.”

“The corpse always looks like that,” I said. “Corpses are consistent that way. You want them to smile, you’re going to be disappointed.”

“My mama says a man who jokes that much is carrying something.”

“Your mama’s right. It’s a bag of coffee. It’s very heavy. I have to go.” And I went, because Ruxa’s mother was right, and one twenty-two-year-old reading me any better than the Luna already had was enough for the week. It had been a long week for a man who prefers to be the only one in the room who knows anything, and everybody I liked kept looking at me like I was a truck they’d decided to worry about.

I drove up the ridge road in the dark and did the arithmetic I’d been avoiding.

All week my nose had been quietly collecting things I had refused to add up, refusing to count them as people refuse to count coughs before someone says flu. Anica was three weeks early, along with others. At the yard when I brought the block, past the coffee and the men, I’d caught it on two of the she-wolves of the body, that same pushed edge, that same jar-sweetness climbing under their skin ahead of schedule. And the stranger going north on foot. And however many I hadn’t been close enough to read.

Three that I was sure of. Maybe more. All pushed. All early. All climbing toward the same night.

And the full moon was close enough to pull at every wrong cycle in the valley.

I sat in the truck in my dark yard with the good coffee cooling on the seat. Somebody had spent a month dragging the valley’s cycles toward one night, and the moon would finish the work while the whole pack ran the ridge.

Three nights to the Run.


Chapter 5: Before the Run

The pack eats together the night before a Run, and the meal is the run order sitting down.

Nobody would ever say it that way. Ask any of them and they’ll tell you people sit where they like. Then they’ll go sit where they always sit, placed by rank, and the living map of who outranks whom appears on those plank tables in bodies every full moon eve. Radomir at the head, under the spruce, the point and the shoulders down the near end where the light’s best, the body filling the middle, the tail and the young ones at the far cold end where the platters arrive last and half-empty. And the elders on the crossbench at the top corner, out of the order, past it, three or four old wolves who ran their Runs and don’t run anymore and get served first out of respect and eat slow.

There is no chair for me. I sit where my mother sits, at the seam between the body and the tail, which is the seam the pack files my mother under, a little above where they file me, because she has the house and I only have the hands. I don’t mind the seam. From the seam you can see every seat, and I have watched this pack from its edges since childhood, and the edge teaches you where people would rather your eyes weren’t.

I loved that meal even while I prepared to ruin it.

It is the pack’s warmest custom. The tables groan. My mother and Nekane and the older women run the food out in relays, roasts and root vegetables and bread and the dark pack beer, and the noise is enormous, and the noise is the point. Insults fly the length of the table and land as affection; Petru told Grozav his running last month looked like a bag of chains falling down a stairwell, and Grozav told Petru he’d know, being mostly chain himself, and both of them grinned like boys. Ruxa flitted up and down with a pitcher, bright, refilling, newly in the line that month and proud of it. Emil sat at the cold end with his knee going like a sewing machine and recited his route to anyone who’d listen and several who wouldn’t, switchback by switchback, drawing it in the air with a fork, the whole ridge, the second bend where the tail bunches up, the place past the springs where the young ones are meant to hold their spacing so the body doesn’t run up their heels. He’d made it a speech. He had gestures. Ruxa stopped with the pitcher to watch him do the part with the two forks and told him he looked like a man conducting an orchestra of one very nervous violin, and Emil said conducting was the proper word, that was leadership, and Petru leaned the whole length of the table to tell him that if he said switchback one more time he’d carry him the entire Run in his teeth like a pup, and Emil laughed the too-loud laugh of a terrified kid who’s decided to be brave, and said at least he’d know the route, and the cold end of the table lost it, and I loved him for it, and I was watching everyone drink the water.

Because they were drinking the water. Every one of them. The pitchers on the table were cache water and the beer was brewed on cache water and the roasts were braised in it, and I sat at my seam and watched a hundred and nineteen years of pack drink from the spring box I’d found dosed. Every tipped cup shortened the fuse under the table while the pack insisted fire was imaginary.

Halfway down the table old Marin, a hundred and forty and shrinking, caught my attention with the story he told every Run eve, about the winter of the deep snow when the elk came down into the yard and the pack ate for a month without leaving the timber, and everyone within earshot had heard it forty times and everyone let him tell it, and the young ones leaned in like it was new, because that is what a pack is, a machine for letting the old tell the young the same true story until the young are old enough to tell it. Two of the body were arguing about a truck axle and appealed to me across three seats and I settled it and they both told me I was wrong and went back to arguing, which is the highest form of respect the body has, to ask you a thing and then reject the answer. My mother and Nekane passed each other in the relay with their hands full and touched shoulders without looking, two immovable women keeping a hundred people fed. Somebody’s baby got passed down the table hand to hand to be admired and came back up damp and delighted. It was loud and warm and crowded and mine in the only way the pack ever belonged to me: I was allowed to sit at its edge, and I have wanted since childhood to be more than allowed, and never so much as that night, watching them drink the water.

Costel Barbu watched me the whole meal.

He is one of the elders, eighty-eight, half-blind, his eyes gone milk-edged, root-wood hands folded on the crossbench, and his cloudy eyes found me at my seam and stayed on me longer than politeness allows an old man to stare, and there was something in his ruined face I could not name and did not like, because his expression carried recognition instead of the contempt or pity I knew best. He studied me with the recognition reserved for something long awaited. I looked away first. I usually do.

I got up before the pie.

I did not plan it. I’d told myself all through the roast that I would let it lie, that Radomir had told me to shut up and Anica had told me not to get broken and both of them were right, and I would sit at my seam and eat my mother’s cooking and watch the fuse and trust that draining the cache in the dark tonight would be enough. And then Ruxa came down the table with the pitcher and filled the young ones’ cups, the tail, the kids, the ones cycling early who didn’t know it, and I watched a girl I liked pour a pushed heat into a nineteen-year-old’s cup with a smile, and I was on my feet before I’d decided to be.

“I need to say a thing,” I said, “and I need every table to hear it, and then you can throw me off the ridge.”

The noise stopped in a wave down the table as heads turned, and by the time it reached the cold end even Emil had shut up, and a hundred faces I’d watched from the edges since childhood were looking at me together, which was a new and terrible sensation, and the Luna’s stare made fresh sense to me, because this was that times a hundred and none of it kind.

“The water’s been dosed,” I said. “The cache. Somebody’s been putting a chemical in the spring box for a month, and it pushes cycles, forces them early, and half the she-wolves at this table are running three weeks ahead right now because of it, and they didn’t choose that, it was done to them. And the moon’s tomorrow.” I made myself keep my voice flat, a mechanic’s voice, a bearing about to lock. “Tomorrow night the moon reaches into every one of those pushed cycles together, all of them, together, in the middle of the Run, in the dark, on the ridge. And I am telling you that the Run is going to go wrong in a way it has never gone wrong, and I am asking you not to drink another cup of that water tonight, and I am asking you to think hard about whether we run at all.”

Silence. And then Bogdan laughed, because Bogdan is dependable, but even Bogdan’s laugh landed thin, because a hundred wolves had just heard the wolfless mechanic say the thing plainly, at the table, in front of the elders, and some part of every one of them had smelled that the water tasted off all week and had told themselves it was the pump.

Radomir stood up.

He was the alpha, and he was not a cruel man. Fear wore the alpha’s face. If the pack grew afraid the night before a Run, Radomir believed the line itself might split. “Sit down,” he said. “Sit down, Reznik, before you embarrass your mother.” He said it to hurt, because it was his surest weapon, and it worked; it went into me like a blade slid between two ribs, clean, and the table felt it land, and some of them looked away and some of them looked at me to watch me take it.

My mother stood up.

She did it slowly. She is sixty-one and short and square. She put both hands flat on the table and pushed herself up out of her seat at the seam, unhurried, without a word. In the sudden quiet, she turned her good ear toward Radomir and fixed the alpha of Coldsmoke with her dark quick eyes.

And Radomir Cazacu, sixty-three years old, alpha of this ridge for thirty of them, looked away first.

Every table saw the alpha’s eyes drop from the widow at the seam, and the whole table pretended with everything it had that it had not seen the alpha blink, which made their pretense plain to everyone. My mother sat back down. The noise came back up, too fast, too loud, everyone talking about the pie at once. And I stood there a moment longer, and then I sat down too, because there was nothing left to win, and my mother put her hand on my knee under the table and gripped it once, hard, and did not look at me, and I have carried that grip a long time.

Anica caught my sleeve when I left.

I’d got up while the pie was going around and slipped off toward the road, because I couldn’t sit at that table one more minute being pitied and admired in the same faces, and she came out of the dark after me by the ring and caught my sleeve, and she didn’t waste words, she never does.

“How bad,” she said.

“Bad,” I said.

She looked at me for a second in the dark, and whatever she read in the one word, it was the right amount, and she let go of my sleeve and went back to the light and the pie, and I went down to the garage for my tools, because there was one thing left I could do with my hands, and I was going to do it whether it helped or not.

I drained the cache at three in the morning.

The yard was asleep and the moon a night off, fat and waxing, throwing enough light off the frost that I killed the headlamp half the time and worked by it, because a light moving in the yard at three would bring a shoulder out with his hackles up, and explaining myself to Grozav in the dark held no appeal. It was cold enough that the water on my gloves froze to a shell and the valve wrench tried to take skin off my fingers when I touched the bare steel. I opened the cedar tank’s bottom drain and ran the entire cache out onto the frozen ground. Hundreds of gallons gurgled away black and steamed in the dark. It took the better part of an hour. I stood over the drain until the last poisoned trickle stopped; you do not leave uncertain work unfinished.

Then I climbed to the spring box with the hose and the brush and the lye. There was a new block. Of course there was a new block, wedged fresh in the baffle, sweating its jar-sweetness into the intake, changed since I’d looked, and I lifted it out with the rag and stood there in the dark holding proof that somebody had come up this mountain in the last three days and done it again, calm, on schedule, while a pack ate its Run-eve dinner two hundred yards downhill, and the cold that went through me then was not the weather. I scrubbed the baffle with the wire brush and the lye until my hands went numb and past numb, until the sweetness was gone off the concrete and there was only the honest smell of soap and cold stone, and I flushed the box clean, and I did all of it knowing it was too late.

The doses were already in them. They were in blood, in a dozen women climbing toward tomorrow’s moon, and clean water could not pull them back out. I hauled the two-man spring-box lid into place anyway. Halfway through, numb fingers lost their purchase and the slab dropped against my right arm. Something let go in the shoulder with a sound like a green branch. White pain erased the hillside for a second. I said a word my mother would not have liked, reset my boots, and finished left-handed.

I went to Nekane’s at first light. There was nobody else, and a torn shoulder belonged in a healer’s hands before the Run went the way I expected.

I had never been inside the healer’s cabin. It sits back in the timber above the yard, and I had brought the sick to her door before and left them there as if delivering a truck for repair. Inside, in the gray dawn light, it was the most ordered room I have ever stood in. Herbs hung drying from the beams in ranked bundles, labeled. Jars along the walls in rows, each turned so its label faced out, arranged by something, use or danger or alphabet, I couldn’t tell, but arranged. A scrubbed table, a stove, a kettle already going, a wall of small drawers. It smelled of carbolic soap, dried yarrow, and beeswax. Even the kettle sat square to the stove’s edge, its handle turned precisely toward the room.

Nekane Aguirre is thirty-eight and built soft and abundant and strong under it, wide through the hips, chestnut hair pinned up with a pencil, warm hazel eyes that went straight to my shoulder before they went to my face. She had me out of the flannel and the shoulder in her hands before I’d finished saying good morning. While she felt the joint, I told her about draining the cache at three, scrubbing the spring box, and finding the fresh block. Her hands stayed sure and warm and impersonal, and she made a low noise that was worse than a curse.

“You’ve torn it,” she said. “Not through. Torn. What did you do.”

“Lifted a spring-box lid I shouldn’t have.”

“Alone. In the dark. A two-man slab, by the swelling.” She looked up at me, and her hands didn’t stop working, wrapping, strapping, sure as a surgeon. “You have two hands, Reznik, and you spend them like a rich man. Both of them, all night, on a job the whole pack should have done in daylight.” She wasn’t asking. She strapped the shoulder tight and her thumb passed over an old scar low on my ribs, a white pucker I’ve had since I was a boy, and her thumb paused there, a healer cataloging a body. “This one I don’t know the story of. I know every scar on every wolf on this mountain and I don’t know this one.”

“I fell out of the hayloft when I was nine,” I said. “There was a nail.”

“There was not a nail,” she said, mildly, wrapping, “but you can keep it,” and moved on, and left the scar and the lie both sitting there between us, unbothered, and her refusal to disturb the lie matched my mother’s patient handling of falsehoods that I nearly laughed, except that my shoulder wouldn’t let me.

“You know what your trouble is,” she went on. Nine years alone in a healer’s cabin had cured Nekane of waiting for answers; she delivered verdicts. “You think you’re the only pair of hands on this mountain worth spending. You drain the cache alone at three in the morning rather than knock on one door. You’d rather tear a shoulder than owe anybody the asking.” She pressed a thumb into the strapped joint, not gently, and watched my face not change. “I know the type. I am the type. It’s a stupid way to keep a body, and we both do it, and we’re both going to keep doing it, so drink this.” She put a mug in my hand, something bitter and green. “For the swelling. You’ll thank me and mean it, which you won’t enjoy.”

I drank it. It was terrible. I thanked her and meant it and did not enjoy it, and she watched me not enjoy it with the closest thing to satisfaction I’d seen on her tired face all morning. Her thumb rested an extra beat over the old hayloft scar before she reached for the bitter mug. I noticed because her hands had never hesitated anywhere else.

“Half the women are running early,” she said while she worked, stating it rather than asking. “You said it at the table. You’re right. I’ve had four of them in here this week with cycles three weeks up and no reason for it, and I’ve been telling them their bodies are stressed, because that’s what a healer says when she doesn’t have a better word, and you gave me the better word last night and I didn’t sleep on it either.” She tied off the strap and looked at me level, warm and clinical at once. “I believed you before you finished the sentence, if it helps. I’ve been smelling wrong in this valley for a month and calling it stress because calling it what you called it meant somebody had done it deliberately, and I didn’t want to live in that valley.”

“We live in it anyway,” I said.

“We live in it anyway.” She helped me back into the flannel, gentle over the strap, and for a moment her warm capable hands were on my shoulders and her face was close and tired. She released my good shoulder slowly, then turned to rearrange three jars that were already straight. I left the unfinished sentence between us alone. It was the morning of the worst night of the year, and Nekane never acted before she had decided.

She walked me to the door. The moon would be up in eighteen hours.

“Stay near the young ones tonight,” she said at my back, her bedside warmth worn thin, as I went out into the cold. “Whatever it is you do, Reznik. Whatever it is you are. Stay near the young ones.”


Chapter 6: The Second Switchback

My skin knew before the ridge did.

I never shifted and never will, but I was born to this pack and stood at the garage door for hundreds of Runs, every one I was old enough to remember, and the full moon does one small thing to me that I told nobody, the nearest scrap of wolf I own and too slight to survive the mockery. The hair lifts on my forearms. That’s all. An hour before moonrise, the hair on my forearms stands up as if a downed wire lies nearby, and I trust that warning as completely as an engine’s wrong note.

That night it stood up early, and it did not lie back down.

The line assembled in its old dusk pattern. I stood outside it at the garage door with a cold coffee I wasn’t drinking, in the place habit had assigned me. They shift at the edge of the timber, in the blue dark, and it is a private thing and a beautiful one and I have watched it a thousand times and it has never once included me. Bogdan first, big and gold-shouldered, taking the point, tossing his great head. Petru and Grozav flowing into the shoulders. The body knotting up behind, the Dancius, old Marin who wanted to die in the line, all of them going down into their wolves like men slipping into cold water they know. And the she-wolves running their own thread of it, and I looked for Anica and found her at the back of that thread where she puts herself, low, contained, a black wolf holding herself smaller than she is.

And the young ones at the tail. Emil, all elbows even on four legs, true to his promise. And Ruxa, first-year, bright even as a wolf, bouncing on her paws with the nerves of a girl on her first real Run.

Ruxa, whose cycle was three weeks early and climbing, though nobody had told her, because I was the only one who could smell it and I’d been told to sit down.

The moon came up over the eastern peaks and it came up wrong. I can’t say it better than that. It was a full moon like any full moon and it was wrong, and my forearms were singing, and from my door the line took the ridge trail, point and shoulders and body and tail flowing up into the timber in the silver dark.

Nekane had told me to stay near the young ones.

I stepped out of my door and started walking up the ridge trail after them on my own two feet. Torn shoulder strapped to my chest, flashlight I didn’t dare turn on in my good hand, no wolf, no gun, no plan worthy of the name, following a pack of the most dangerous animals in the mountain West up a mountain in the dark, because a healer had told me to stay near the young ones. I told myself the joke as I climbed, because the jokes get worse and faster when I’m frightened and I was frightened, and the joke was that at least if I got myself killed following a Run I’d finally have been in one, sort of, from behind, at a distance, which was about the closest the moon was ever going to let a Reznik get. The poor joke got me up the first switchback. Bad jokes have carried me farther than good sense ever has.

It broke at the second switchback.

I was maybe two hundred yards below and behind, moving as fast as a man moves on foot up a mountain in the dark, when it hit, and I felt it hit before I heard it, felt the whole night change pressure, and then the sound came down the mountain and it was a sound I had never heard a pack make.

Three pushed cycles crested at once.

The mechanism was visible even from outside it, where I stand outside everything. Three of the she-wolves in the line, all dosed, all early, all climbing, hit the top of it in the same minute under the same wrong moon, and their scent went into the line like a dropped wire goes into water, everywhere in the same breath, and the loop beneath every rank in the valley closed on a dozen wolves in the space of a breath. The males caught the scent and answered with rut, and the answering fed the cresting, and in three heartbeats there was no Run anymore, there was a knot of animals in the dark on a switchback with the frenzy running them and nobody deciding anything.

And in the middle of it, the smallest and the youngest and the newest to her own body, was Ruxa.

I came up over the lip of the switchback and saw it in the moonlight.

The geography came first, an involuntary inventory: the trail cut into the slope, uphill bank on the left, a drop through scrub on the right, a wide flat spot where the switchback doubled back and the line had bunched. Moonlight coming down clean through a gap in the timber, silver on frost, throwing everything in hard black shadow. Bodies everywhere, too close together, the smell of it hitting me from thirty feet, rut and heat and the jar-sweetness under it all, and the sound, the sound worst of all, a sound with no words in it.

Two of the body, two big males, had locked onto Ruxa, and she had gone down, not hurt yet, pinned by the sheer size of them and the crush, a small pale wolf under two rut-blind bodies twice her weight, and she was fighting, and her fighting was making it worse because to a wolf in that state fighting is answering. Petru had a logging chain. Where he got a chain into a Run I will never know, unless some part of Petru had believed me at that table and come prepared, and I never asked him, because a man doesn’t ask. He and Radomir, both still men, both shifted back to their own shapes and hands to do it, had a chain around the neck of the near male and were hauling him off her by main force, two of the strongest wolves on the mountain leaning back on a chain against one rut-drunk body, and slowly, slowly, they were winning that one.

Two of the strongest wolves on the mountain had taken their man-shapes because hands were the only answer to a chain. Their boots gouged the frozen trail. The links sang tight between them and one rut-drunk animal that outweighed either man and felt no pain. Radomir’s face locked around effort and horror. Petru gave ground an inch at a time and took it back. The valley called the frenzy nature. Nature required two men and logging steel to keep its teeth out of a young woman.

But there was a second male. And they had one chain, and four hands, and the second male was in the crush where they couldn’t reach him without letting go of the first, and every soul on that switchback who was still a soul and not a fire was busy or down or backing away, and he was on Ruxa, and nobody could get to him, and Ruxa’s fighting was slowing down, which was the worst turn, because an animal that stops fighting in that crush has merely run out of resistance.

So I walked in.

The pack might have called it courage. I had no time to name it. Ruxa was losing strength, and I was the sole creature on that switchback who could enter the frenzy without feeding it. I threw no scent. The loop could not register me. The hole walked into the room.

I walked into the middle of a rut-blind pack on two feet with a torn shoulder and no wolf and no weapon and I got down beside Ruxa where the second male had her, and I got as close to her as I could, and I put my radius on her like a coat.

And her head cleared.

It happened in her eyes, in the moonlight, six inches from my face. One second she was a cornered animal, all instinct, drowning in the loop. The next second the loop came off her, because she was inside my nothing now, inside the one square yard on that mountain where the frenzy could not close, and she was Ruxa again, twenty-two, terrified, but hers. Her own head. Her own eyes.

“Get out,” I said. “Under him, to your left, there’s a gap. Go. I’m not carrying you. You’re going to go.”

She twisted, scrabbled, found the gap I’d shown her, and got her feet beneath her. Then she ran low and fast out of the crush toward her mother, each stride directed by the clear terror in her own eyes.

The second male wheeled toward me. My null had given Ruxa room to decide; his rut burned on untouched. To him I was visible meat that had taken his female. He came around with his jaws going for my throat, and I threw up my forearm on the last stupid instinct of a soft animal. I twisted as his jaws closed. His front teeth scored four hot lines through flannel and skin instead of locking, and the side of his muzzle drove me down. I heard myself make a sound and thought, with the strange flat clarity you get, that this was a poor way to be right about the water.

Anica took him off me.

I did not see her come. One moment there was a wolf on my chest snapping for a better hold, blood running from my scored forearm, his weight crushing the breath out of me, the smell of him filling the whole world, and I was measuring how little time remained before I lost my throat. The next moment there wasn’t. There was a black shape that came out of the dark at a flat angle and hit him from the side, low, at the shoulder, with the whole cold economy of the enforcer she is and never lets the ring see. She did not maul him. She did not make it a fight. She took his legs out from under him with her weight and her angle and rode him down to the frozen ground and pinned him there with a jaw at the back of his neck, not closing, just holding, an inch from the thing that would end him, telling him with her whole body that she could and wouldn’t, and he understood the only argument a wolf accepts over rut, which is a stronger wolf who has already won.

She spent no motion beyond the pressure needed to hold him. The fight went out of him, and the frenzy, with nothing to feed it now that the females were clear and downwind, began to gutter and die. She held him until he was a shaking exhausted animal and not a weapon, and then she let him up, and he slunk off into the dark to join the others in their morning shame. She had done in nine seconds, cold, in the dark, saving a man she wasn’t supposed to want, the thing she had refused to do in the ring in the light for eight years, and bleeding in the frost, I knew she’d stopped pretending for one moment, only for me.

Then she came to me. Still a wolf. She put her great head down against my chest, once, hard, checking, smelling the blood on my arm, and I put my good hand in the ruff of her neck and said I was all right. Her muzzle lifted from the blood soaking my sleeve, and the look she gave me exposed the answer for what it was. A sound rolled low in her chest and reached my ribs.

The frenzy broke with a fever’s sudden collapse, and left a dozen wolves standing shocked in the moonlight in the wreckage of what had nearly happened. One of the body, the near male, the one they’d chained, had a shallow tear across the shoulder where the chain had skinned him, ugly but clean, and in the cold moonlight it was already drawing closed, wolf-flesh doing the thing wolf-flesh does. By morning he would have a pink line. By the next moon it would be hard to find. My forearm, where his brother’s teeth had raked it, carried four shallow wounds that would stay raw for weeks instead of drawing closed by morning, and there was the whole difference between me and them in one switchback, written in two arms.

Ruxa was in her mother’s coat, human again, shaking so hard her teeth knocked, unhurt in the body, which is the only mercy the night gave. Her mother had her wrapped and rocked her with the old rhythm used for a much smaller child, and neither of them was making a sound, and that silence went into me deeper than the screaming had.

Radomir stood in the middle of it gray-faced, back in his own shape, doing the count. He went down the line with his eyes, the females first, then the young, his lips moving. At the end he started again because the first count had come out to everyone-alive and he could not make himself believe it. Last night a wolfless mechanic had stood at his table and told him this exact thing would happen on this exact night, and he had told the mechanic to sit down before he embarrassed his mother. Now he stood on the switchback recounting his living pack in the moonlight, and the certainty behind his eyes had cracked. He did not say the mechanic was right. He couldn’t. But he looked at me once across the frost, and that one look held the count and the table.

Old Costel had taken the climb slowly on his eighty-eight-year-old legs, leaning on a boy at every steep step, and he stood looking not at the wreck but at me, at me sitting in the frost holding my injured arm, and he said something to the moon over my head. A few words in the old country’s dialect, the mountain Romanian my mother speaks when she thinks I can’t hear, low and cracked, and I caught the shape of it and not the sense, one word rising out of it that I did not know, and his milk-edged eyes were wet, and the boy holding him up looked frightened, and nobody translated, and the old man closed his mouth and let himself be led back down.

And Bogdan looked at me.

I clocked it even bleeding. He stood apart, unshamed, because Bogdan is never ashamed, and he looked at me with an expression I liked less than any I’d ever gotten from him, because calculation had replaced his contempt. He had watched me enter a frenzy on two legs, break the loop around Ruxa, and give her back her own feet. Gratitude never touched him. His gaze moved over my bleeding arm, my face, and Anica beside me with the care he gave a truck he meant to buy cheap.

In Bogdan’s world, anything valuable belonged to whoever could take it.

They carried me down. Wolves who had never once carried me anywhere took my weight, Petru with one arm and Grozav, of all people, with the other, both of them silent, neither of them meeting my eye, doing a thing with their bodies that their mouths would never be able to say. A man doesn’t thank somebody for carrying what his legs cannot. But I entered it in the private inventory I keep, and put it in the second list, the quiet one, under the heading of things the mountain had never done before.

Nekane wrapped the arm by lamplight in the healer’s cabin and said three sentences about my two hands that I deserved and cleaned grit and cloth fibers out of the tooth-rakes. The shallow wounds burned with every pass of the cloth. Nekane’s working hand stayed sure, but the hand holding my wrist gentled until my pulse no longer pressed against her thumb. She told me the rakes would take weeks instead of hours, and I told her I knew. I healed slowly. She had treated enough of me to know it too. “You walked into it,” she said, not quite a question. “On foot. Torn already. You walked into a frenzy.” And when I didn’t answer she just shook her head and taped the last of it and said, low, “I told you to stay near the young ones. I did not tell you to become one of them,” which was as close to frightened as I ever heard that steady woman get, and the fear in it was for me. I did not know what to do with that; nobody’s fear had been for me in a long time.

My mother sat up with me until I made her go to bed, and she didn’t say I told you so on the water and she didn’t say you fool for the trail, she just kept the stove fed, tucked the blanket hard beneath my good shoulder, and went. The ridge went quiet. The moon crossed over, my shoulder throbbed, and the scraped forearm burned under Nekane’s wrap. I lay awake above the garage seeing Ruxa’s eyes clear six inches from mine.

At two in the morning a fist struck my door.

I live above the garage, up a stair, two rooms and a stove. Nobody comes up that stair. Nobody had ever come at two in the morning. I lay in the dark with my arm on fire and listened to four controlled knocks, a pause, then four more. Whoever stood outside was spending the last of her discipline to keep from pounding. The quiet beneath the knock named her before I reached the door; the hair on my forearms had not lain down all night.

Anica.


Chapter 7: Two in the Morning

She was on the landing with her hand still raised to knock again, and she was in the full grip of it.

I have smelled a lot of heats in my life from the outside, as distant weather. I had never had one standing on my landing at two in the morning, close, cresting, a pushed cycle pulled three weeks early and driven the rest of the way by a wrong moon, and it hit me like heat off a crusher, all of her, and under it the shaking. She had her jaw set. Her braid was half-wrecked from the Run and the fight and she had driven herself here, and I could see her truck slewed in the yard below at an angle that told me her hands had not been steady on the wheel.

“Anica.”

“Don’t touch me yet,” she said, fast, low, and then, “no. That’s wrong. I don’t mean it.” She pressed the heel of her hand to her own sternum like she was holding something in. “Out here I don’t know what I mean. That’s why I came. Let me in and I’ll know.”

I stepped back and let her in.

She came through the door and into my rooms and the change came slower than it had for Ruxa on the switchback, chosen and enormous. She crossed the threshold into my radius, into the null, into the one square of the world where no scent of mine fogs the field and no loop can close, and the compulsion came off her like a coat sliding off a hook. Her spine eased and her breathing changed. The frenzy remained at full strength, but the hand driving it from the back of her neck released. She stood in the middle of my two poor rooms with her own head back on her own shoulders in the middle of a heat, and she made a sound.

Rage tore through the sound.

“Eight years,” she said. Her voice cracked on it, which I had never heard. “Eight years I have had this done to me and I did not know it could be like this. That it could just be mine.” She turned in a circle in the small room, palms skimming the chair back and window frame as if the catch might be built into the walls. “Where’s the edge? There’s an edge, right? The Grozav thing, the straw. There’s an edge to it. How far?”

“Touch to a room,” I said. “Close. It fades fast. You walk to the yard, it’s gone by the springhouse and you’re on your own again.” I gave her the limits without softening them; she needed truth rather than comfort. “My reach ends at the springhouse, Anica. Your heat stays with you; only the compulsion falls away while you’re close. Walk out that door and nothing follows except your own wanting.”

She laughed then, once, and it was a terrible laugh, and then she settled into the dangerous stillness that speaks loudest on Anica, and she sat down on the edge of my bed with her elbows on her knees and told me, plainly, in her clipped enforcer’s voice with all the drama scrubbed out of it, the shape of the last eight years.

Two blackouts. Years apart. The first one at twenty, her first bad frenzy, waking somewhere she hadn’t chosen to be, waking marked, a brand laid at the join of her neck and shoulder that she had not asked for and could not take off, and the arithmetic of the valley doing the rest, her strength counting from that day forward in a tally that wasn’t hers. She did not name him. I noticed she did not name him and left the question alone, because a person tells you a thing when they’ve decided to and not before. The second blackout, later, a warning she gave herself and heeded. And then eight years of losing on purpose, scratching her name off the ring roster moon after moon, because winning meant the point, and the point meant she’d be at the center of everything, close to the males in the wrong week, and she would never again be sure, at any point, whose choice anything was. So she built the most controlled body on the mountain around a hole where her own certainty should have been, and she ran the ridge trail alone before dawn to burn off the thing she couldn’t put in the ring, and she tracked the wolfless mechanic from the back of the line for six years and told herself it was nothing.

“And then you smelled it on the flatbed,” she said. “And you said it out loud, once, like a bearing, and you didn’t leer and you didn’t apologize, and I stood in your reach and my head stayed mine.” She raised her chin. Her near-black eyes held mine without blinking. “So. Here I am. In your room, at the crest of it, with my head. I want to know if I want this or if it’s the heat wanting it for me. And there’s one way in the world I can find that out, and it’s you, because you’re the only place I get to ask the question and hear my own answer.”

I stood there and let her tell it, and I did what I am for: heard it without flinching and without fixing. Under my listening was a private want I did not say, because it was mine and it was small and it would have sounded like a man making her pain about himself, and I kept it to myself. At twenty-eight, five months older than me, she was the first person in my whole life to need me who had a choice in the matter. Every truck that comes up my road comes because I’m the only mechanic. Every kindness I’d ever been shown was tangled up with pity or with the pack’s old word or with my mother’s house. And here was Anica Preda, who could have had any male on this mountain and had spent eight years making sure she had to have none of them, sitting on the edge of my bed in the worst of a heat because I was the one place she got to be a person while it happened. Being needed still fell short of being wanted. Even so, it brought me closer than I had ever been, and I stood in my cold room and felt the want I never say out loud get answered a little, and I was ashamed of how much it was, and I said none of it.

“Then ask it where you can hear yourself,” I said.

I made her go to the window, because everything between us had to be built on what she chose in both states. I did not touch her. I sent her to the far side of the room, to the window, to the edge of my radius and past it, where the null thins out and the hum comes back and the frenzy climbs back onto the wheel, and I said, “Say it out there, while the driven heat has you hardest. Then come back in and say it again with your head, and if it’s the same both times, I’ll believe you, and so will you.”

She went to the window. She crossed out of the null and the compulsion took hold again, tightening her shoulders and roughening her breath, and she stood there in the grip of it, in the full driven heat, and she said, “I want this. I want you.” Then she turned and walked back across the room, back into the nothing, back into her own head, and the fog came off her again, and she stood in front of me clear-eyed and certain and said it a second time, low and even and entirely hers: “I want this. I want you. Both times. Are we done being careful.”

“We’re done being careful,” I said.

She reached up and unpinned her braid.

She did it slowly, deliberately, working the tie loose and combing it out with her fingers. Hair down was a decision, and watching Anica Preda make it was the most naked thing I had ever seen a person do. She had not taken anything else off yet. The black mass of it came loose over her shoulders. She faced me through every turn of the leather tie, and the flush was already climbing her throat.

I am bad at being studied. She kept her attention on me while she pulled her thermal over her head, and the old furniture reflex crawled up my neck. My hand went uselessly to the hem of my shirt. She caught the tell. Her shoulders lowered, and she turned my chin back toward her with two fingers.

“You don’t like being looked at,” she said.

“No.”

“I’m going to look at you the whole time,” she said. “You’re going to have to get used to it. Come here.”

I went to her.

The mountain had built her to survive its worst. I had denied myself the sight of her for six years; now I took her in. She kicked her boots off and stood out of her canvas and she was all hard-trained muscle under skin gone flush, strong through the shoulders, tight at the waist, and the thighs of a woman who climbs mountains for a living, heavy and powerful, and when she turned to drop her clothes on the chair I saw the line of her, the deep arch low in her back that her body just does, the curve that years of violence had drawn on her without her permission. The leather tie slipped out of my fingers and landed by my boot. She noticed, because she notices everything.

And at the join of her neck and shoulder, dark as an old bruise in the lamplight, the brand. Eight years old. Its scent carried her identity pinned beneath another’s, still active, still smothering. My attention snagged on it, then dropped to the safe line of her shoulder. Her palm covered the brand.

“Not tonight,” she said, and put her hand over it. “That’s a border. Don’t cross it tonight. I’ll tell you when.” Her jaw set. “The old stories say a forced brand changes if a chosen mark crosses it. It’s not for tonight. Tonight I just want to be touched and stay myself. Can you do that. Can you leave the border.”

“I can leave the border,” I said, and I meant it, and I never once drifted toward her neck the whole night, and treating it like a border was the first vow I made her, before either of us knew I was making vows.

She took my hands and put them where she wanted them.

She took my wrists in her strong hands and set my palms flat on the heavy curve of her, on the arch, on the powerful thighs. She pressed, showing me the pressure she wanted. I answered with intent of my own, gripping and turning her, and the small approving sound she made at being met went straight through me. I got her down onto the bed and I got my mouth on her, on the inside of a thigh, and up, and she let her legs fall open and put one hand in my hair, not pulling, guiding, and I put my hands hard on her thighs to hold her open and worked her with my mouth until the muscles under my palms went to iron.

She kept testing it. I felt her do it. In the middle of it she’d go still and take a breath and check her own head, like a mechanic checking a repair under load, feeling for the fog, finding none, and each time she found none she let herself go a little further.

I slowed when she stilled, not stopping, keeping the same steady pressure of my tongue until she gave me a word or moved my head herself. Her fingers loosened in my hair. Then tightened. She lifted her hips and set herself more firmly against my mouth, feeling every inch of what she wanted and deciding to take more.

“Clear?” I asked.

“Clear.” Her thighs opened wider under my hands. “Still burning. Still wanting you. But it’s mine. Keep going.”

I worked two fingers into her while my mouth stayed on her clit, slow enough that she could register each push, then curled them where her body clenched hardest. Her heel dug into the mattress. Over the hard rise of her breasts, her focus stayed locked on my face. Black hair spread around her, and when I changed the angle she gave me a low, startled curse that made my cock jump against the bed.

“That,” she said. “Again.”

I gave it to her again. Her pussy tightened around my fingers and soaked my hand. She reached down, caught my wrist, and held it there, not restraining me, making sure I understood the exact place. A mechanic appreciates clear instructions. A frightened man appreciates them more.

“Tell me what you want,” I said against her, because half of what I do is reading a body faster than it can speak, and the other half is asking so the words are hers.

“That,” she said, low, her hand tightening in my hair. “Harder. Don’t stop when I shake, everybody stops when I shake.” Her breath went. “I’m not going anywhere. There’s nowhere to go. Stay.”

So I didn’t stop when she shook. I stayed, one hand pinning the powerful thigh open, and I felt her go past the place she’d always had to leave, until she stopped checking and just took it, both hands fisted in my hair now, her hips working against my mouth, the flush all the way up her throat now, and her voice dropping lower the closer she got, the words burning down until her sudden silence cut through every other sound in the room. When she came the first time she came with her eyes open and on me, her thighs clamping around my head, her whole strong body arching up off the bed and shaking, and she did not make the sound quietly and she did not close her eyes and she did not look away, not once, and she watched me watch her come apart until I forgot every guarded thought I’d brought to bed.

Then she pushed me back and put me down and returned it, unhurried, her mouth and hand working me while her black hair spilled loose across my hips. Each time my control slipped, satisfaction warmed her scent. I lost my train of thought entirely, which does not happen to me. I always know where the wrench is, and every useful thought went missing. There was only her mouth and her eyes coming up to find mine and the greedy pleased sound she made at what she was doing to me.

“You’re not used to this either,” she said, pausing to return my own close reading. “Somebody wanting you. It’s all over your face.”

“I’m bad at it.”

“I know. I like it.” She put her mouth back on me and said around it, muffled and filthy and matter-of-fact, the filthy observation that would wreck me, and it did, and I had to get my hand in her hair and stop her before it was over, because I was not going to finish in her mouth the first time she chose me.

“Come here,” I said, which was the only word I had left.

She came up over me and took me face to face, sinking down slowly at her own pace. When I was seated in her she paused, one more check conducted through the looseness of her shoulders and the steadiness of her grip. Satisfied, she started to move.

She rode me with her back arched, that deep pin-up hollow her body just has, presented, her thighs like a climber’s around me, and she set a pace that built hard. She leaned into it and demanded with her hips and her breath, and I got my hands on the arch of her back and on the heavy round of her and helped her drive it.

“Good,” she said, when I gripped her hard, quiet, approving, a woman handing out terms. “Like that. Hold me like you mean it. You’re not going to break me. Nothing on this mountain breaks me.”

“I noticed.”

“Then hold on,” she said, and drove down harder, and I held on, and she braced her hands flat on my chest, careful of the strapped shoulder even now, even lost in it, which I clocked and would not forget, because even coming undone on top of me, she protected the torn arm. No words could have told me more.

Then she leaned her head back and away.

It was the old reflex, eight years of instinct, the move you make to get your head out of the fog, to find the clear air at the edge of the loop. She leaned back along the old escape route her body remembered. She found only my arm firm around her and her own thoughts intact. Her shoulders jerked at the discovery. The sound she made then was not the sound from before. It broke in the middle. It had eight years in it.

She came the second time like that, undignified and total and looking at me. Her pussy clenched hard around my cock, three sharp pulls that stripped the last control out of me. I lifted her off, put her back against the pillows, and stroked myself over the flushed plane of her stomach while she watched. My cum hit her skin in hot streaks across her belly and the deep hollow above her hips. She kept her hand around my wrist through the last pulse, keeping me where she wanted me. I had left the border of her neck alone.

She looked down at the mess on her skin, then back at me. Her eyes stayed clear and calm. She dragged two fingers through the warm streak and pressed them to my chest, marking me back in the only temporary way available that night.

“Still clear,” she said.

“Still yours.”

“Good. I wanted to hear myself say it after. I wanted proof the choice survived the coming. It did.”

I cleaned her with the corner of the sheet, careful and ordinary. Her fingers followed mine once, then relaxed against the mattress as she learned the quiet after without losing a second of what led to it. Then she lay along me shaking with the aftershocks and did not bolt.

I kept one arm loose and my eyes on the door, leaving her an easy exit. She ignored it. She lay along me in the graying light with her wrecked braid spread black across my chest, and her breathing came down slow, and she ran one fighter’s finger beside the tooth-rakes on my forearm, the shallow wounds from the switchback, cataloging them, and her touch on my bandaged arm was tender in a way that had teeth in it.

“These are going to take weeks,” she said.

“Everything I get takes longer than theirs. Slow healing is one of my less marketable qualities. I’ve made peace with it.”

“You walked into a frenzy on foot with a torn shoulder to give a girl her feet back.”

“I walked into a frenzy on foot because I’m not smart, mostly.”

“No,” she said. “You’re the smartest man on this mountain and you walked in anyway. Those aren’t the same and you keep pretending they are.” She pressed her thumb once, deliberately, into the worst of the scrapes, repeating Nekane’s diagnostic pressure exactly. My forearm tightened beneath her hand; she eased off at once. These were the two women on the mountain who said they cared by finding out how much a thing hurt. “You’re going to be my problem,” she said. “You bleed easily and spend it anyway. That problem belongs to me now. I want you to know I’ve noticed.”

“I’ve noticed you’ve noticed.”

“Good,” she said, and there was a beat, and then she made one low, disbelieving sound that turned into a laugh. Mine answered it, and we both started laughing, quietly, in the gray dawn, the first true laugh from either of us in weeks, and it hurt my shoulder and I didn’t care, and she buried the laugh in my chest, and for a minute the valley, the trade, and the rigged ridge went away and there was just a wolfless man and the hardest woman on the mountain laughing in a bed above a garage because neither of them had known it could be like this.

She slept a little, after, which I did not expect, the most contained body on the mountain gone loose and heavy along my side in the gray light, one arm thrown across me, her wrecked braid a black river on the pillow. I lay awake with her forearm across my ribs and one heavy thigh hooked over mine, checking the night for the hidden failure. I couldn’t find one, which frightened me more than finding one would have. A machine that runs perfectly on its first start has never earned my trust. Trusting this was beyond me. I lay there and didn’t, and held her anyway, because a man takes the warmth that’s offered even when he doesn’t believe it’ll still be there at noon.

Then the light came up full in the window, and Anica’s nose lifted, wolf-quick. Her arm left my ribs. Both feet hit the floor before I had pushed up on one elbow.

“Something’s in the yard,” she said, and I was already up and at the window.

A woman had come out of the tree line at the yard’s low edge. She was moving wrong, on foot, in torn clothes, and even from the window and even human I could see the galls on her ankles, the raw rings where chain had ridden the skin, and the wind brought her up to me across the yard, three days of fear-smell and, under it, cold and sweet and kept-in-a-jar, and she got halfway across the frozen ground toward the houses and her legs went out from under her and she dropped, and did not get up.


Chapter 8: What Came Out of the Trees

We carried her to Nekane’s, and Nekane had the door open before we were up the path, because a healer catches an approaching patient as quickly as I catch a bad bearing.

The woman was alive. Her survival came first, and for a while nothing else mattered. She was maybe my age, hollow-cheeked, filthy, dosed so deep I could smell it coming off her skin in waves, the jar-sweetness gone rancid in her, and dehydrated to the point where Nekane’s first act was a needle and a bag of fluid before she’d even gotten the ruined coat off her. The galls on her ankles would take months to close, raw over old scar, the record of a long time spent chained. I have seen a lot of things done to trucks. I had not, until that morning, seen what a chain does to an ankle over a season.

Nekane and I fell into the same working rhythm we’d found over my own arm: she gave orders and I filled them. This time I could answer with evidence. I had a nose and she had a microscope; together we could build a picture neither could make alone.

“Tell me what I’m looking for,” Nekane said, bent over the woman’s blood with a lamp, not looking up. “You can smell what I have to hunt for under glass. Save me the hunting.”

So I put my face near the woman, gently, professionally, with the attention I’d give an engine, and I read her, and I gave it to Nekane in order, like a maintenance log.

“The musk first,” I said. “The pushed-cycle trace from the water, only concentrated far beyond anything the block put in our cache. She’s been getting it straight, and getting it for a long time.” I went under it. “There’s another compound beneath the musk, newer, holding it together. It isn’t animal. Raw musk would spoil. This doesn’t. Somebody fixed it in suspension. Stabilized it. I smell the ether from the block and a preservative I can’t name.” I sat back. “Nekane. Nature doesn’t do this. A body makes the raw thing and the raw thing spoils. This is rendered. Boiled down and stabilized and dosed. This isn’t a gland. This is a lab.”

Nekane was quiet a moment over her lamp. When she looked up, her tired hazel eyes held the hard steadiness she gets after a diagnosis closes every kinder possibility.

“A lab,” she said. “Somebody is manufacturing heat.” She said it flat. The lamp hummed over the blood before she went back to work with her sure warm hands. The patient still needed keeping alive.

She turned the slide toward me and tilted it until the lamp caught a faint oily film on the woman’s blood. “Look there,” she said. “Name what you can see before you name what you fear.”

“Oil on the plasma,” I said. “Too even to be contamination from the needle.”

“That’s your stabilizer. You smelled it, I can see it. It’s what lets them dose on a schedule instead of when the moon says. It’s what lets them keep a woman in a cycle for a season instead of a week.” Her jaw worked. “A body can survive a heat. A body is built to survive a heat, it comes and it crests and it goes and you rest. A body is not built to be held at the crest for months. That’s what the galls are, Reznik. That’s what months of this looks like from the inside.” She set the glass down with both hands, careful because she wanted to throw it. “Whoever built this knew exactly what it would do to keep a woman there, and built it anyway, and sells it. Nineteen years as a healer had never taught me it was possible to hate a chemistry.”

Nekane reached for a clean slide, missed it by half an inch, and corrected her hand before looking at me. “You give me a better fear than I had, Reznik, and a truer one, and I hate you for it, and I need you to keep doing it. Come back tonight. She’ll be able to talk by dark or she won’t be at all.”

Nekane reached across me for fresh gauze and stopped short of touching my bandaged arm. Her fingers hovered there, close enough that I felt their warmth, before she chose another route around the table. It wasn’t the day, and restraint cost her nothing visible except the longer reach. I left her with the patient and went up to the yard, where Bogdan was waiting beside the breakfast tables. I am better with chemistry than men who enjoy an audience.

By breakfast the whole yard knew where Anica had spent the night.

Among wolves, every secret has a scent. Silence only decides whether anyone names it. A wolf walks into the yard in the morning and reads the night off everyone, off their skin and their coats and the air around them, who slept where and who was afraid and whose scent is braided into whose, and nobody speaks the night’s inventory aloud, and everybody knows each detail. I came up to the tables with Anica’s scent on me as visible to every nose as a black eye, and every nose in the yard clocked it, and the quiet that ran down the tables was the quiet of a hundred people deciding at once to say nothing and think everything.

Bogdan did not decide to say nothing. Bogdan never has.

“Well,” he said, loud, to the tables, in the voice he uses when he’s about to be witty. He looked at Anica coming across the yard with her chin level and her braid tight and last night still on her, and he aimed it at her instead of me. Cruel and clever. “Look at that. The pack’s own enforcer, slumming in the grease pit. Careful, Anica, you’ll get oil on you. Hard to get out.” A pause for the laugh he was sure of. “Though I suppose a mark that won’t come off is nothing new for you.”

That last one landed ugly, and he knew it was ugly, and a few of the shoulders shifted, because there is a line even in a cruel yard and he’d walked up to it and put a toe over.

Anica spared him neither a flinch nor an answer.

She poured coffee, passed the point’s table, the shoulders, and the body, then sat across from me at the little table on the cold edge where my mother and I rarely took breakfast. She buttered a piece of bread and ate it without looking around.

A shoulder-rank at the near table stopped chewing. Two of the body leaned their heads together. Ruxa, pale and shaky and back at the yard because she would not be told to stay home, watched Anica cross to the mechanic’s table. Her feet spread to a firmer stance. She lifted her chin toward Bogdan and held it there. Bogdan stood there with his joke dying in the cold air around him. The yard no longer agreed his target belonged beneath them. It had just watched Anica sit wherever she pleased and take her standing with her.

Radomir watched from the head of the tables. He lifted his coffee, stopped before drinking, and set it down untouched.

He caught her after, though. By the woodpile, private, and I was close enough to hear because he did not lower his voice enough, because some part of him wanted me to hear it and be warned.

“Think about your standing,” he told her. Low, uncle to niece, stopping just shy of cruelty as he always did. The restraint made it worse. “You’ve spent eight years building what you’ve built. The mechanic’s a dead end. He’s got no wolf and no line and fifty years and a house the county’s taking. You lie down in that grease pit, you don’t come up with more standing. You come up with his.”

Anica looked at her uncle for a moment. And when she answered it was quiet, in the register she uses when she’s most dangerous, and she returned his own word without raising her voice. Radomir’s hand closed hard around his untouched cup.

“Standing,” she said. “You want to talk to me about standing, uncle. My standing. The standing you built out of my brand for eight years and never once said the word for.” She let the words reach him. “I know where my strength has been counting all this time. So do you. You’ve always known. So don’t stand at your woodpile and tell me to protect my standing, because you and I both know it was never mine to begin with. I’m taking it back. Starting at that table.” She set down her coffee. “You can help me or you can get out of the way, but you don’t get to lecture me about a theft you profited from.”

Radomir’s face tightened when she said profited. A big tired certain man took the wound he’d avoided for eight years from his own niece at his own woodpile. He had no answer and knew it. The second crack went deeper than the first.

She walked away and left him there. She walked back down to the mechanic’s table and sat with me and finished her coffee, and I said nothing. Her act needed no gilding. A man learns when a woman has won her ground and does not need him decorating the victory.

“Your standing’s going to take a beating,” I said, finally, because I couldn’t leave it entirely alone.

“My standing,” she said, into her cup, “can go up the north road and find the man who marked me, and take it up with him. In the meantime I have breakfast.” Anica gave a dry huff into her coffee. I had trouble controlling my own face and solved it by drinking.

But I made myself name the cost too. Taking warmth while dodging its price builds a life on maybes. “You know what this costs you,” I said, low, so the tables couldn’t hear. “Sitting here. It’s not going to stop at Bogdan’s mouth. You’re an enforcer, your whole worth to them is the line, and you just spent it in public on the wolfless mechanic. I’m not worth your standing, Anica. I don’t say that to fish. I say it because that’s the cost, and you taught me to say the cost out loud.”

She put her cup down and looked at me, level, near-black eyes not blinking, and she said the thing I have kept. “Ilya. You keep missing this. My worth to them was never mine. It was counted in another man’s tally against my will for eight years and they all drank their coffee. So I’m reclaiming my standing, one breakfast at a time, where they can watch. My standing remains mine.” She picked the cup back up. “You’re the reason I get to have one that’s mine.” And she drank her coffee, and did not look at me while I got my face back under control. The mercy of it made control harder.

I spent the afternoon on a truck. Engines are easier company after too many feelings before noon.

The truck was the near male’s, the one they’d chained on the switchback, and he’d wrecked the front end of it driving it home rut-drunk and ashamed before dawn, and Petru brought it down to the garage without a word, and then Petru stayed, and then Emil turned up, and the three of us rebuilt a front end together in the cold. It was the nearest the mountain comes to an apology.

Nobody said sorry. Petru does not have the word sorry in him, I don’t think it was installed. But he handed me tools before I asked for them, a courtesy he had never offered, and held the light steady over my hands for two hours. A man who wants to be useful and cannot say why does that, and once, working a stubborn tie rod, he said, not looking at me, “The Albu girl. Ruxa. She’s all right. Her mother’s got her.” A pause. The tie rod came free. “You got her feet under her. Out there. I saw it.” Another pause, the longest one. “So.” He left the speech there. It was Petru Danciu, who I have known since I was a boy and who has called me wolfless a thousand times without meaning anything by it, telling me thank you by passing tools and holding lights. I answered with “Hand me the eleven-sixteenths,” and he did, fast, and Petru put the eleven-sixteenths in my waiting hand before I finished asking.

Emil, who does have the word sorry in him and about forty others he shouldn’t, filled the silence for all three of us. Noise is both his function and his gift. He talked for two hours without a useful pause, about the Run and how he’d held his spacing right up until it went to hell, about how he’d frozen when the frenzy hit and hated himself for freezing, and Petru told him freezing the first time was normal and pissing yourself the first time was normal and the shame was normal and faded after the second bad night. That was the most Petru had said all day. It served as his benediction. And Emil looked at me and asked, in the guileless way only Emil can, whether it was true, what people were saying, that I’d walked into the frenzy on two feet, and I said I’d walked in on two feet because I only have the two, and everybody’s got to walk on what they’ve got. Emil laughed. Petru’s mouth twitched. A joke had landed in a garage full of men who’d spent their lives not laughing at mine, the strangest currency I’d earned all year.

Petru held the light until the last cotter pin was in. Then he placed the keys directly in my palm instead of leaving them on the bench, met my eyes once, and went up the road.

The rest of the day I carried the fear like a full bucket and walked carefully enough not to spill it. A lab. Somebody with good glass and a schedule, manufacturing the valley’s single helplessness, and dosing every household’s water for a month to soften it, and here was a woman with a season of galls on her ankles to show what softened meant on the other end. I fixed two more trucks and did not taste the coffee. The missing motive kept pulling me back. I knew the what and I was starting to know the who, and the motive tells you how far a man will go, and I had a bad feeling about anyone willing to go this far for money alone, because it meant the money was not thin.

At dusk I went back to Nekane’s, and the woman was awake.

She was propped up, gray, with fluid in her and a little color come back, and Nekane was spooning broth into her, and when I came in her eyes found me, moved to the strapped arm and scarred hands, and softened by a degree. She relaxed. A little. Some deep-wound instinct in her read my scentlessness, and something in her that had been braced for a season let go by a degree. After months of captivity, she was in a room with a male and nothing in her body was being pulled anywhere it didn’t choose to go.

“You’re the one,” she said. Her voice was a ruin. “The still one. I heard voices from the yard and saw the lights through the trees. Then I came close to you and the pulling stopped.”

“Rest,” Nekane said. “You don’t have to talk.”

“I do,” the woman said. “If I sleep I might not wake right and then it stays in me and dies with me, and it can’t die with me, because there’s others still up there.” She said others and her ruined voice didn’t shake and that not-shaking was worse than any scream. She looked at Nekane and then at me and gathered herself for a lift beyond her strength. “My name is Ioana. Ioana Micu. I’m from a pack three ranges east that isn’t a pack anymore. Write that down, so somebody knows I was a person before I was this.” Nekane wrote it down in her ordered hand. Ioana followed each letter as it appeared, her cracked lips moving once around her own name.

And then Ioana set her jaw with Anica’s finality, prepared to spend the last of herself, and she looked at me, and she said the name.

“Vukas,” she said. “The man who did this. His name is Dragomir Vukas. And he isn’t finished with your valley. He’s barely started.”


Chapter 9: Ioana’s Story

She told it in her own words the next morning, when she was strong enough, plain and level, without a single scream in it. Her restraint stayed with me.

The room was full. Ioana propped up in Nekane’s clean bed. Nekane at her side with the broth. Anica standing against the wall with her arms crossed, because Anica had heard there was an account coming and had come to stand for it. And in the doorway, filling it, having climbed to the healer’s cabin himself to hear it with his own ears instead of getting it secondhand, Radomir Cazacu, who had told me to sit down at his table three nights before and now stood in a doorway to hear a chained woman name the trade he’d dismissed.

“There’s a quarry,” Ioana said. “In the Bitterroot, north and west, in the high country beyond pack territory, inhabited by whatever moves through. He’s got it fenced and camped. A crusher, conveyors, a shack he keeps for the chemist and shacks he keeps for us.” She said us flatly, which made the word land harder. “The chemist makes the stuff. You smelled it, the still one, you know it. They don’t wait for the moon. That’s what you have to understand. A pack lives by the moon, we all do, the moon says when. He doesn’t wait for the moon. He brings his own. He can put a woman into a cycle any night he wants to and keep her there as long as the buyer’s paying.”

“Buyers,” Radomir said, from the doorway, and the word came as a man forcing reality into the room.

“Renters, mostly,” Ioana said. “Men with money who want what they can’t get at home, for a night, a week. And the leash is the mark. He puts a forced mark on you, one of his men does, and then there’s the tie.” She looked at Anica when she said it, some current passing between two women who knew what the other knew. “You all know the tie. The knot. It locks a mating so you can’t get up and walk out. Nature made it so a mating holds. He uses it so a woman can’t. A forced mark and the tie and the chemistry, and you don’t leave, because your own body won’t let you leave, and that’s the cage, and there’s no bars on it anybody can see.” She took a slow breath. “I got out because a dose ran thin. One night the chemist was short and my cycle came down enough that my head came back for an hour, and I walked into the dark and I kept walking. Two others could have come. They didn’t. They’d been there longer than me, and they didn’t believe the dark was real anymore.” She said that part the flattest of all. “So I don’t get to feel clever about getting out. I just got out on the night the chemist was short, and they didn’t.”

Nobody said anything. Nekane’s hand was steady on the woman’s shoulder. Anica’s crossed arms tightened until the tendons showed at her wrists. And Radomir stood in the doorway with his face gray, hearing every table he’d hushed, every warning he’d dismissed as ambition, land at once.

“His name,” Ioana said, “is Dragomir Vukas. He’s an alpha, or he was, before he decided there was more money in selling the frenzy than in running a pack under it. And I heard his men talk, the way men talk in front of someone they have stopped treating as a person.” She looked at me. “They talked about your valley. They said there was something on Coldsmoke that Vukas wanted. A rumor he’d dismissed until the evidence changed his mind. A man who could take a mark off. Break a mating bond clean, so a woman came out the other side whole and unmarked and could be marked fresh.” Her ruined voice did not change. “Do you understand what that’s worth to a man in his business? He breaks them to sell them once. A man who can unbreak them can sell the same woman over. He said, and his man said it laughing, that he’d pay more for that one man than for everyone held in the camp.” She held my eyes. “He wants you alive, still one. That’s worse, where he’s concerned. Dead is what he does to the ones he can’t use.”

I checked the cabin window, the back door, and the narrow road visible between the trees. From there my mind ran downhill to Doina’s porch and the lock she never used. Being worthless had been familiar. Being valuable to Vukas put sweat under my collar in a cold room.

“He wants me intact so he can reuse his inventory,” I said, working it aloud like a repair. “He’ll be careful while he takes me, and he’ll keep coming until he succeeds.” I looked at Radomir in the doorway. “He’s spent a month softening our water. The harvest is already underway, and he means to pick me up with it.”

Radomir said nothing for a moment, and then he said, roughly, to Ioana, not to me, “You’ll stay. As long as you want. Nobody takes you off this ridge.” It offered me no apology. It did begin one to the world, and I marked it. “Thank you for telling it,” I said to Ioana. “It cost you and it’s going to save people. Rest now.” And Ioana Micu, who had walked out of a cage on a night the chemist was short, closed her eyes, and slept, and Nekane sat with her, and the rest of us went out into the cold.

Anica walked me home.

She said nothing for the entire walk down the ridge road. Anica’s silences mean she is working toward difficult words, and you do not rush her there. We came down past the springhouse and the ring and to the garage, and she followed me up the stair to my rooms, and she stood at my window looking out at the ridge going blue in the dusk, and she told me the rest of it. Her back to me. It was easier for her with her back to me, I think, and I let it be easy.

“You know I never named him,” she said. “The one who marked me. You’ve been polite about it, which is more than most men manage.”

“You’ll name him when you name him.”

“His name is Bogdan,” she said. “Bogdan Iancu.”

I did not move. I had suspected. I’d smelled the forced mark on her from the flatbed and refused to put a name to it, because the name was hers to give. Now anger tightened my jaw until a back tooth hurt. I did not say the things a lesser man says. I did not tell her I’d kill him, which would have made it about me. I stood at my own window in the dusk and let her keep going, and I held the quiet, and it took everything I had, because the man who’d been calling me wolfless across feed-store counters since I was a boy had built his rank on a mark he laid on an unconscious woman, and I had been letting him take the number one bay for twenty years.

“I was twenty,” she said. “First bad frenzy. He’d been circling me for a year, and he waited, and when it came, he was there. I blacked out. I woke up marked. His brand, at my neck, that I’d never once agreed to and couldn’t take off.” Her voice was flat, an enforcer’s, all the drama scrubbed out. The plain delivery exposed the truth beneath the story she told the yard. “And then the valley did what the valley does. My strength started counting in his tally. His point, half of it is built out of my spine. Eight years I’ve held up a man’s rank who put a mark on me while I was unconscious. Every table knew and drank its coffee. My uncle knew and let it stand. The line was strong, the valley was quiet, and the old way holds as long as nobody says the word.” She turned around then. “There’s a word for what he did. My grandmother’s people had it. We don’t say it here. We’ve agreed for six generations not to have it. And I’m done not having it.”

“Anica.”

“I want the mark,” she said.

I went very still, which is what I do instead of loud, and she saw it, and she kept going, because she is braver than me and always has been.

“This is sabotage as much as love,” she said. “I want you to hear every cost before you answer, because you’re a man who reads every cost. A chosen mark laid over a forced one kills the forced one. You’ve never seen it, nobody living has, but it’s in the old stories and I believe them. It goes flat. Dead. Silver-white. His claim on my strength dies with it. His tally drops, his point cracks, and the run order shifts in front of the assembled pack. They’ll smell it on me at ten feet. There’ll be no hiding it and no lying about it.” Her jaw set. “It is the single most useful act of sabotage available to me on this mountain, and it happens to be the thing I want most in the world, and I need you to know I know the difference and I’m choosing both. And it paints a target on you the size of the valley, because the man Vukas wants alive will have just proven, in public, on my neck, that he can do exactly the thing Vukas wants him for.” She spread her hands. “So. Terms stated. I’m asking. Mark me.”

I was angry, and my anger is a quiet thing, it goes down instead of up, my voice flattens to almost nothing, and I did a reckless thing with total calm, which is my whole pattern, except this time I spent the recklessness on making her certain.

“Say it again,” I said, quiet. “Outside.”

She understood. She went to the door, out onto the landing, out of my radius, out into the hum where the frenzy still riding her closed back over her head, and she stood there gripped by it, and she said, loud enough to carry, “I want the mark. I want you. Mark me.” And she came back in, back into the null, back into her own clear head, and she said it a third time, level and certain and entirely hers: “I want the mark. I want you. Both times, all three times, every time. Now stop being careful with me and mark me like I asked.”

“Say what it does,” I said. One more time. A man does not lay a permanent mark on a woman’s body without her hearing every cost out loud.

“It kills the old mark,” she said. “It ties us in scent for anyone with a nose to read, forever, unfakeable. It makes me yours and you mine where every wolf who comes near can smell it, and it can’t be undone, and I don’t want it undone, and I’ll carry the smell of you into that yard tomorrow like a flag.” Her eyes did not blink. “Good. Now do it anyway.”

She reached up and unpinned her braid, and this time I knew what it meant.

She worked it loose, deliberate, and put the leather tie in my hand, folding my fingers over it. Then she drew her hair aside and opened the border she’d told me not to cross, the dark bruised ridge of the eight-year brand at the join of neck and shoulder. The window stood open to the ridge going dark. Cold air touched the offered skin. Above us, the yard waited.

She stripped without turning from the open window. Shirt, boots, canvas, each dropped behind her while she kept the opened border aimed at the yard uphill. Black hair remained gathered in one fist over her opposite shoulder. Cold raised her nipples. It did nothing to the heat rolling from her skin.

I stayed dressed and came up behind her. My palm covered the leather tie she had given me; my other hand followed the deep lumbar hollow to the heavy curve below it. She widened her stance until her climber’s thighs braced against mine. I touched the old brand with two fingers only after her nod. Its smothering scent had pinned her own beneath it for eight years.

“Tell me whose neck this is,” I said.

“Mine.”

I drew my knuckles down the unmarked side and turned her chin toward the window. “Who opens it?”

“I do. Tonight I opened it for you.”

My hand slid around her waist, down between her thighs. She was slick enough that two fingers entered on the first slow push. Her back bowed against my chest. The offered brand stayed uncovered in the cold while I worked her standing, making her watch the yard that would smell our answer by morning.

“Keep looking uphill,” I said.

“I am.”

“Let them wait.”

Her hand found my wrist between her legs and set the pace herself, hard and exact. I curled my fingers. Her planted stance faltered once, then recovered wider. The window frame creaked beneath her free hand.

“No gentle ceremony,” she said. “Make me feel the choice.”

I caught her breast through the next thrust of my fingers and held her against me. Her nipple tightened under my palm. She drove onto my hand, jaw raised toward the yard, until the first contraction seized around my fingers. I slowed before the climax could take her, keeping her balanced on its edge.

Her eyes found mine in the black reflection of the window. “You stopped.”

“The bite finishes this.”

“Then get me where you want me.”

“Last chance to keep this quiet,” I said.

“I don’t want quiet.”

“Last chance to leave my mark off you.”

She caught the back of my neck and pulled my forehead to hers. “Ilya. Bite me before I decide the concussion in your arm has reached your brain.”

“The arm wasn’t concussed.”

“Then you have less excuse.”

Ceremony ended there.

I turned her from the window, kissed her once, hard, and removed my clothes while she watched. Her gaze followed my hands instead of my face until I caught her chin.

“Eyes.”

Her near-black stare rose to mine. I gave her the leather tie back. “Hold this. You drop it, I stop.”

She closed her fist around it. I guided her to the bed without laying her back. A discovery night could begin with worship and answers. Tonight she had opened her neck as an act of war. I put her facedown across the mattress, knees on the floor, hips high, hair spilling over one side so the brand remained visible on the other.

The geometry announced the difference before either of us spoke: her deep arch under my palm, her round ass lifted toward me, the fighter’s hands gripping sheet and leather instead of directing mine. I spread her thighs with my knee and ran the head of my cock through the wet heat between them. She pushed back. I caught her hip and denied the entry.

“Who decides?” I asked.

“I did. Three times.”

“Who leads now?”

Her fist tightened around the tie. “You do. So lead.”

I entered her in one controlled stroke. Her body opened around me, slick and burning, and the sound she made went into the mattress. I held still at full depth until her hips tried to chase movement.

“You wanted handled.”

“Yes.”

“Then you don’t set the pace.”

Her shoulders flexed. The leather remained crushed in her fist. “Make me keep that promise.”

I drew out slowly, drove back harder, and took her wrist.

She said, low, “No gentle. Gentle watches and waits to see if I’m all right. I need held. Hold me down and mean it.” She crossed her forearms beneath her, pressed her cheek to the mattress, and lifted the deep arch of her spine into my hands. I mapped the lumbar hollow with my palms and gripped. Her low approving sound belonged to a woman finally being handled instead of tended.

I took her from behind with my hands hard on her arched waist and flexing hips, and it was rougher than the first night and she demanded it rougher, driving back against me. “Harder,” she said into the blanket. “You’re still being careful. Stop it.” And I stopped it, gripped the muscle shifting beneath her curves and drove into her the way she was asking for, and the sound she made was pure and low and glad, and her declaratives started coming apart.

I got one hand between her shoulder blades and pressed her down, flat. One forearm stayed braced beneath her at first. Then she drew it out herself and laid it beside the other. My hand closed over both wrists and brought them together at the small of her back. I held them there, waiting.

She tested the grip. Her shoulders tightened. She could have pulled free without effort.

“Keep them,” she said.

I stopped moving long enough to make her feel the choice in the stillness.

“Neck stays yours until you pull me there.”

“Yes.”

“Wrists stay in my hand until you tell me otherwise.”

“Yes. Stop making a speech and fuck me.”

I obeyed. Each thrust drove her hips into the mattress while my hand kept both wrists at the small of her back. Her ass moved under me, muscle and heavy curve, the deep arch held exactly where I wanted it. I spread one knee farther with my own and changed the angle until my cock struck deeper.

Her next curse broke in half.

“There?”

“There. Don’t you dare lose it.”

I held the angle and gave her slow force instead of speed. Her pussy tightened around every withdrawal, reluctant to let me go, then opened wet around the next drive. The new mark had not been laid yet, but the old one already smelled weaker beneath the choice she kept making under me.

I bent over her back, put my mouth near the unmarked side of her neck, and spoke against the skin without biting. “This body is yours. Every sound. Every time you stay. Every time you ask for more. Yours.”

“And you chose me,” she said into the blanket.

“I did.”

“Then prove it.”

I released her wrists only to haul her upright onto her knees, her back against my chest. One arm crossed beneath her breasts and held her to me. The other hand went between her thighs and found her clit while I kept thrusting from behind.

Her head fell onto my shoulder, neck bared by the position, but I stayed on the clean side as promised. She put her own hand over mine and increased the pressure against her clit.

“I open the border,” she said, breathless. “Nobody else.”

“Nobody else.”

She came in my arms before the bite, a hard rolling climax that clenched around my cock and bowed her body against the hold. I kept her upright through it, mouth at her ear, telling her to take every pulse and keep her eyes open. When the shaking eased, she turned her face and kissed me with bloodless ferocity.

“Now face me,” she said. “I want to see it happen.”

I lowered her onto her back and turned with her because the claiming had to happen face to face. She opened for me without hesitation. Her climber’s thighs locked around my hips and drew me deep, her back arched up off the bed, near-black eyes fixed on mine.

I planted one hand beside her head and put the other under the small of her back, holding that deep arch in my palm while I drove into her. She met every stroke. Her slick pussy gripped me hard enough to make the room narrow to her face, the open window, and the border at her throat.

“Tell me where I finish,” I said.

Her pupils widened, but her answer came level. “In me. Nowhere else. I want to carry the smell of it into the yard tomorrow. I want every nose up there to know whose I am and who did it.” Her hand closed around the back of my neck. “In me, Ilya. Fill me and mark me. I want the yard to smell who we chose.”

The words nearly took me over the edge. I slowed by force, holding deep inside her while her body clenched impatiently around me.

“You and me,” I said.

“No one decided it for us.”

She pulled my head down.

She fisted her hand in my hair and pulled me to her throat, to the border, to the brand, at her own peak, and she said the one word that was permission and command both, “Now,” and I set my teeth at the join of her neck and shoulder and bit down and marked her.

I am a mortal man with a mortal man’s teeth, yet the bite carried enough because the mark is made of choosing rather than strength, and she had chosen, three times, in both her states, out loud. I bit down and broke the skin and I felt her come apart under me, and I smelled it happen.

I smelled the old mark die.

The skin under my mouth tightened, then released. A tremor ran from the bite down her shoulder and across her ribs. The muscles around my cock clenched in answer before the full climax reached her. Her fingers dragged through my hair, holding me precisely where she had chosen the mark.

For one breath Bogdan’s brand fought to stay written into her. Its sour pressure rose through the bite, and Anica answered with her own scent at full strength, rich and unmistakably hers, carrying every clear-eyed yes she had spoken at the doorway. Eight years of smothering claim thinned beneath my teeth. Heat and command drained from it until only a silver-white scar remained.

Her scent filled the cleared skin and braided around the stable absence I left behind. I still emitted nothing into the room, but the clean cut of my null settled into her mark, recognizable as a maker’s hand in familiar work. The first chosen mark in the valley’s living memory warmed beneath my mouth. Anica drew one startled breath as she smelled herself free.

Tears ran into her hair while rage and freedom crossed her face together, eight years leaving her on a broken exhale. She got a hand around behind her own neck, over my hand, over the place, feeling the raised edges of the bite and the smooth dead brand beneath. Her other hand found mine and dragged it over the change so I could feel the two textures with her. Her chest heaved, and she kept saying it’s gone, it’s gone, he’s gone, in a voice I’d never heard her use and hope never to have to again, wonder and fury and disbelief, a woman smelling her own skin come free after eight years of wearing another man’s claim. She came again with my mouth still at her throat. Her body arched and clamped around me, shaking hard, her hands locked in my hair to keep my teeth at the mark. I drove into her through every contraction, lost the last of my rhythm, and came deep inside her exactly where she had asked. My cock pulsed against the tight grip of her pussy, filling her while she held me at her neck and claimed me back between broken breaths.

“Mine,” she said.

“Both ways.”

“Stay inside me.”

I stayed buried in her while the last pulses ran through me. She rocked once beneath me, taking the movement, and another aftershock tightened her thighs around my hips. My mouth remained over the fresh bite. Her blood, her sweat, and the new braid of scent filled every breath.

Afterward she was the quietest I have ever known her.

She lay along me in the dark with the window still open to the ridge and the new mark at her throat, and I put my hand over it, over the warm, living braid where the dead brand had lain, and she let me hold my hand there, and she didn’t say anything for a long time, and neither did I. Any words I had would have diminished it.

She fell asleep with one hand over the new mark. Her frenzy still ran inside my radius, but the arm she had kept free for eight years lay open across the sheet.

Cold entered through the open window and moved her loose hair against my wrist.


Chapter 10: The Yard Smells It

Anica came into the breakfast yard with the mark uncovered, took coffee without sitting, and kept walking.

A collar or loose hair would have bought her a week. Instead, her fighter’s braid left the join of her neck bare to the cold. She passed the tables, went down the short slope behind my garage, and stopped at the ring rail.

The nearest noses caught the change while she walked. A shoulder-rank lowered his cup without drinking. The woman beside him rose and followed Anica, fingers pressed to the cloth hiding her own neck. Others came behind her. Their benches scraped and boots crossed frozen ground until breakfast spilled out of its assigned seats and gathered at the ring.

That response differed from yesterday’s hush. People spoke. A body-rank man demanded to know whether a forced brand could truly die. One of the older women told him to use his nose. Petru crossed the dirt, stopped within ten feet of Anica, and breathed once with his eyes shut. Then he stepped back and said, “Dead underneath. Chosen over it.” His verification traveled faster than any silence could have.

Ruxa pushed through the taller bodies. Her hand covered her mouth when she smelled the silver-flat remains of Bogdan’s brand and the warm braid above it. The woman who had followed from the shoulder table opened her collar and asked Anica, in front of everyone, “Could it happen to another mark?”

Anica looked at her directly. “If she chooses.”

The answer set off overlapping voices. Questions crossed arguments. Two men denied what their own noses reported; their marked partners turned on them before Anica had to. A tracker crouched at the rail as if the dirt might explain how the run order survived a subtraction. The yard did not recalibrate quietly. It broke into a hundred private calculations spoken too close together.

Old Costel remained on the elders’ crossbench. He closed his eyes and tipped his ruined face toward the cold, root-wood hands still on the table. One word moved across his lips in the old dialect, shaped like the word he’d given the moon on the switchback. When his cloudy eyes opened, they found me across the crowd. Tears stood in them. I looked away before I learned what an old man’s grief expected from me.

Bogdan came down the slope after everyone else, his coffee abandoned and his face already red. He stopped outside the ten-foot reach of Anica’s mark. Petru’s spoken verdict had done the arithmetic for him, and there was nowhere left to hide the loss.

A mark change on Anica’s neck subtracted directly from his tally. His rank, the position he’d held for years, was built in part out of the bond he’d forced on her at twenty, and every table knew it. With her strength gone from his count, the run order dropped him from point to shoulder before anyone spoke. Every wolf within ten feet could smell that the bond was dead, and a hundred wolves recalculated the math of the line at the same moment. Bogdan saw them do it. The public arithmetic broke him. Voices around the rail assigned his former place while he listened, each calculation returning a smaller Bogdan.

His fury hunted for an exit and chose the wrong one, Bogdan’s oldest habit.

“A mark from a wolfless isn’t a mark,” he said, too loud, to the yard, and his voice had a crack in it he couldn’t sand out. “It’s a tattoo. It’s a bit of theater from a man with no wolf, and she’ll black out at the next bad moon like she always does, and wake up ready to be marked over by anybody, because that’s what she is, that’s what she’s always been. The ring remembers what she is, even if the grease pit’s forgotten.”

It was ugly, and it was desperate, and worst of all for him, it found no purchase, because the noses around the ring had already contradicted every word. You cannot argue a pack out of what its nose has already told it. A wolf’s whole world is scent, and their scent had just told them, unanimously, that Anica Preda was carrying a chosen mark and no forced one, and no amount of a big man saying tattoo could put the old smell back on her neck. He stood there having said the true worst thing he had, and it slid off the morning and left him smaller than before. His mouth stayed open after the last word. No laugh came. One of his own supporters looked down at the table rather than rescue him.

And then he looked at me. From the far end of the tables, past his own collapse, he found me at the mechanic’s table, and the calculation from the switchback had hardened into clean, personal, settled hatred. Bogdan had just seen the foundation of his life unbuilt by a mechanic’s mouth on a woman’s neck. His hatred settled instead of flaring. I met it long enough to memorize the face it gave him, then checked the distance between him and the north road.

Anica set her coffee on the ring rail. The questions around her thinned as she stepped through the opening and onto the packed dirt. Bogdan remained outside, staring at the ground she had entered before him.

She faced him across the rail and did what she had refused to do for eight years.

“The ring,” she said. “You and me. Day after tomorrow. For your shoulder place in the line.” She let it sit. “You’ve spent eight years standing on my spine. I’d like it back. Come take it off me if you think it’s yours.”

Nobody suggested this. Radomir did not call it. Rank in this valley is contested in the ring and only in the ring, and the ring is called by the one who wants it, and Anica Preda, who had scratched her own name off the roster moon after moon for eight years because winning meant proximity and proximity meant she might lose her own head, had just called the ring herself, out loud, in front of everyone, with her head so completely her own that it rang.

Arguments changed subject around the rail. Eight years of scratches from the roster looked different with Anica standing in the ring by choice. Emil said, “She wasn’t scared,” as if correcting himself before anyone else could. Petru answered, “No,” and the single word carried farther than Bogdan’s speech had.

Faces turned from Anica’s neck to me at the outer edge of the crowd. I had spent my life invisible in that yard. Becoming the common answer to a hundred spoken questions made me want the garage wall at my back.

Radomir did not forbid it. He couldn’t; the ring is the ring, and even the alpha cannot stand between a wolf and a called challenge without ceasing to be the alpha. He said nothing. But his hand tightened on the porch rail, then released. He rubbed the pale finger marks with his thumb while Anica stood in the ring and I remained at the mechanic’s table. Twenty-seven years of certainty had left him with a piece of wood to worry smooth.

My mother took Anica into the kitchen after.

I did not engineer this and could not have stopped it. Anica came off the high of the challenge with adrenaline still in her and no wolf-fight to spend it on for two days, and my mother materialized at her elbow with her usual brisk certainty, and said, “You. Come. You’re too thin to fight anybody in two days,” and steered her down the slope to the house, and I trailed after because I wanted to see it and because I was not going to be told not to.

My mother’s kitchen did to Anica what it does to everyone, except more, because Anica has not had a mother’s kitchen since her own mother died two winters after her father, and she entered ours wearing the guard she brought to every uncertain room, and had no idea what to do with a short deaf woman putting food in front of her that she hadn’t asked for and appraising her the whole time like a horse she’d already decided to buy.

“Turn your head,” my mother said, and Anica turned her head, and my mother looked at the mark, close, unafraid, and made a small satisfied noise, the noise of a woman confirming a purchase. “Good,” she said. “Clean work. Braided even. My grandmother’s people would have known what to call that. Eat.”

Anica ate. She handled it badly first, all edges, sitting too straight, thanking my mother too formally for the bread. Each time Doina refilled her plate, Anica’s fingers paused as though a price might be hidden beneath the food. My mother ignored all of it. My mother has fed harder cases than Anica Preda. She put more on the plate before the plate was empty, corrected the way Anica was holding the knife, and asked her three sharp questions about her mother that nobody had asked Anica in years. When Anica’s eyes went bright and she looked hard at the window, my mother turned her deaf ear to the moment and busied herself at the stove. Thirty seconds later, Anica had her face back together. And then she started telling stories about me, and Anica handled it well, because there is no defending yourself against my mother’s repertoire, and because laughing at me was the one thing in that kitchen that cost her nothing.

“He was a serious child,” my mother said, to Anica, over the stove, tilting her good ear. “Too serious. Nine years old, he took my sewing machine apart to the last screw and spread the pieces across this table, and I came in and I said Ilya, you have destroyed my machine, and he looked up at me, very calm, this serious little boy, and he said, Mama, I have not destroyed it, I have found out that a screw is missing and that is why the stitch has been skipping, and I have ordered the screw.” She paused for the kill. “He had ordered the screw. Nine years old. He had written to the company in his own hand and ordered the screw and he had the letter to show me. And the machine sat in pieces on this table for eleven days waiting for a screw from the city, and I hemmed forty pairs of trousers by hand, and every night he would say, the screw is coming, Mama, and every night I would look at my son and think, this one is going to be either the most useful man in the valley or the most annoying, and I have spent twenty-seven years unable to decide which.”

And Anica Preda laughed. Really laughed, head back, with her near-black eyes bright and undefended when they found me in the doorway, and my mother caught the look between us and pretended not to, and pulled a third chair up to the table without a word and set a plate at it. The table that had seated two for eleven years seated three. The added chair said enough for all of us.

“I want you at my corner,” Anica told me later, on the porch, in the cold.

“You don’t need a cornerman. You’ll take him apart.”

“I don’t need tactics,” she agreed. “I outclass him and we both know it, mark or no mark. That’s not what I want you for.” She looked out at the yard, at the ring’s packed dirt just visible downslope. “I want your radius at the ropes. Two days from now I’m going to be in that ring with every rail crowded, and I know where my head clears now, I do, but I’ve only known that place since the bad Run and I’ve had the other thing for eight years, and if there’s a second in there where the old panic comes up looking for a place to hide, I want the one place on this mountain where it can’t be anything but mine to be standing at the ropes where I can see it.” She said the hard thing plainly, in her own clipped register. “I’m not scared of Bogdan. I want to be sure that whatever I do to him, I did it, all of me, with my own head, where everybody’s watching. Stand at the ropes so I know it’s real.”

“I’ll stand at the ropes,” I said.

“You’ll be the first cornerman in ring history who couldn’t survive one exchange in it,” she said, and breathed one short laugh through her nose.

“I’ll bring a chair. I’ll look wise. Nobody has to know I’d lose to Emil.”

“Emil would feel terrible about it after.”

“Emil would apologize through every second of his win,” I said, and her laugh came easier this time. I had survived worse days. Roughly twenty-seven years of them.

And then I said the true hard thing, because it was sitting in me and I don’t leave those in me. “He’s going to hate you for winning even more than he hates you for the mark,” I said. “And he’s got nowhere to put that hate on this mountain anymore, because you’re going to take his shoulder place in two days and the yard’s already turned. A man like that with nowhere to put his hate.” I looked up the ridge toward the north road. “There’s a camp full of men up there who buy hate wholesale. I don’t like where that sends him.”

She followed my eyes and her humor went away, and she nodded, once, because she does not argue with a clean read. “Then we win the ring clean and fast,” she said, “and we watch which way he runs after. Men run toward the thing they’ve already decided to become.”

Emil came up the porch steps at dusk, and he was not laughing.

“Ilya,” he said. “There’s a truck. On the north road, up on the overlook where you can see the yard from end to end. It’s been sitting there since the light started going. Just sitting. Engine off. Nobody’s got out.” He swallowed. “I put the glasses on it. There’s a man in it with glasses of his own, and he’s looking down here. At the yard. He’s been looking at the yard for an hour, and he’s not one of ours, and he’s not moving.”

I went out to the road with the glasses and looked, and there it was, a wide dark shape on the overlook where the north road crests before it drops toward the country the packs don’t go, a mile off, engine cold, a shape behind the wheel with a pale smear of a face and two glints where the light caught his own glasses. Too far to smell. The null and the read were close-in tools. Neither carried a mile. I stood on my own road at the edge of my own dark with the best nose on the continent and could tell you only this about the man watching my mother’s house: he was watching it, and had chosen to be seen watching it, and had picked the exact hour when a valley that had just turned its whole world upside down would be tired and rattled and looking for a thing to be afraid of.

“He wants us to see him,” I said. “That’s the whole message. A man who didn’t want to be seen wouldn’t sit on the one overlook that sees the yard. He’s telling us he can watch us whenever he likes and there’s nothing we can do about it.” I lowered the glasses. “Go tell Radomir. Don’t run. Walk. If he’s watching, he doesn’t get to see us run.”

Emil walked, stiff-backed, terrified, brave, up toward the yard. I kept the glasses on the far cold shape. The man behind them did not lower his own. When Emil reached the first yard light, I raised the radio.

“Radomir,” I said. “Keep everyone off the north edge. He’s still watching.”


Chapter 11: The Ring

The ring was forty feet of packed dirt behind my garage, circled by a rail worn smooth. Witnesses watched until one fighter stayed down. The dirt kept the result.

They came for it two days after Anica called it, Coldsmoke and half the saddle, down the ridge road in the cold afternoon light, and they lined the rail three deep, and the betting was quiet and heavy. Lesser fights made noise; this one reduced the yard to murmurs. This one was nearly silent. Money changed hands in low murmurs and short nods, and most of it, I could see, went on Bogdan, because most of them had watched Anica lose for eight years and a body bets what it’s seen. But not all of it. Emil put money on Anica and told everyone he’d put money on Anica, loudly, in advance, so that whatever happened he’d have been loyal out loud, which is the most Emil thing there is. And Petru, who bets on nothing, put a folded bill in the pot on Anica without a word, and a couple of the body saw him do it and reconsidered their own bets, because Petru does not throw money at things.

Ruxa stood at the rail holding my mother’s arm, both of them grim, Ruxa’s knuckles white on my mother’s sleeve, because the last time Ruxa had been near the frenzy that lived in this valley it had put two males on her in the dark, and here she was choosing to stand at the rail anyway, and I marked that too, the new spine coming in under the bright girl. My mother stood square with her good ear toward the ring and did not bet, because my mother considers betting on family a kind of doubt.

Nekane set up at the ropes with her kit laid open on a folding table, gauze and tape and a suture roll and the clinical calm earned from patching this fighter before, after losses that never made sense to her, and who now, maybe, understood why they hadn’t. She caught my eye once across the ring, pulled the tape hard enough to make it snap, and pointed two fingers at my barked knuckles before returning to Anica’s hands. Warning first. Anything warmer stayed with her kit.

I stood in Anica’s corner.

The valley had a clear view of the first cornerman in the ring’s memory who could not survive a single exchange inside the ropes. A wolfless mechanic with a folding chair and a water bottle, standing in the corner of a fight he could not have lasted ten seconds in, for the enforcer of Coldsmoke. Bogdan played it for the crowd the second he saw me, spread his arms, grinned around the rail. “She brought the grease monkey,” he called. “What’s he going to do, corner, torque my jaw?” And he got the laugh. He got a good one, the whole rail, because it was a funny picture and I’d have laughed too.

The laugh died when Anica came out of her corner with her attention fixed on the middle of the ring. She took off her jacket, revealing a red thermal, and offered her hands for Nekane’s tape. Her composure gave the crowd nowhere comfortable to put Bogdan’s joke. They had spent eight years watching her enter nervous; today she measured the dirt.

“Ropes,” she said to me, low, once. “Just be at the ropes.”

“I’m at the ropes,” I said. And I stood at the corner post with my hands on the worn-smooth rail, close enough that the edge of my radius reached a step into the ring, a moving pocket of nothing at her corner, and I gripped the rail hard enough to bark my own knuckles on the wood and gave her the one place on the mountain where whatever came up in her would have to be hers.

I was afraid. I’ll say it plainly, since I’m keeping the count. Her ability to take Bogdan apart had no room for doubt after she removed a rutting male from my chest in nine seconds. The possible crack frightened me, the old panic coming up out of eight years of habit at the worst moment, in front of everyone, with her whole restored life staked on it. Because my radius is a room, not a cure, and a room only helps if she stays in it, and the ring is forty feet across and my pocket reaches one step past the rail, and the moment she moved to the middle she was on her own head entirely, by her own demand and necessity, and I could do nothing for her out there but be a place she could look. I wanted to reach farther badly enough that my grip shaved splinters from the rail. My radius ended one step inside the dirt. I stood there and watched.

They went in.

Round one, if you can call them rounds, Bogdan did the thing that had won him eight years of this. He crowded her. He came in fast and big and pressed her, walked her backward, got in her space and made noise, and the strategy showed itself the instant he moved, because I knew her: he wasn’t trying to hit her yet, he was trying to panic her, to crowd her toward the edge of clarity, to make her doubt whether any choice remained hers. He had lived in that doubt for eight years. And she gave ground. She backed, on a diagonal, light, and the yard read it as retreat, I heard the rail murmur, I heard somebody sigh a bettor’s first regretful sigh.

I did not read retreat. I read footwork. She was not backing away from him. She was measuring him, walking him in a slow diagonal that put the low sun in his eyes and kept her own feet under her, testing her clarity as she went, repeating the careful check from my rooms, a driver pumping new brakes. Every step confirmed no fog and no crack. Each pass made her surer, and Bogdan mistook her surety for fear because he had never once seen it before and had no file for it.

She used the ground, too, which only I and maybe Nekane understood. She walked him across the low spot where the dirt goes soft after the rains and made him plant in it, and she kept her own feet on the packed high side, and she diagnosed the ring as precisely as I diagnose an engine, using every inch of terrain with the same economy she applied to every pound of a man’s weight. Bogdan fought like a man in an empty room. She fought with intimate knowledge of all forty feet beneath her, because it was behind her own garage, and she’d cornered a hundred fights on it, and it was, in every way the yard would never say out loud, home ground.

Round two, he committed his weight.

That was the mistake, and it was the mistake of eight years, the mistake a man makes against an opponent who always folds. He’d walked her to the rail on the far side and he thought he had her cornered and panicking, and he loaded up and threw everything into one big overhand meant to end it, a shot he threw because eight years had taught him she would fold instead of punish the miss.

She wasn’t there.

She slipped it, barely, a hand’s width, all economy, and while his weight was still committed and his jaw was still hanging out past his lead foot she put a short flat counter into it, nothing wasted, no windup, the whole turn of her hips behind six inches of travel, and it landed on the hinge of his jaw with a sound I felt in my own teeth at the corner post, a wet crack, and the yard’s sound changed.

A hundred wolves who had come to watch the enforcer fold made the same low involuntary noise a pack makes when the math of the line changes in front of it, a sound with no word in it, and it went around the rail like wind through timber, and in the middle of it Bogdan stumbled sideways with his jaw wrong and his certainty gone, and I saw him understand that he was no longer fighting the woman he’d been beating for eight years. He was fighting somebody new, who had been in there the whole time, waiting.

Round three there were no rounds anymore.

She took him apart with the cold economy I’d seen on the switchback, the enforcer she’d never let the ring witness. Bogdan pawed once at his damaged jaw, set his right foot, and came at her behind a wide left hook. Anica stepped inside the arc. Her forearm caught his biceps before the punch opened, killing its reach, and her right fist drove into the soft place below his ribs.

His breath burst across her shoulder. She was already gone.

He spun after her and threw the right. His heel skidded in the soft dirt she’d walked him through earlier. Anica chopped a kick into the outside of his planted thigh. The leg buckled. He caught himself with one hand, tried to turn the crouch into a tackle, and reached for her hips.

She gave him nothing to hold. One palm shoved his bad jaw sideways while her knee rose into his sternum. The impact sat him back on his heel. Before he could square himself, she struck the jaw hinge again with a short left, the same six inches of travel as before.

Bogdan went to one knee.

He planted a palm in the dirt and forced himself upright. Wolf flesh forgave damage quickly, but it could not give him clean footing or put breath back into a body faster than Anica took it. He lunged with both arms, trying to wrap her and turn skill into weight.

Anica pivoted toward the rail. His hands closed on the empty space where her waist had been. She hooked his near ankle with her boot, drove her shoulder behind his upper arm, and sent him face-first into the packed high side. He struck on one forearm, rolled, and came up snarling with blood bright across his mouth.

This time he waited for her. Anica made him wait longer.

She circled left, just beyond his reach. When impatience dragged his lead hand away from his damaged side, she stamped a kick into the same thigh. His leg folded halfway. She followed with a fist under the ribs, another against the hinge of the jaw, then stepped clear before his answering swing could brush her thermal.

He dropped to both hands. The rail was silent enough that I heard his breath scrape in and out.

Bogdan got one boot under him. Anica watched him rise. She did not hurry the work or enjoy it. When he came forward on the weakened leg, she shifted outside it, caught his wrist, and pulled his reach past her hip. Her other forearm struck the back of his upper arm. His bad knee hit dirt. She kept the wrist, stepped across his shoulders, and used his own forward drive to roll him flat onto his chest.

He tried to push up. She kicked the supporting hand out from under him. He tried again on the other side, slower. She planted one boot between his shoulder blades and pressed him back into the dirt without striking him again.

He stayed there on his hands, spitting red, with the fight gone out of him. The old reflex rose in her, the eight-year flinch toward the fog to make sure the win was even hers.

She looked up at the ropes and found me at the corner post. Then she planted her feet over Bogdan Iancu, her chosen mark open to every nose at the rail.

She did not hit him again.

“Stay down,” she called, invoking the ring’s one law without taunting him.

A hundred hands tightened on the rail. Bogdan stayed down.

Bogdan yielded nothing easily. A wolf’s body can take a beating and get up from things that would kill me twice, but there was nothing left for him to rise toward. The mark was gone off her neck two days ago and his tally with it; the fight put a body on the ground beneath the result the dead mark had already made public. He could have risen and been beaten again, but getting up would not change the number. He lay in the dirt behind my garage and let the pack watch Anica take the shoulder place she had named.

The silence held for a breath, and then the pack made the other sound, a rising roar more complicated than any cheer. Palms struck the rail; boots hammered packed dirt; a hundred wolves recalculated the order of their world with their bodies. And Radomir, at the rail, did not make any sound at all. The alpha of Coldsmoke stared at his niece over the former point-holder in the dirt. Radomir looked from Anica to the blood on Bogdan’s mouth, then to me at her corner. His fingers remained locked around the rail after everyone else’s hands came free.

They carried Bogdan off. His own supporters, the two shoulders who’d laughed at his joke, got under his arms and hauled him toward the trees, and they did it without tenderness, already recalculating their own positions now that the man they’d stood behind was on the ground, already deciding how far behind him it was safe to have stood. The yard carries you off while doing its sums over your body.

As they turned him, his eyes found me over their shoulders. The hatred from the yard had cooled into calculation. He glanced once toward the north road before his supporters hauled him behind the trees. That was all the evidence I had, and it was enough to keep me watching the road.

Anica came to the corner with the tape still on her hands and the red thermal dark at the collar with sweat and the fight-light in her still burning, and she looked at me, and I knew that look, I’d learned it, and she took a fistful of my flannel and hauled me backward into the garage office, and kicked the door shut with her heel.

She had me against the workbench before the door had finished closing.

She was still running on the win and the adrenaline and eight years breaking loose together. She got my belt open with her taped hands, fast and greedy, and dropped to her knees on the concrete first. Her mouth closed around my cock while she watched me over the rise of it, eyes bright with the fight. She took me deep twice, worked her tongue under the head, then pulled back before I could get close enough to lose the rest of the plan.

“You taste like the rail,” she said. “Blood and old wood.”

“Romantic.”

“I just punched romance in the jaw.”

She stood, turned, and braced her forearms on my workbench. Looking back over her shoulder, she still had the fight in her face.

I came up behind her without touching and let the waiting stretch. Her breath roughened. Sweat darkened the red thermal between her shoulder blades. The low curve of her back tightened under the canvas.

“You’re stalling,” she said.

“You’re used to taking the first move.”

“I already made it. Door’s closed. Pants are open. Keep up.”

I caught the waistband and held it without pulling. “Tell me what the win bought you.”

Her eyes stayed on mine over her shoulder. “The right to want this without running it into a mountain.”

I peeled the canvas down.

“Handle me,” she said. “I just won myself back. Handle me like it.”

I peeled her work canvas down over the hard, sweat-warmed curves of her ass and pushed her thermal up her back. Her pussy was already wet when I ran my fingers through it. I circled her clit until she shoved back against my hand, impatient.

“You said handle.”

“I’m checking the equipment.”

“It passed inspection.”

I put my hands hard on her hips and drove into her from behind against the bench. She gave me a low shout and pushed back, setting the pace hard from the first stroke, her hips tipped high for me. I steered her hips to the hard angle she demanded, gripping hard enough to mark a wolf. She was loud, gloriously loud, past caring.

I got one hand flat between her shoulder blades and pressed her down. She let me, laughing and cursing, her ass tipping higher as my cock drove deep. The bench legs scraped concrete. A wrench rattled off onto the floor.

“Harder,” she said. “Make the rail hear why it lost.”

I hauled her back onto every thrust. Her fingers locked around the far edge of the bench. The muscle under her curves held hard until the climax stripped it out of her. Her pussy clamped around me in tight wet pulses. She cried my name into the invoices, shaking, and I kept driving through the contractions until my own control broke.

I pulled out on the last stroke and came across the lumbar hollow and the upper curve of her ass, hot spurts marking the skin my hands had gripped. She looked back at the mess, then at me, still breathing hard.

“Good,” she said. “Visible evidence.”

I laughed. She laughed with me, and we both realized at the same second that the office wall was thin and the yard was still dispersing thirty feet away with a hundred wolves’ worth of ears. That made it worse. We buried the laugh in each other’s shoulders and shook with it.

“They heard that,” I said, into her hair.

“Good,” she said. “Let the ones recalculating add a line.” She pulled back far enough to look at me, still breathing hard, the fight and the after both burning off her. “Do you know what I did for eight years instead of this? I ran. Before dawn, up the ridge trail, alone, so no one would see. That was the only place I could spend it, the fight I couldn’t have and the win I wouldn’t take and all of it, I ran it into the mountain in the dark.” She put her taped hand flat on my chest. “I don’t have to run anymore. That’s what you did. The mark and the ring mattered less than giving me somewhere to put it that isn’t a mountain at four in the morning.” And then, because she cannot leave a thing that warm alone: “Also the workbench is a good height. Don’t move the workbench.” She turned around and did the backwards thing then, the thing that undoes me, she took my hand, inspected the barked knuckles from the corner post, and clicked her tongue. She stripped the tape off her own hands and wrapped mine with me sitting on the stool, the fighter tending the mechanic, careful and unhurried. It reached deeper than anything we’d just done. “You gripped the rail the whole time,” she said, working the tape. “Hard enough to bleed. Why.”

“So the pocket stayed at your corner. So if you reached for it, it’d be there.”

She stopped with the tape pulled taut between us. Whatever she’d been going to say remained behind her teeth. She finished my hand, pressed her thumb once into the raw place, and measured the answering flex of my fingers. Then she pulled up her canvas and walked out with her braid wrecked, her thermal soaked, and Bogdan’s blood drying across one knuckle.

We went back out into the cold, and the crowd was thinning, drifting up the ridge road talking, and at the edge of the tree line, where the timber comes down to the ring, a woman was leaning against a post I hadn’t seen her arrive at.

She was small and wiry, copper-red hair cropped at the nape and longer on top and wind-ruined, in a patched wind shell and a coat cut in the ridge pack’s colors, and she was watching me with bright green eyes and an expression of pure professional amusement, like she’d been there a while and enjoyed all of it, and when she saw she had my attention she pushed off the post and came a few steps closer and said, deadpan, “So. Does the garage do alignments. For packs it isn’t at war with yet.”


Chapter 12: The Scout

She rerouted every question. Deflection was Birgit Solheim’s preferred fieldcraft.

I’d asked who she was. She’d said the garage’s coffee smelled like it had been made by a man who hated himself, accurately. I’d asked what she wanted. She wanted a garage that did alignments and apparently also blood feuds, full service. By then she’d perched on my workbench, actually perched, one foot up on the vise like a bird claiming my shop as a branch. Getting a straight answer out of her was going to be a job of work.

So I stopped asking and started reading. Birgit Solheim is not used to being read, and the conversation changed.

“You’re ridge pack,” I said. “Solveig’s colors on your coat, but worn like you earned them, not like you were born to them. You’ve been out in the weather a long time, weeks, sleeping rough, you smell like six different fires and cold ground. And you’ve been watching us. You’ve been watching me. There’s Coldsmoke pine sap on your boots from the north side of the ring where the timber comes down. From that one spot you can see my yard and garage without standing in either.” I folded the rag over my palm. “So you’ve been up in my trees for a few days at least, learning me, before you walked down and made a joke about alignments. A customer would have walked in on day one. A scout waits in the trees until hiding stops paying.”

Birgit’s perpetual motion stopped. Then she grinned with the delighted shock of discovering that a rumor had flesh.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re the genuine article. They said you were and I didn’t believe it. Nobody’s nose is that good, I said, it’s a story the Coldsmoke bunch tells to feel special.” She hopped down off the bench and came a step closer, studying me like a specimen. “Birgit Solheim. Solveig’s tracker. She sent me weeks ago to find out why the saddle’s cycles were going sideways. They are. That’s the free part. My Luna does not enjoy problems that cross range lines.” She said all of it fast and clean, a scout’s brief pared down to the facts she was willing to hand me, and then she deflected off the edge of it before I could ask for the rest. “Also your coffee is a war crime and I’ve had three cups.”

“You could stop.”

“I could,” she agreed, pouring a fourth.

Birgit timed jokes like knife-throws. Each one landed a breath before a question could touch anything true. The lightest joke she threw that morning carried blood on it.

Because I read her nose. I couldn’t help it. Half of it was dead.

Mine was an absence. Hers was scar tissue. There was a forced mark on her, old, at the join of her neck under the copper crop, and it half-blinded her nose, laying a dead man’s static over the field so she worked at half range and had for years, and I read the age of it and the shape of it and under her fourth cup of terrible coffee I found the remains of one brilliant year as the best young nose in two ranges, cut in half without her consent.

“Nineteen,” she said, when she caught me reading it, and she said it lightly, lightly, a stone skipped across deep water. “In case you’re doing the math on the vintage. I was nineteen and I was the best nose the ridge had bred in fifty years, ask anybody, they’ll tell you, for about one glorious year, and then a fella twice my age decided he liked the look of the best nose in two ranges and put a mark on it.” She refilled the coffee she hadn’t finished, hands busy, eyes bright and moving. “He died in an avalanche two winters later. Everyone thought that would fix it, but the mark doesn’t care if the man’s under forty feet of snow. I’m haunted. But cheap. Most hauntings cost you a whole house. Mine just took the good half of my job.” She toasted me with the war-crime coffee. “So when they said Coldsmoke had a man who could smell better than a whole nose, with no nose at all, I had to come see, because it seemed unfair, and I am particular about fairness where noses are concerned.”

She toasted me with the cup again, but the coffee sloshed against the rim. I could have named what her dead man’s mark had cost. Instead, I met her where she had chosen to stand.

The ridge had confirmed pushed cycles. She had found one sample on Coldsmoke ground. The rest stayed behind her teeth until I earned the scout’s full report.

“Cheap haunting’s the best kind,” I said. “You want to see expensive, my house is being haunted by the county tax assessor. That one wants the whole porch.”

She laughed, surprised out of herself. Her fourth cup stopped halfway to her mouth. She set it down and gave me the clean version of the scout’s report without decorating it.

“Okay,” she said, and hopped back onto the bench, all business now, or business-shaped. “I don’t believe you yet. I’m sorry, I don’t, I know you just did the party trick on my boots and my sap and my haunting, but reading a room’s history is one thing and tracking a live scent blind is another, and I’ve been the best nose in two ranges, even half of me is better than most, and I do not believe a scentless man can outwork a real nose in the field. So.” She pulled a knee up, bright-eyed. “A bet. Yesterday I found a musk drop out on your ridge, one of theirs, small, and I cached it. Somewhere in about four square miles. You find it. By scent. Blind, no help from me, before the light goes. You win, I tell you everything the ridge pack knows, every scrap, no holding back. I win, you fix my truck for the rest of its natural life and you never mention my nose again as long as you live.”

“That’s a lot of free mechanic work if I lose.”

“You’re going to lose,” she said, happily. “I wrapped it in fox musk. Good luck.”

The wind came down from the peaks, slackened over the saddle, and carried fox musk where no fox would have denned. Birgit trailed me at a distance with her arms crossed, sure she was going to win. Watching that certainty erode by stages made the hour and fifty minutes a pleasure.

The fox musk was clever. It’s a static, a loud smell laid over a quiet one, the trick a scout uses to hide a cache from a nose, and it would have stopped most of them. It didn’t stop me, because my nose does not follow a wolf’s method. A wolf follows the loudest thread, chases the strongest smell, runs it down. I do the opposite. I eliminate.

I started where she’d have started, on the high ground at the trailhead, because a person placing a cache begins from where they arrived, and I stood there and read the wind first, the whole system of it, its cold-morning pour from the peaks and slacks at midday and reverses to come up the valley in the afternoon. Then I used the center of my trade: elimination. She’d have kept her own scent off the cache, working crosswind or downwind while she placed it. The morning wind ruled out the eastern quarter. Anything cached there would have forced her upwind, salting her own trail across it. Gone. Cross it off. A scout who leaves no tracks favors rock over soil. That gave me the two dry draws and removed the meadow. She was small, fast, and lazy about elevation with the confidence common to fast people. The high shoulder cost too much climb for a cache she meant to retrieve. Cross it off. Cross it off. I stood on that ridge and crossed off three and a half of the four square miles without taking a step, using the same elimination I apply to cylinders in a misfire, until what was left was a strip of rocky draw maybe four hundred yards long, and then I walked into it and used my nose.

The fox musk was there, exactly where the elimination said it would be, and it was wrong in a way that was almost funny, a loud den-smell in a stretch of high rock where no fox in its right mind would den, a smell that announced itself as loudly as fresh paint over a patched dent. She’d hidden the faint poison under a loud cover, and the cover betrayed her because it didn’t belong. I walked to it downwind from two hundred yards, and followed the wrongness to a hollow log, and inside the hollow log, wrapped in a fox-scent rag, sat the little waxed drop of the trade’s poison, sweating its jar-sweetness even through the static, and I could have found it with a head cold, once I knew to look for the scent trying too hard to disappear.

I carried it back to the trailhead in the failing light and held it up.

Birgit opened her mouth. No joke arrived. Her gaze moved from the wax drop to the country behind me, tracing the route I had taken as if she could recover the method from the terrain. One hand rose toward the old mark beneath her copper crop, stopped short, then closed around her coat collar.

“Huh,” she said.

“You lose,” I said, gently.

“I lose,” she agreed, and put the armor back on with visible effort. Then she paid the bet before she let herself grin.

The saddle’s cycles had started shifting a month ago, same as ours: three she-wolves early, then five, then a dozen. Solveig had caught something wrong in the water and quietly changed the ridge pack over to snowmelt and cistern. That had spared the ridge a bad Run. Birgit had cut the same wide dually tread I’d found on my fire track along the saddle’s high roads, weeks-old sign beneath fresh. She had recovered three musk drops total, two on ridge ground and the one she had cached on ours. The placement made the operation valley-wide.

“The operation covers yours and ours,” she said. “It belongs to the whole valley. Whoever’s running it has enough poison to soften two packs at once. That’s not a man with a jar. That’s a man with a warehouse.”

The prize was worth more than free mechanic work. It gave us the dosing pattern across both ranges, the Luna’s clean-water response, the truck’s northern approaches, and three physical samples instead of one.

“Now you’re buying me a real coffee,” Birgit said. “I’ve had four cups of yours and I’d like to taste something that wasn’t made in a crime scene. There’s a diner in town, and I’m told the enforcer eats there. I would very much like to meet the woman who put Bogdan Iancu in the dirt, because that’s the best story to come off this mountain in a decade and I want it from the source.”

The diner in Tilden is called Carol’s and is built the way a Tilden diner ought to be, a long counter and six booths, red vinyl gone gray at the seams, a pie case, a coffee urn that has run continuously since before I was born, and Carol Teague behind the counter with her henna-red bob and a pot in constant motion, topping up cups nobody asked her to top up as if the whole town had wandered into her kitchen. It smells of coffee and griddle grease and cigarette smoke worn into the walls from before the ban, and it is warm, and it is the one room in Tilden where the ridge and the town sit at the same counter and pretend they don’t know what each other are.

Anica was already there, in the back booth, because I’d told her we’d come, and she watched Birgit walk in with the flat assessing stillness she watches everything with, wary, an enforcer sizing up a stranger from a rival pack, and Birgit walked straight up to the booth and slid in across from her and looked at her for a second and then looked at the mark on her neck and said, “So that’s what a chosen one smells like. Huh. I came all this way to smell a rumor and it turns out the rumor’s got a right hook.”

It could have gone wrong. Anica’s face began to go cold. And Birgit watched it too, that quick perception under the mouth, and she saw the cold coming, and she redirected the joke before it landed, the gift under the armor.

“I mean it as the highest thing I’ve got,” Birgit said, dropping the bit, plain, fast, sincere for one exposed heartbeat. “I’ve had one of those on my neck since I was nineteen. Mine was forced, and death didn’t lift it. I didn’t know one could come off. Nobody anywhere on my range knows it can come off. And you’re sitting in a diner with it gone, eating a cheeseburger, like it’s nothing.” She picked up a menu. “So don’t mistake the joke for what I mean. Jokes are how I carry what I can’t hold.”

Anica studied the small copper-headed stranger who had named their shared wound in two sentences. Then she pushed the fries to the middle of the table and said, dry, “Bogdan’s jaw clicks now. When he chews. I’m told it’s very annoying for him.”

Birgit laughed. Anica’s answering huff fogged the rim of her cup. Carol topped up coffee nobody had touched while the fries remained within equal reach of both women.

The two of them talked over me for a while. I did not mind. Being ignored by two women deciding they like each other is one of the more restful experiences life had given me. Birgit wanted the fight, beat by beat, and Anica, who does not narrate, gave it to her in three sentences, and Birgit filled in the rest herself with sound effects, and made the counter-punch a whole aria, and Anica sat there and let herself be narrated at with something on her face I’d only seen aimed at me and my mother, which was the beginning of ease. And once, when Birgit reached for the fries and her sleeve pulled back and showed the old chain of scars along her forearm from years of rough sleeping and rougher work, Anica clocked it with her usual thoroughness, and said nothing, and pushed the plate an inch closer, and Birgit noticed. She took one fry, then pushed the plate back the same careful distance so Anica would know she had noticed too.

I wanted this to keep happening. I wanted the warm booth, bad town coffee, and two women I’d have died for arguing about fries, stripped of the war, the trade, the mark, and the ring. I have wanted a place since I was nine with a thirsty man’s need, and here was a booth in a town diner that felt more like a place than the yard I was born on the edge of ever had, and I wanted it so hard it frightened me, because I knew what came for warm things in this valley, and it was already sitting on the overlook watching us through glass.

Birgit stepped out to the lot to make her report to the ridge. When she returned, she slid into the booth without a joke and turned her coffee cup between both palms.

“I told the Luna what I found,” she said. “About you. About the party trick. About the mark coming off.” She turned her coffee cup a slow circle on the table, not looking at me. “I told her the truth, all of it, because she pays me for the truth. And her usual quiet gave way to the other one.” Birgit looked up, and for once she wasn’t joking at all. “The one she gets right before she rides somewhere she has no business riding.”


Chapter 13: What the Buyers Pay For

We found the supply cache on the second day. Once I’d stood in that line shack and read what was in it, I stopped fearing the trade in the abstract and started fearing Dragomir Vukas.

We worked the high fire tracks all one cold morning. My nose gave us the threads, the jar-sweetness on the wind, thin as a wire, and I’d call it, north, weak, older, and point. Birgit quartered the ground, running low and fast. She cut the wide dually tread where I could only smell it, sorted fresh over old over older, and mapped each load. Anica laid Birgit’s route over every draw, claim, and fallen shack she had known since childhood. “There,” she said. “Old line shack up that spur. Truck access. Nobody’s opened it in forty years.”

My depth, Birgit’s range, Anica’s ground. I had spent twenty-seven years refusing to owe anyone the asking. That morning Anica took the map from my cold-stiff fingers without comment, and Birgit passed me the canteen before I knew I wanted it. I discovered I could like shared work without becoming less capable inside it.

She took us to three places a man could stage drums. The second held the cache.

An old line shack sagged beside a spur off the fire track, thrown up a lifetime ago by men running a fence or a claim and abandoned when the work died. Gray board gone silver, a sagging tin roof, one window with no glass, a stovepipe rusted through. The door hung on one hinge. The floor was dirt and packrat leavings and the abandoned shack had stored a cold deeper than the weather outside. It smelled of mouse and rot and old creosote and, over all of it, wrong and sweet and manufactured, the jar-smell, thick enough in here to stand in. Somebody had swept a clear space in the packrat mess and laid pallets to keep the drums off the damp. That detail told me the most: his stock was meant to last through seasons rather than one raid.

Inside it, stacked and strapped and tarped, were drums.

Food-grade drums, the blue plastic kind, a dozen of them, and I put my face to the bung of the nearest and it was the jar-sweetness concentrated past anything, the stabilized musk, rendered and fixed and barreled, and I counted what the drums could dose in the cold shack. The count was the horror.

“There’s enough here to dose every water source in this valley twice over,” I said. “Both packs. Every source. For a season.” I put my hand on the cold curve of a drum. “Twelve drums means stock laid in for seasons.”

Birgit had found a second clue, a torn page from a receipt-book jammed behind a crossbeam, and she handed it to me, and it carried quantities and dates in a small precise hand. The figures made it inventory. Inventory tells you everything if you can read what it’s inventory for.

I read it out loud, and I built Vukas’s plan for them in the cold shack and gave it plain.

“Vukas waits instead of raiding,” I said. “A raider comes through the door and gives you something to fight.” I tapped the dates. “Look at the schedule. It all ends here, this line, the biggest number, and the date on it is the Long Moon.” I looked up at them. “You know what the Long Moon does. Last full moon before the deep freeze, and it pulls every she-wolf in the valley into cycle on the same night, all of them together. It’s the one night a year the entire range does naturally what he’s been doing to us artificially with the water. Every woman cycling. Every male rut-drunk or chained. Every pack in the valley helpless by its own oldest custom for one night.”

Anica pressed her thumb into the drum’s cold curve until the nail blanched. She had gotten there ahead of me.

“He’s been softening us,” she said, “so that when the Long Moon comes, we come the rest of the way over the edge harder and earlier and all together, and we can’t even chain our way through it the way we always have.”

“He doesn’t have to break down the door,” I said. “He waits for the one night we open it ourselves, and he backs the trucks up, and he loads. The valley pre-packages itself. That’s what the drums are for. That’s what the month of dosing is for. He’s not attacking a pack. He’s harvesting a warehouse, and the warehouse fills itself once a year, and this year he’s made sure it fills fuller and softer than it ever has.”

Nobody said anything for a moment in that cold shack full of the makings of it. Birgit folded the receipt page twice with needless precision and tucked it into her glove. Anica copied my palm against the drum, like she was taking its pulse.

“I’ve been in the trade’s camp,” Birgit said finally, quiet, and it took me a second to understand she meant Ioana’s account, that she’d sat with the woman and gotten the parts none of us had. “Ioana told me the rest of it, the part she didn’t want the men to hear. They take you and keep you cycling on the chemistry past when a body’s meant to. She said there were women in that camp who’d been held at the crest so long they’d forgotten there was any other way to be. That’s what softening us is for. He can load us easily that night, already halfway broken in before a buyer ever touches us. He’s curing the valley for harvest. Like meat.” Her jokes vanished; the truth came out stripped bare, and it was the worst thing said in that shack, and it came from the funniest person in the shack with every defense stripped away. I believed her.

Anica’s jaw worked. “How long,” she said.

“The Long Moon’s the deadline. Twenty-some nights.” I rolled the torn page and put it in my jacket, evidence, careful. “We leave the drums. If we haul them off he knows we’ve been here and he moves up his clock, and I’d rather he thought we were still asleep.” I looked around the shack one more time, reading it, the boot prints, the tire, the small precise chemist’s smell laid under the big bowlegged man’s, both of them here, tending stock like men who expected to be tending it a long time. “He thinks he has twenty nights and a sleeping valley. Let’s leave him thinking it as long as we can.”

The trade came to me the next day, at the garage, and put its face on.

I heard the flatbed before it turned in, a good engine, well kept, out of the valley, and it backed into my second bay smooth and unhurried, and three men got out, and the one in front was lean and easy and courteous, with a face made for apologizing and eyes that never once apologized for anything. He had chains in the bed of the flatbed, coiled, arranged, and within a breath their arrangement read as intentional, that he had loaded his truck as a sentence, and the sentence was: I brought chains to your shop and I want you to know I did.

“Reznik,” he said, pleasant. “Sorin. I’ve got a flatbed with a shimmy, I’m told you’re the man.” He put his hand on the fender, friendly. Emil was in the shop, and two Tilden customers waiting on a brake job, and Sorin clocked all of them, counted the room with a professional’s quick inventory, and decided the audience suited him fine. “But that’s not really why I drove up your mountain.”

“I figured.”

“You figured.” He smiled with Birgit’s familiar delight at finding a rumor made real. “My employer heard Coldsmoke had a man who could smell what nobody else can smell and stand where nobody else can stand. He dismissed it as a mountain story about the local oddity. And then you found his blocks in your spring box, and you walked into a Run and turned a frenzy off around a girl, and you took a forced mark off a woman who’d worn it for eight years and put a chosen one in its place. And now he believes it. Now he believes it very much.” Sorin leaned on the fender, comfortable. “Dragomir Vukas is a businessman, Reznik. That nose, applied to his business, earns more in a single season than this valley has paid you in twenty-seven years. He told me to tell you to name it. Wage, whatever number you like. Women, whatever you like, however you like. And, he said, and I quote him, that house. The one on the ridge. The one your mother’s about to lose to the county after the New Year.” He let that sit, watching my face, a professional watching for the flinch. “He’d make that go away before the snow flies. Just for you coming to work for a man who appreciates what you are, instead of a valley that’s spent twenty-seven years calling you worthless.”

They knew about the house. That was the cold drop, and Sorin had saved it for last, and it landed exactly where he’d aimed it, in the one soft place I have, and I felt it land, and I kept it off my face, because I’d had twenty-seven years of practice not letting things show.

For half a second I saw Doina keeping the porch. No county car in the drive. No last jar of jam coming off the shelf because she was frightened. The picture arrived complete enough to shame me.

Then Ioana’s scarred ankles replaced it. Anica’s dead brand followed. Vukas had named the exact desire that might make a decent man buy his own mother a roof with other women’s necks. I let the picture burn itself out before it could become a plan.

I wiped my hands on the rag. Emil’s pry bar stopped halfway to the bench. The two Tilden men were pretending to read a calendar. And I gave him my refusal, flat, unhurried, in earshot of all of them, because witnesses make a refusal permanent.

“Tell him the nose isn’t for sale,” I said. “Tell him it’s coming up the road.”

Sorin’s smile widened, and it got worse, because it was real pleasure. His smile confirmed it: if Vukas couldn’t buy me, he would take me alive when the time was right.

“You could take the number,” Sorin said, gently, reading the half-second I hadn’t quite hidden, because he was good, he was very good, better than Bogdan had ever been at finding a soft place. “There’s no shame in a man taking care of his mother. My employer respects it. He’d respect you more for the number than for the speech.”

“I know he would,” I said. “That’s the problem with him. He respects the wrong things. Tell him the nose isn’t for sale, and tell him I said his respect is the surest sign a man’s done a thing he shouldn’t.”

“I’ll tell him,” Sorin said. “Word for word. He’ll like it. He respects anybody who knows his own value.” He straightened off the fender, and put out his hand, friendly, to shake, and leaving a hand hanging has never been my habit, so I took it.

He closed his grip and turned my hand over, gently, as if to admire it, the mechanic’s hand, the famous hand, and he ran his thumb across my knuckles almost tenderly, and then there was a knife in his other hand, small and quick, and he drew it once across the back of my knuckles, shallow, a red line, smiling the whole time, pricing the merchandise, and it stung and beaded and I gave him no flinch, because I had decided the second I felt the blade that I would not give him the flinch, and I didn’t.

Emil moved.

I caught it out of the corner of my eye, the kid coming off the brake bench with a pry bar and murder in his open face, twenty-three and about to make the move that would get him killed and get all of us killed, and I said, without looking at him, flat, in the voice I use on a stripped bolt, “Emil. We’re working.”

He stopped. God bless him, he stopped, shaking, and Sorin looked at him and then at me with real amusement, memorizing the kid’s face for later, and folded the knife away.

“You’ve got a temper on staff,” he told me. “That’ll cost you.” He climbed back in the flatbed, which had never had a shimmy, and his men climbed in, and he leaned out the window as they pulled out. “Twenty-some nights, Reznik. Think about the house.” And the flatbed pulled out of my yard smooth and unhurried, chains rattling in the bed, and I stood there with my knuckles bleeding a thin red line. The chains rattled behind a courteous killer carrying my blood on his knife.

I showed Radomir the drums.

I took him up to the line shack myself, the alpha of Coldsmoke, in my own truck, and I opened the door and let him stand in the cold and smell twelve drums of stabilized heat and read the schedule on the torn page, and the last of his doubt went out of him. Radomir stood among the drums and touched none of them. His eyes moved from the torn schedule to the pallet boards, counting each warning he had missed. Then the competent man under the rust started moving.

“Watch rotations,” he said, on the drive down, more to himself than to me. “Double them. Nobody drinks from any source I haven’t seen cleaned myself. I want eyes on the pass and eyes on the north road, around the clock, starting tonight.” He looked at his own hands. “I should have started this a month ago.”

“You’re starting it now,” I said. Agreeing with the first part would gain us nothing, and a man unrusting should not be discouraged.

“I’m late,” he said, flatly, and it was the closest the alpha of Coldsmoke had ever come, in my hearing, to the word he owed a great many people, and I let him have the shape of it without making him say more, because you take an apology in the dialect it’s offered.

Back at the garage, Birgit was standing at the wall calendar with a grease pencil.

She’d been doing the moon math while we were gone, counting forward on the little squares, and she reached up and drew a circle around one of them, hard, twice, so it stood out from every other square, and she stood back and looked at it, and for once she didn’t make it a joke.

“There,” she said. “The Long Moon.” She capped the grease pencil, and looked at the circle a moment, and then she looked at the thin red line Sorin had opened across my knuckles, which had crusted over but which she’d clocked the second we walked in, because she clocks everything now that she’s letting herself. “He cut you,” she said, not a question, and Anica came over and took my hand and repeated Sorin’s gesture with its cruelty removed, the opposite gesture in the same shape, and looked at the line, and her fingers closed around mine with measured care.

“Pricing gesture,” I said. “He wanted me to know he’d handled the merchandise. Nekane can look at it tomorrow, it’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” Anica said, quiet. “A man opened your hand in your own shop and drove away smiling.” She set my hand down, careful. “That’s the second thing that’s gone on his ledger tonight. His and Bogdan’s both.” And she went back to looking at the grease-pencil circle on the wall, and the three of us stood in my garage watching the circled date bear down on us like headlights up a road, and outside the light was going, and somewhere north of us twelve drums sat on pallets in a cold shack, waiting for a moon, and a courteous man drove down the pass with my blood dried on a small clean knife.

Birgit tapped the circle once with the capped pencil. “Twenty nights.”


Chapter 14: The Sterilizer

“A knife,” Nekane said, turning my hand over under her lamp, “in your own shop. Over a handshake.” Her attention stayed on the cut. “You have two hands, Reznik, and now a stranger has redecorated one of them, and you let him.”

“I let him because the alternative was a fight in front of Emil and two Tilden men, and I’d have lost, and so would they.”

“Mm.” She cleaned the line Sorin had opened, unhurried, her herb-stained fingers sure and impersonal, and it stung and I let it sting. “You keep making that trade. Take the small wound now to stop the big one later. One of these days that trade is going to come out the other way, and I’m going to be the one who has to tell your mother it did.” She taped it, neat, and did not let go of the hand right away, holding it flat in both of hers a moment, giving it her complete clinical attention.

Her thumb traveled the old scars on that hand: the burn, the barked knuckles, the white nail-fall from a dropped block years ago. She had patched nearly every part of me over the years and handled each injury with a good mechanic’s total attention and zero waste. She named none aloud. The extra second over the burn told me enough. When she finally released me, her fingertips dragged across my palm before she turned to wash instruments that were already clean. I left the offered silence alone.

A young wolf came in while she worked on me, one of the tail, a boy with a training gash down his forearm from a bad fall on the ring rail, and Nekane set me aside and turned to him, and her work was the reason the visit mattered.

She was fast and she was sure and she was kind without being soft, cleaning the gash and setting a butterfly of stitches with hands that never hesitated, talking the boy down the whole time in her low warm bedside register, and she was, doing it, the most completely herself I ever saw her, a woman entirely at home in the work. Watching her, close, my nose finally separated a banked scent I’d half-caught before.

She could hold a second shift.

I lacked the wolf-knowledge to explain its mechanics. My nose gave me only the evidence: another shape folded beneath Nekane’s ordinary scent, immense, mature, and unused for nine years. The last trace of its release dated to the winter her husband died.

The rest came from memory rather than scent. I remembered patients arriving whenever Nekane prepared for the Run, and wolves reminding her that the valley had one healer. Her clothes had not carried snow from a shifted run in nearly a decade. Nobody issued an order. They only made every attempt cost somebody else’s treatment until she stopped trying.

Anica had thrown fights for eight years. Birgit had joked so nobody tested what remained of her range. Nekane stitched a boy’s arm while another part of her stayed folded away. I could smell the age of the unused shift; I knew the pack’s habits because I had watched them my whole life. Together, the evidence made an accusation I did not have the right to lay at her feet while she worked.

The familiar urge rose anyway: name the cage, hand her the truth as if naming belonged to me.

And I did not say it.

I had not always possessed that much sense. I looked at a woman I was coming to want, carrying a nine-year cage nobody had ever named for her. Naming it would serve me rather than her. It would be a display of my nose, and a woman does not need a man to inventory her own cage. So I offered help she could accept without explaining herself. When the boy had gone I looked at her sterilizer, which had been running rough for a month, I could hear it, and I said, “Your sterilizer’s cycling wrong, the element’s going. Hands like yours deserve tools that work.” And I fixed it, unasked, while she pretended not to watch me, and it took twenty minutes, and the repair carried what I wasn’t going to say: somebody should notice what you need. Today I could notice the sterilizer.

“You fixed my sterilizer,” she said, watching me pack up the tools, and her bedside cadence slowed over every word.

“It was cycling wrong.”

“It was cycling wrong for a month and I’ve been meaning to look at it for a month and I didn’t, because there’s always a wolf bleeding and there’s never a me.” She said it lightly and it wasn’t light. “You know what nobody’s done in nine years? Fixed something of mine without me asking, because they noticed it was broken. Everybody brings me their damage. Nobody looks at mine.” She turned away, busied her hands with a jar that didn’t need moving. “The job taught me to swallow the complaint. I chose it. I’m just telling you that you did a rare thing and I noticed, and I’m a woman who keeps a careful ledger, and it went in it.”

She threw me out with her customary warmth when I was done, telling me I’d overstayed and she had work and I was underfoot. At the door, her fingers found the pencil in her hair. “Reznik, I…” she began. She secured the pencil, told me to keep the hand dry, and closed the door.

But before she threw me out, over the bloodwork, she gave me the fact I have not stopped carrying since.

She’d been running Ioana’s follow-up samples, and mine, cross-checking the chemistry, and she looked up from the lamp with a different steadiness than the medical one, a colder one, and she said, “Can I tell you what has bothered me for a month, since your Run stunt? I’m speaking as a scientist rather than a healer.”

“Tell me.”

“What you are. The null. The read. A wolf born throwing no scent, who can be in a room a frenzy can’t close in.” She turned a vial in her fingers. “It runs in bloodlines. Everything does, with us. Rare traits skip and surface, skip and surface. A trait like that, best I can reckon it from the old stories, ought to turn up maybe one in six generations in a line that carries it. One in six.” She set the vial down. “Reznik, there have been packs in these mountains for two hundred years. Forty-odd of them across the West that I know of, and more I don’t. Two hundred years, one in six. There should be dozens of you. Living and dead, there should be a word for what you are in every valley’s dialect, a common word, a word a healer learns in her first year, as early and thoroughly as I learned the term for a breech birth. There should be a quiet history of men like you.” She looked at me. “I went looking, after the Run. Quietly. In everything I have, every old account, every healer’s tale I was ever told. Do you know how many I found?”

“How many.”

“You,” she said. “There’s you. That’s the final count. Two hundred years and forty packs and one-in-six, and the count is one, and he’s sitting in my cabin bleeding from a handshake.” She set the fact between us with the vial, then put ice down my back. “And there’s one more fact, and I’ve never said it to anybody, and I’m saying it now because I think you’d better start carrying it. Years ago, when you were a boy, I asked your mother about the Reznik line, for the medical file. Just the ordinary questions, who married who, what ran in the blood, the things a healer writes down. And your mother answered them all, easy, pleasant, and one of the answers was a lie.” She held my eyes. “I have smelled every lie told in this valley for twenty years, Reznik. I can’t help it, same as you can’t. And Doina Reznik’s is the only lie I have ever heard in my life that I did not call. Because I could smell the lie, and beneath it lay a refusal she’d die before surrendering. Some lies you leave alone. But it’s there. It’s always been there. Your mother is keeping something about what you are, and she’s kept it since you were a boy, and it is the best-guarded lie I have ever smelled.”

She didn’t offer a theory. She’s not that kind. She laid the facts on the table like she’d lay out instruments and let them sit there, sharp. I picked none of them up yet. All we had was one-in-six coming out to one, and my mother’s uncalled lie beneath twenty-seven years of being told what I wasn’t.

I walked down from the cabin rattled, and I’ll name the fear, since I keep the count. The count of one frightened me this time, far beyond the trade. Two hundred years and forty packs and there should be dozens of me and there is one, and there is a word my mother won’t say, and I had spent twenty-seven years believing I understood what I was, a man the moon skipped, a defect, an absence, a Reznik the coupon ran out on. Nekane had told me, without meaning to comfort me, that the count was structurally wrong. I did not have anywhere to put that. Two hundred years, forty packs, one-in-six, and one living man. The numbers stayed wrong no matter how I set them down. I went to find my mother, because my mother was the only person alive whose silence touched the Reznik line.

I went to my mother’s kitchen and tried one of my better skills, drawing out a truth with plausible casualness. My mother proved better at it. She had taught me, so surprise was another failure on my part.

I ate the eggs she made me and I worked around to it sideways, the Reznik line, my father’s people, the old country, and she fed me and evaded me with the skill of six decades, turning every question into a story about somebody dead and funny, tilting her deaf ear at the parts she didn’t want, and I came away empty. I could read a lie off an axle yet got no purchase on my own mother. She had twenty-seven years of practice and loved me enough to keep the latch on her side of the door.

Except once.

I said the word. I said it plain, watching her at the stove, dropping it into the kitchen like a wrench meant to expose a rattle. “Nekane says there should be a word for what I am. Moonless.” And my mother, who had answered everything, who had answered without delay all morning, stopped with her hand over the pan. The oil snapped below her before the hand moved again, and she said something about the eggs, and the moment closed, and she did not turn around.

But I’d seen it. The one crack. The word moonless tightened my mother’s shoulders before she covered the reaction. Nekane was right. Doina guarded a fact she had kept since my childhood, and I could not read my way through her.

The next question reached my teeth. My mother’s hand steadied over the pan, and she slid the eggs onto my plate without turning around.

I ate them. If she meant to open that door, she would have to do it from her side.

Birgit came to the garage at dusk with both hands jammed so deep in her pockets that her shoulders rounded around them.

She stood in the bay door, copper crop wind-wrecked, and skipped her usual inventory of the coffee, my clothes, and the state of the shop. Behind her, a step back, was Anica.

“My cycle’s coming,” Birgit said. Her hands stayed buried in her pockets, and none of her patter came to protect her. “The first one since I met you. And mine come loud, because of the.” She touched her own neck, the dead man’s mark. “It makes them loud. Worse. Louder than yours would be, Anica, I think, because his is still riding my nose and it fights me from crest to ebb.” She stopped. She’d come to ask me something and she couldn’t get to it, the words running out on her, a silence I had not heard since meeting her, and she stood there working her jaw with nothing coming.

And Anica, behind her, put a hand on Birgit’s shoulder, and looked at me over the top of the smaller woman’s head, and asked the question for her, plain and quiet, because that is what the household was already becoming, people who ask the hard thing for each other when the words run out.

“She wants to know,” Anica said, “if she can come to you when it breaks. The way I did. And whether, if she does, you’d give her what you gave me.”


Chapter 15: Snowlight

Being spoken for shamed Birgit’s voice back into her. Anica had counted on that.

“Tonight isn’t the night,” she said, fast. “It’s a few days off. I can smell my own weather even through his static; I’ve got that much nose left. I’m asking so I know the door’s there before I need it. I spent five years not knowing there was a door.” She looked at her boots, then made herself look up, green eyes steady for once. “I don’t want what Anica chose in bed. That’s hers. I saw the ring. I don’t know what I want yet. That’s the point. I haven’t had a heat I could think through since I was nineteen. I don’t know what’s mine under his and what’s just his. I’d like to find out with the one man on the mountain who’d let me keep my own head while I looked.”

She had laid the request out scout-brief, itemized and brave.

“The door’s there,” I said. “It’s there tonight and when it breaks. If you decide you never want it, we’re still people who can read each other’s scars across a diner table. The door costs you nothing.” I looked at her, then at Anica’s hand on her shoulder. “Come when it breaks or don’t. Either way, the door costs you nothing.”

“I’m going to test it,” Birgit said. “Fair warning. I test everything. I bet a man his truck once over a hollow log.”

“I remember. You lost.”

Birgit’s nostrils flared in mock offense. A beat later, half her usual grin returned.

The first snow came on the nineteenth night. By then Anica Preda taught in the ring instead of hiding from it. From the garage door in the falling white, I watched three recruits try to copy her feet.

She had three of Petru’s recruits down in the ring, young ones, the tail’s next generation, and she was walking them through footwork, the diagonal she’d used on Bogdan and the leverage hidden in the ground, and she showed them a patience the yard had never witnessed because the yard had never seen her do anything but throw fights. She corrected a boy’s stance with her boot against his ankle. She let a girl attempt the counter, fail, and try again, and when the girl got it, landed the slip and the short counter clean, Anica didn’t smile, because she doesn’t, but she gave the girl one spare nod, and the girl lit up like she’d been handed the mountain, because a nod from the enforcer is worth more than an hour’s praise from anyone else.

The yard watched. A month ago it had labeled Anica a coward and the ring under a place she wouldn’t go, and now here she was on the packed dirt in the falling snow making the young ones better, and the shoulders drifted over to lean on the rail and watch, and a couple of the body, men who’d have crossed the yard to avoid her a season back, stood and studied her footwork like students, because she was suddenly, openly, the pack’s best teacher of ringcraft, and she’d been that all along, hiding it, making herself lose, and every man at that rail was facing everything her forced hiding had cost her and them.

She was, for the first time in eight years, spending her competence in daylight where people could watch, teaching the young ones to be better instead of making herself smaller so nobody would ask why she wasn’t, and Petru stood at the rail with his arms crossed and something on his face that was almost pride, and I stood at my door while the recruits copied her diagonal. Two shoulders at the rail began copying it too when they thought she wasn’t looking.

Birgit came and stood next to me to watch, and we had the hard conversation, the three of us, when Anica came off the ring dusting snow off her shoulders.

I’d told Birgit I wouldn’t offer the mark without every cost, so I named each one, plain, no leer and no push. What the mark does: it lays a chosen brand over the forced one, and the dead man’s mark goes flat and silver and dead, and her nose, maybe, comes back, the half of it he stole. What it costs: everything. A ridge-pack scout wearing the Coldsmoke mechanic’s mark is not a woman with a boyfriend across the range, she is a defector, in scent and in law and in every way the packs count, and Solveig Aakre will smell it at ten feet and know what it means and whom she has lost, and there is no version of it where the Luna is not furious, because Birgit is hers, her instrument, her almost-daughter, and this is a theft from her too. And what it is not: it is not a cure. It doesn’t fix her heats, fixes only the compulsion, the loop that can’t close near me. Step out of my radius and her biology is her own problem again, mark or no mark, forever.

“So it’s the nose back,” Birgit said, “and everything I have on the ridge given up, and it’s my Luna’s fury, and it’s not even a cure for the loud heats that made me ask, which is the heats being loud.” She delivered the list in scout cadence, with no joke to blunt it. “That’s a bad trade on paper.”

“It’s a terrible trade on paper,” I agreed. “I’m not going to tell you it isn’t.”

“Then why did you take it,” she said to Anica, “since you’re standing there and you took it.”

Anica was quiet a moment, and then she gave her one clean truth, woman to woman, off my axis, plain. “Because the nose back isn’t the point,” she said. “The point is you get to be the one who decides. I didn’t take the mark to fix my heats. I took it because for eight years I woke up not sure whose choice anything was, and now I know through every second, and there is no price too high for that, there’s no life too big to give up for that, because without it you don’t have a life anyway, your life becomes a series of events imposed on you. That’s what he gives you.” She nodded at me like I was a piece of equipment. From Anica, that is affection. “A vote rather than a cure. That’s the point. Everything else is weather.”

Birgit looked at her, and looked at me, and then she chose the brave honesty of postponing her decision.

“I want to decide it with my own head,” she said. “A cycle coming down on me doesn’t get to make it for me. My cycle’s what, four, five days off. Give me the days. Let me sit with it clear before I sit with it loud. If I still want it when it breaks, I’ll come, and it’ll be a choice I made twice, clear and loud, same as she did. And if I don’t, I don’t, and we’re still what we are.” She looked at me hard. “And you’re going to let me have the days without leaning on me even a little, or I’ll know, and it’ll be a no.”

“You’ve got the days,” I said. “I won’t say another word about it. Ask me for it or don’t. It’s yours.”

The choice sat there between us in plain view: Birgit had the days to decide clear before she had to decide loud, with no pressure, no lean, and a door that cost nothing. Romance sounds unlikely in those terms, but I know no truer way to practice it. Birgit understood; her usual grin returned at half strength. She said, “Good. In the meantime your mother’s been trying to feed me for twenty minutes and I’ve been hiding out here. I should go be fed. It’s clearly not optional.”

My mother had made feeding Birgit compulsory. She had reached the same swift decision about Birgit that she’d reached about Anica, and the two of them in a kitchen was a comedy I could have sold tickets to, because Birgit talks fast and my mother hears half, and the half she hears she answers, and the answers land at angles that only make it funnier.

Birgit said something quick about the snow and my mother heard snow and told her she was too thin for winter and put more on the plate. Birgit said she’d been sleeping rough for weeks and my mother heard rough and agreed the ridge pack was rough people, always had been, no manners, and told a story about a ridge-pack wedding in 1970 that ended in the creek. Birgit tried to compliment the bread and my mother, who has strong feelings about her bread, heard the front half of the sentence and delivered a lecture on what the ridge pack does wrong with bread, which is everything, as if Birgit had criticized it, and Birgit sat there being scolded for a compliment with a piece of the best bread she’d ever had in her mouth, and looked at me for rescue, and I gave her none, because there is no rescue, there is only surrender.

And Birgit, who deflects everything and has spent five years making sure no one gets close enough to feed her, could not deflect a deaf woman who simply answered a different sentence than the one you’d said, and by the end of it she’d given up and let herself be fed, laughing, blotchy-cheeked and undone by kindness. My mother pronounced her verdict, “Too thin. Funny, though,” and pulled a fourth chair to the table in advance of a decision Birgit hadn’t made yet. My mother reaches her own conclusions and is usually right before the rest of us catch up. Birgit looked at that fourth chair until the joke waiting in her mouth went unused, the scout who maps every exit by draft, sitting still and looking at a chair somebody had set for her before she’d earned it, and I saw the armor slip, just the corner of it, and I looked away to let her have the moment, because that is a courtesy this family runs on.

The next afternoon I found Anica and Birgit behind the springhouse with a length of red survey cord stretched between four stakes. They had been assigned to correct the watch map. They had instead reached the part where professionals discover they disagree.

“A man on that fire track owns the house approach,” Birgit said. She crouched over her charcoal map, copper crop full of snow. “Post two people here and another at the creek.”

“Then the north road stays thin,” Anica said. She stood above the map with her arms crossed. “Vukas has trucks. We watch the road.”

“Trucks leave tracks. A man on foot leaves your mother dead.”

Anica’s head lifted. The silence that followed had teeth.

Birgit did not retreat into a joke. “I said it badly. I didn’t say it falsely.”

“You used her to win the argument.”

“I used the person the gap exposes. That’s what maps are for.”

I stopped beside the stakes and resisted the urge to solve it before either woman asked. Anica guarded people by planting herself between them and danger. Birgit guarded them by naming the route danger would take. Both habits had scar tissue under them.

Anica looked down at the little scout. “When your mark went on, did anyone tell you they were protecting you?”

Birgit’s mouth tightened. “He said a good nose shouldn’t range alone. Said his mark would give me backup whether I wanted it or not.”

“Bogdan said I’d thank him when I understood the line.” Anica uncrossed her arms. “Men have used safety to take choices from both of us. I won’t do it to Doina because we’re frightened. We ask before we turn her porch into a post.”

“Fair.” Birgit rubbed snow from the map with one glove. “And you don’t dismiss the approach because hearing it hurts.”

“Also fair.”

They stood in the cold with the disagreement intact and neither pretending it had vanished.

I pointed at the springhouse roof. “One watcher there can see the fire track and north road. No one occupies Doina’s porch unless she agrees. The second watcher walks the creek line on an irregular loop instead of sitting where Bogdan knows to look.”

Birgit measured the angles, then moved one stake. “Works if the roof watcher has a radio and enough sense not to silhouette against the moon.”

“That rules out Emil,” Anica said.

Birgit’s laugh escaped before she could stop it. Anica took the free end of the survey cord and held it while Birgit reset the perimeter. They spent the next hour working the new route together, arguing over every blind fold in the terrain and giving ground only when the other proved it. By dusk they had a map neither could have built alone.

When Birgit rolled it, Anica caught her sleeve. “If the mark comes and you choose ours, you don’t owe me for being here.”

Birgit’s motion stopped.

“I know,” she said. Then, quieter, “I don’t know that yet. But I’m practicing.”

Anica released the sleeve. “Practice in daylight. It’s easier to correct.”

They carried the stakes uphill together. Neither called the hour family. They did not need to.

Two days later, on the twenty-first night, snow was still falling when Anica came down to my rooms above the garage and asked me for her hardest surrender.

I’d been sleeping at the house since Sorin’s visit and the truck on the overlook, because I would not leave a sixty-one-year-old woman alone on a ridge a courteous killer had already climbed. By then Radomir’s doubled watch covered the house as part of the yard’s lower approach, and that night I returned to my own rooms long enough to sort the tools I needed and sleep once in my own bed. Anica knew where I was. She came down through the snow, climbed the outside stair, let herself in quietly, and found me in the two rooms above the bays with the window looking uphill toward the yard and downslope toward the black timber and the Tilden road.

She stood in the middle of the room with the snowlight coming blue through the window and she didn’t undress and she brought none of her usual post-fight urgency, she just stood there, and I could see it costing her, whatever it was, and I waited, because you wait.

“I need to ask you for something difficult,” she said, “and asking is the hardest part, so let me get it out before I lose it.” Her jaw was set. “Every man I’ve ever been under, I kept one arm free. Do you understand what I mean. One arm, one hand, one part of me that could get out, that was ready, that never once trusted the situation enough to let go of the exit. Eight years of black-outs and forced things and the ring will do that, it teaches you to keep one arm free forever, in bed, in a fight, in your sleep.” She looked at me, furious, because asking made her furious. “With you, I don’t want the arm free. I want you to take it. Both of them. I want to be held down and unable to get out. I want to find out what it’s like to stop bracing for one single minute. Nothing has ever mattered to me this much or made me this angry to want. So. Take it. Hold me down and don’t let me brace.”

I kept my hands to myself. Reaching for her before we built an exit would have poisoned everything she offered.

“Then first you’re going to give me a word,” I said. “A word that means stop, everything stops, I let go, we’re done, no matter what else is happening. You say it, I’m off you before you finish the second letter. You don’t get to be held down without it. Especially you. Give me the word.”

She almost argued, because to her the word was a version of the free arm, and then she understood that it was the opposite, that the word allowed her to surrender the arm, and her hands opened at her sides. “Wrench,” she said, dry, because she couldn’t help it.

“Wrench.”

“It’ll never come up in the moment,” she said. “That’s why. Nobody’s ever said wrench in that bed and meant to keep going.” And it was a joke, but it was also her choosing a word, her word, the exit that lived in her mouth now instead of in her arm. She had handed me the free arm to hold. That was why she’d come.

I undressed her slowly, and she did nothing, which was the discipline of it, receiving instead of doing. Her hands stayed at her sides while I lifted the thermal over her head, opened her work canvas, and eased it down over the taut curves of her ass. She let me, and it cost her, a woman who does everything holding still to be done to. The flush was already climbing her chest to her throat. Her nipples had gone hard in the cold room. She watched me look at her, heavy-lidded and locked on, but her hands stayed at her sides.

I made her stand while I used my mouth on her breasts, one and then the other, sucking each nipple hard enough to pull a low sound from her. Her fingers flexed beside her thighs and did not rise to my head. I kissed down her stomach and knelt between her planted legs, spreading her with my thumbs. Her pussy was wet and hot before my tongue touched it.

“Hands stay down,” I said.

“I know the assignment.”

“You keep trying to do my job.”

“Then do it better.”

I licked her clit slowly until the answer died out of her. She stood and took it, thighs beginning to shake, receiving every stroke without steering my head. When I rose, I kissed the wet from my mouth onto hers. She tasted herself and kept both hands at her sides.

“You can look at me all you want,” she said, low. “That’s allowed. Just don’t do anything. See how long you can not do anything.” She was teaching herself the lesson in her own voice, giving herself the order she’d come to be given, and I let her have it, and I mapped her with my hands slow while she held still and shook with the effort of holding still, and stillness stripped her defenses more completely than nakedness could.

I put her on her back, gathered both wrists in one hand, and drew them above her head. My chest covered hers. One thigh held her legs open while my forearm sank into the mattress beside her ear.

She was stronger than me. She could break my grip like dry kindling, throw me across the room, put me through the wall. My hand held her wrists only as long as she chose to permit it, and both of us knew. The strength remained hers. She let my mortal grip stay closed. Each breath brought another chance to end the hold, and each time her wrists rested more fully in my palm. Trust had never felt so physical: a body that could kill me settling beneath my hand because she had chosen my hand as the safe place.

I held her there a long time, chest to chest, one hand around both wrists. I guided my cock into her slick, waiting body and pushed inside one measured inch at a time, watching her face take each one. When I was buried deep, I stopped.

“Move,” she said.

“You’re receiving.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You’re enjoying that word.”

“Very much.”

I drew almost all the way out and drove back in slowly. Her back arched under me. I kept the pace deep and deliberate, making her feel my weight, the grip, and the fact that she did not have to direct any of it. She strained against the hold, testing it, not to get free but to feel it stay, and each time it held she went further into it.

“Tighter,” she said, quiet.

I tightened my grip until slipping it would have required breaking my fingers. She could have done it and didn’t. Her thighs came up around me. I drove harder, still controlled, and the sound she gave me was low, wrecked, and grateful.

“Good,” I told her, because she’d taught me that praise from me lands on her like a hand. “You’re doing the hardest thing you know how to do, and you’re doing it perfectly. Hold still. I’ve got you.”

She shuddered from her wrists to her heels. Her eyes went bright. I felt her want to argue with the praise and fail to reach the defense.

I kept her face to face while I increased the pace. Her thighs locked around me, but her arms remained above her head, surrendered in my grip. I kissed the flush at her throat without going near the chosen mark and told her exactly what I saw.

“Strong enough to throw me. Choosing not to. Wet enough that I can hear every stroke. Looking at me while you hand it over.”

“You talk more when you have an advantage,” she said.

“I have one hand on two wrists. Against you, that’s not an advantage. It’s permission.”

The word struck. Her pussy clenched around me, dragging a rough sound from my throat. She saw what she’d done and the fighter’s satisfaction flashed through the surrender.

“Again,” she said.

I gave her the same deep stroke and held at the end until her body softened around it.

I kept her face to face. When her arms began to tremble from the reach overhead, I loosened my grip without freeing either hand and brought them down one at a time. I planted her left palm open beside her left ear and her right beside the other, then covered each wrist with one of my hands. My elbows framed her head. My chest held the center of her body while my hips stayed joined to hers.

“New position,” I said. “Same word.”

“Wrench.”

“Good. Your hands stay open.”

She spread her fingers against the sheet. There was no crossed grip to fight, no arm tucked beneath her, no leverage hidden at her side. Both hands lay visible beside her face under mine. She could watch them remain empty. She could watch me watch her.

I shifted my knees wider and drew her legs around my hips. The angle took me deeper without turning her away. Each measured stroke pressed her into the mattress from sternum to pelvis, my body covering hers while I held her gaze. She tried to lift into the third stroke from habit.

I stopped inside her.

“You asked me to take the work,” I said. “Give it to me.”

Her fingers curled once beneath my palms.

“Open.”

They opened.

I moved again, slow enough that she had time to anticipate every inch and no task except accepting it. Her eyes stayed on mine. She did not have to chase the angle or protect an exit. I adjusted under the minute changes in her breath, lifting one of her thighs higher against my side, then drove exactly where her body tightened around me.

“There,” she said.

“I know. Keep your hands open.”

The next stroke pulled a raw sound from her. Her wrists flexed under my palms and settled. I drove again, the whole length of me sliding through her wet heat while she lay open beneath my weight.

“Stop bracing,” I told her. “The bed has you. My hands have you. Let your body spend nothing.”

For two breaths she fought herself rather than me. Her jaw clenched. Her thighs tried to take over the rhythm. I stopped every time she tried, waited with my cock buried deep, and started only when the muscles eased.

“I hate this,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“Don’t stop.”

“I won’t.”

I kissed her without releasing either wrist and resumed the slow, relentless pace. She saw every stroke coming in my face. I saw the instant she quit preparing for it.

Her shoulders dropped.

The change traveled outward from there. Her neck lengthened against the pillow. Her hands opened wider beneath mine. Her thighs lost their hard grip and rested around my hips, heavy and warm. Eight years of guard left on one breath while she looked straight at me, and the quiet release struck louder than any cry.

“There you are,” I said. “Stay with me. Do nothing.”

She obeyed. I took over every inch of movement, drawing out and filling her while her body received me without trying to earn what came next. Her pussy began to pulse around my cock. The first contraction caught her by surprise. The next bent her back under me, though her palms remained open and her shoulders stayed loose.

She came looking into my face, stripped of every defense except the word she did not need. Slow hard waves gripped me. I kept the same deep rhythm through them, holding both wrists beside her head and letting her body discover that pleasure would reach her without help.

“Again,” I said. “You don’t have to build it. I’ll bring it.”

Her eyes went bright. The second climax rose from the first before the contractions had fully eased. She made one broken sound and took it with her hands still open, face turned toward mine, nothing hidden from me. Her pussy clamped so hard my rhythm finally broke.

I gave her one last full stroke and held there. “Tell me where.”

“Inside. Nowhere else.”

I came buried in her, pulsing hard while she held my gaze through every spurt. Her legs drew me close without taking control of the motion. My hands stayed over her wrists until the last pulse eased.

“Nowhere else,” I said.

“Mine says so.”

We remained face to face, joined and breathing the same cold air, until my grip loosened on its own. Then I freed her wrists, turned her palms up, and kissed each red mark my fingers had left. I worked feeling back into her hands one finger at a time while she lay still and let me tend her. Receiving the care cost her less now. When her fingers could close again, she used them to pull me against her rather than check the nearest exit.

She cried, a little, after, and was furious about it, and I left the tears alone. I let go of her wrists and gathered her in and said nothing about the crying, keeping quiet over the dark bays, and she got herself back. Her dry joke came muffled against my chest and saved her from the tenderness.

“If the yard asks,” she said, “I fought you.”

“You lost.”

“…Obviously,” she said, and her mouth curved briefly against my skin, and she was all right, she was going to be all right, and after a while she spread her hand over my chest. “Still mine,” she said. “The mark says you came home with me.” And I held her, in the snowlight, the hardest woman on the mountain gone soft and heavy and safe in my rooms above the garage, her guard down and her breathing even.

Smoke reached us first.

Anica came off the bed in one motion, all the softness gone to ready. Her nose lifted. A second later the window turned red-orange at both back corners of the building, too early for dawn and the wrong color for snowlight. Accelerant bit through the smoke. She threw my clothes at me, dragged on her own, and pushed me through the door onto the exterior landing before I had finished the first boot.

We got down the outside stair and ran uphill past the springhouse. Only when we reached the ridge road on the safe side of the heat did the first bay window blow orange behind us. Sparks rose through the falling snow. From below came an engine screaming, Emil’s truck flat out from town, no lifting for the corners.

“Fire,” Anica said. Her nose stayed on the smoke while one hand locked around my arm to keep me from turning back. Then the truth reached her face. “It’s the garage. Your garage is burning.”


Chapter 16: Fire in the Snow

From the ridge road above the springhouse, I turned and ran at my burning building. Anica let me get almost to the bay doors before she took me off my feet.

The garage was gone before I reached it. I recognized the loss with the certainty of a seized engine, in one breath, from the sound and the light. It burned from both back corners, an arrangement no accidental fire makes. The building gave the deep roar of full involvement. Snow came down into the fire and hissed off into nothing. My father’s shop, the shop he built while the mine was failing, the shop that was the house’s last income and mine, had become a lantern throwing sparks into the black timber.

Anica had gotten us out by the exterior stair before the fire took the upper rooms. Now the heat stopped us like a wall when I tried to go back. The old dry timber my father had squared decades ago went up like it had been waiting for the match, and the tin roof boomed and buckled. The light turned the falling snow into a rain of orange. I could feel paint beginning to blister on the trucks from thirty feet.

I had a garden hose. That is the whole truth of it and I will not dress it up. I got to the standpipe by the springhouse and I cranked it and I ran at the bay doors with a garden hose against a building that was one solid sheet of flame, and the water hit the fire and turned to steam before it reached anything, and I moved closer, and closer, because some animal part of me could not accept that a thing I’d kept running since I inherited it could not be kept running now, and the heat took the hair off my forearm and cracked my lips and I kept going, and I was going to fight it, I was actually going to fight it, because it was mine.

Anica hit me from behind and wrapped both arms around me and lifted me clean off the ground and carried me backward while I fought her, and she is stronger than me and I could not get loose and I kept trying until the heat on my face told me the truth the rest of me was refusing, and even then I only stopped because she said my name, once, into my ear, and her voice reached the part of me the fire couldn’t.

“It’s gone,” she said in my ear, holding me, not letting go. “Ilya. It’s gone. You can’t. It’s gone.”

And I stopped fighting her and stood in her arms and watched it burn.

My father built that shop while the mine was failing, when layoffs had the pack’s men out of work and frightened. He squared the timber himself and decided that a man could still be useful when the mountain under him stopped paying. He taught himself engines out of borrowed manuals by lamplight and made himself the thing three counties needed. Then the last collapse took him, and left me the shop and the trade and the smell of him in every tool on that pegboard. I learned to be a man in that building. It was the one place on the mountain I was not the punchline. It was the income that kept my mother off the county’s list. And it was burning, sheeting flame into the falling snow, and my rooms above it, the two rooms and the stove, the little life I’d built going with it, and I stood in the arms of a woman stronger than me and felt my costly anger sink inward, quiet and deep instead of loud.

I neither shouted nor wept. I stood very still and watched my father’s building come down and felt a year’s finances collapse in one hour, because the shop was the income, and the income stood between my mother and the county’s stamp, and it was ash now, and the auction clock had just jumped a season closer, and there was nothing, nothing, in my two mortal hands to do about any of it except hold a garden hose I’d already dropped. My mother came down through the snow in her nightdress and her coat and stood on my other side and watched it with me and did not say one word, and closed her hand around the back of my belt so I could feel she was there, and the three of us watched my father’s shop burn, and nothing had ever measured me so exactly: small, mortal, and outmatched.

Then I saw the racks.

The bay doors had burned through and fallen and I could see into the shop, into the fire, and the tool racks on the north wall, my father’s pegboard, the shapes his hands had worn, were bare. The tools had been taken and cleared off the wall before the fire. Clean board still showed where the flame hadn’t reached, every peg empty. The message came clear, worse than the fire.

“They took the tools first,” I said. Anica’s arms tightened around me. “They emptied the shop before they burned it. The theft made the arson a receipt. They can remove whatever they value and feed the remainder to the fire. They wanted those empty racks visible while I stood here knowing their hands had touched every tool my father owned.”

It was Vukas’s particular cruelty. He took a thing and made sure you understood how easy it had been.

The worse thing came within the hour, and it came in Emil’s white face.

He’d been down in Tilden when the fire started and driven up to warn us, and now he stood in the firelight shaking, and he said, “Ilya. Ruxa. She was working the late shift at the feed store, she closes it, she should’ve been home an hour ago, her mother called the yard, and I came up the Tilden road and I. Her car.” He couldn’t get it out. “Her little car’s nose-down in the ditch on the Tilden road. Door open. Nobody in it.”

I went to the car because I had to, because my nose is the only thing I have that’s worth anything and it owes the people I love, and I put my face into Ruxa Albu’s little hatchback nose-down in the snow-filled ditch with the door hanging open, and I read it. Ruxa’s scent spiked with terror and went flat so abruptly that my knees pressed into the ditch mud. The read also gave me the first useful thing I’d had all night: data.

Chemical-sweet, thick, fresh, on the driver’s seat, sprayed from a rag held over her face, enough to put her under in seconds. Chain-oil, the same cheap co-op oil from the very first trailer, the thread that had started all of this. Two men handled her, the bowlegged one whose print I’d found at the spring box, and a bigger one, new, heavier on his feet. And the small precise chemist’s smell, ether and cold smoke and menthol rub, on the door handle where he’d opened it, which told me the chemist himself had come down for this, that Vukas had sent his careful man to take the bait he’d chosen for me. And under all of it, faint, the last of Ruxa herself, her fear-smell spiking and then going flat as the dose took her, an hour ago, no more.

The tread held one more fact: they’d turned north out of the ditch with three men and Ruxa’s added weight. The wide dually rode lower going up. My stolen tools were aboard too, the theft and abduction hauled together toward the camp with the drums, the quarry Ioana had named. Even a rich man does not run two trucks when one will serve. She was at the quarry. I knew where she was. It was the one mercy in the whole black night, and it was mine, off my nose, and nobody else on the mountain had it.

She’d been taken off the Tilden road in the same hour they burned my shop, the two things timed together, coordinated, contemptuous, easy, a man showing us that he could reach down into the town and pluck a pack girl off a public road and torch a building on the ridge in the same sixty minutes and drive away north before the snow filled his tracks.

I knelt in the ditch in the snow with my hand on the cold seat and wanted with an ache I could barely stand to be a different kind of man, a wolf, a strong thing, a thing that could go up that road and tear the whole camp apart, and I was not that, I was a mechanic with a garden hose and a torn arm and a burned shop, and Ruxa Albu, who had been kind to me across a feed-store counter since she was old enough to work it, was an hour north in a chain camp because of it, and my own physical weakness sat on my chest like the wolf on the switchback.

The message came before dawn, while the garage’s last timbers still burned, carried by a man too frightened to be paid enough for carrying it.

He was a road-worn lone wolf, outside Vukas’s crew and bent beneath the trade’s familiar pressure. He came up the ridge road on foot with empty hands spread, his whole body saying don’t, please, I’m only the mouth. At the yard’s edge he delivered the plain message, chalked on a shingle in a small precise hand and memorized for recitation. The courier’s knees shook as he recited Vukas’s will, and his eyes kept measuring the dark road home.

“He says,” the courier said, not meeting anyone’s eye, “the nose comes north. On its own feet. Before the Long Moon. Or the valley finds out what the trade does with what it takes.” He swallowed. “He says he’ll start with the feed-store girl, and he’ll do it where you can smell it on the wind, because he’s been told your man can smell anything.” He held out the shingle like it burned him. “That’s all. I’m just. That’s all it is. Don’t. I’ve got no part in it.” And he backed down the road and was gone, and I blamed none of it on him. I stored his fear with everything else.

The yard assembled under floodlights before dawn for Radomir to decide in front of his pack. The next hour turned on his decision.

Radomir stood on his porch, gray, unrusting by the hour now, a competent man moving at last, and he gave the pack a decision already fixed in his alpha’s voice, and I will give him this, it was a sound call, the sound call, the call I’d have made if I loved the many more than I loved the one.

Fortify. Bring every family inside the yard’s ring, the town-adjacent families, the elders, the young. Lay in water he’d cleaned himself. Double the watch and burn fires all night on the Long Moon and chain the males according to a hundred and nineteen Long Moons of practice for a hundred and nineteen years, and weather the night as a fortress, and let Vukas come and find a fort instead of an open warehouse, and lose men on the ring if he tried it, and after daylight, with Coldsmoke’s numbers and the ridge pack’s help, hunt him down on ground of our choosing. It was militarily correct. It would keep the most people alive. Petru nodded along with it. Half the body nodded along with it. It was the right call.

And I stood in the yard and followed his calculation and found the one person he’d priced in and set down, the term with a name.

Ruxa. Fortifying meant Ruxa spent the Long Moon in a chain camp being inventory. Fortifying meant we saved everyone we already had by writing off the one we’d already lost.

I did not shout. I don’t. I said it quiet, into the cold, before every table and rail, and the silent yard carried every low word.

“Fortifying is right for everyone but Ruxa,” I said. “And Ruxa’s the one who was kind to me when none of you were, and she’s an hour north in a chain because a man wants me and used her to say so. If we fort up, she spends the Long Moon in that camp being sold, and I’m not going to stand behind a watch-fire and let that happen to keep myself safe, because my value to Vukas comes from a gift that matters only when I use it. So I’m going up the north road. I’d rather have company. But I’m going.”

Radomir’s shoulders sagged beneath the coat. He could neither order his pack up that road nor stop one wolfless mechanic from going.

“You go up that road,” he said, “you go alone. I can’t send anyone. I won’t order a single wolf up there before the Long Moon, not for one girl, not when it’s what he wants. You’ll go alone.”

“Then it’s a short line,” I said. “I’m used to those.”

I could accept my own death badly and often. Their deaths refused to fit. I pictured Anica newly free and bleeding out on quarry gravel; Birgit dying before she had chosen anything. The images made me turn toward them with an argument ready, determined to keep both off the road before either could volunteer.

And Anica Preda stepped to my side.

She didn’t say anything. She just walked out of the pack and stood at my shoulder, the enforcer, the woman who’d just taken Bogdan’s shoulder place, and she planted her feet and looked at her uncle, and the yard made a sound at the enforcer standing with the wolfless against the alpha’s call.

And then Birgit Solheim, who had not yet decided anything, who had asked me for days to think it through clear, stepped to my other side, and being Birgit she could not let the moment stay as heavy as it was, and she punctured the gravity, because that is her gift.

“Technically,” she said, to the whole grim yard, “I’m still on the ridge pack’s payroll, so this is freelance, and my Luna’s going to have opinions, but I’ve been wanting to see this camp up close for professional reasons, so.” She shrugged. “Put me down for the short line.”

Coldsmoke stood in the snow under the floodlights and watched the three of us form a line around a man with no wolf. Nobody had assigned our places. We had chosen them, and chosen the north road.

And then Emil stepped out too, white and shaking, and said, “Four, then,” and I turned him around by the shoulders and told him no, and I said it hard, because I meant it. His courage had nothing to do with my refusal. He was twenty-three, I’d already priced too much into this, and I would not spend the kid on the first bad plan. “I need you here,” I told him. It was already true and would get truer. “A job is coming that I’ll need you for, and it’s not this. Hold that.” And he held it, because he trusts me, and Emil looked at me with a young man’s frightening decision to follow, and it frightened me more than the fire had.

Radomir watched all of it from his porch, the formation, the refusal of the kid, and he did not order us down and he did not join us, a man caught exactly between the many and the few, and what he said, finally, he said low, to me, as I turned to go get ready. “Don’t die up there making me right about something I’d rather be wrong about.” Which was, from Radomir, nearly a blessing, and I took it as one.

Radomir’s words had barely faded when Birgit’s radio cracked from the springhouse path.

“Reznik. Stay where you are. Anica, don’t touch me yet. I need the distance clean.”

Her voice came clipped and breathless through static. I found her below the yard lights moving downhill through the snow, one gloved hand dragging along the fence posts. She had tied strips torn from a shop rag at measured intervals. The uppermost fluttered forty paces away. Another marked thirty. At twenty-two, her boots had carved a deep turn in the snow where she had doubled back.

She was tracking the edge of my null through her own body.

“Cycle broke at the north watch,” she reported as I came down the path. “Two days early. Static surge first, then auditory narrowing, then I stopped being able to separate the fire from the men tending it. I made it halfway to the house and realized I could use the approach instead of wasting it.”

She crossed the rag at twenty-two paces. Her shoulders dropped as the compulsion eased, though heat still burned bright in her scent. She took one steady breath, turned around, and walked uphill again.

The frenzy caught her beyond the marker. Her stride shortened. One hand flew to the dead mark at her neck; the other gripped a fence post until the frozen wood creaked. She stayed there long enough to say, through clenched teeth, “Outside your reach. Still my answer. I want the mark. I want you.”

Then she walked back toward me under her own power. Each step returned another piece of her scout’s precision. Inside the marker, she knelt to retie a rag that had slipped loose, hands trembling but exact.

Anica followed several yards behind, close enough to catch her if she fell and disciplined enough not to contaminate the test Birgit had designed.

Birgit reached me and thrust the radio into my chest. “Eleven minutes from first symptom to here. The old brand amplified every stage. I can give you the full sequence later.” Her green eyes held mine, stripped of every joke. “Ask me now. While it’s hard.”

“You’re inside my radius now,” I said. “Your head is clear. What do you choose?”

“You. The mark. Evict him.” She pointed uphill at the line of rag flags. “And I already chose beyond the far marker, where the frenzy had me by the throat. Easy on another day would leave me wondering whether I chose the quiet. I want the worst of it entered in evidence.”

She swayed once. I caught her elbow, and she turned the contact into forward motion toward the springhouse.

“Come on,” she said. “I mapped the route. Ask me again at the loft.”


Chapter 17: Kept

I took her to the springhouse loft, because my rooms above the garage were a wet black ruin under the snow and the whole point of a place for this is that it be a place, and the springhouse was the one warm private space left that the fire hadn’t touched.

The springhouse sits back of the Reznik house, dug into the hill where the cold spring comes out, and my grandfather built it to keep milk and meat before there was an icebox on the mountain, and the loft above it was where the hired man slept in the old days and where I slept some summers as a boy when the house was too hot. Below, the spring runs through a stone trough in the dark and the water-sound never stops, a low steady voice under everything, and the whole place smells of cold stone and clean water and the sweet hay stored in the eaves and the tallow of the old lantern. Up the ladder, the loft is small and close under the roof beams, a bed frame with a straw tick and wool blankets, one shuttered window, and it holds heat off a body the way a small dug-in place does. That night there was snow ticking on the shingles and the spring talking below and one lantern lit, and it was warm, and it was ours, and it was as far from a chain camp as a place can get, which was the point.

Birgit came up the ladder shaking with the frenzy on her and stepped inside my radius at the top. The driven thing lifted and her own head settled back onto her own shoulders, and she stood in the lantern light. Her fingers loosened from the ladder rail one at a time. The breath that followed reached the bottom of her lungs.

“Oh,” she said. Quiet. “Oh, that’s. Oh.”

And I made her walk every step correctly, even now, especially now, because she’d asked me to ask while the frenzy had her hard and the only honest way to do that is to make her walk the whole choice, hard and clear both.

“You know the drill,” I said. “You watched Anica tell it. Outside first. Out on the landing, fully gripped by it, you say what you want. Then in here, clear, you say it again. Both. And if it’s not the same both times, we don’t do it, and nothing changes between us, and that’s true.”

She went back down two rungs, out of the null, out to the cold top of the ladder where the frenzy closed over her again, and she gripped the rail with both hands, gone loud in her blood, and she said it, ragged: “I want the mark. I want you. Evict him.” And she came back up into the room, into my nothing, into her own clear head, and she said it again, plain and certain and entirely hers: “I want the mark. I want you. Both times. Yes.”

My grip eased on the lantern handle. Birgit had faced the worst noise in her blood, crossed into clarity, and brought the same answer with her.

Her next joke failed before her clothes came off.

Because Birgit Solheim jokes. Deflection is her brace, timed like a knife-throw, with a bit for every wound. And she started to make one, some quick bright thing about the springhouse and the ambiance and my seduction technique, and it ran out. Mid-sentence. The words just stopped coming, a silence I had not heard from her since we met, and under where the joke had been was the thing the joke was built over, a nineteen-year-old who had been the best nose in two ranges for one glorious year and then had half of it taken by a dead man who didn’t ask, and she stood there in the lantern light with her mouth open on a joke that wouldn’t come and her eyes filling, and the grief came up right through the middle of the heat, both at once, and I stayed with both.

“I don’t know how to do this without the jokes,” she said. “I’ve never done anything without the jokes. The jokes are how I. They’re the structure holding me up.” She wiped her face, angry at it. “Five years. Five years of making sure nobody checked whether I was still any good, because if they checked they’d know, and if they knew it’d be real. And you checked. With the hollow log. And I was still good, half of me was still good, and you saw it, and now I don’t have the joke anymore, I just have the thing the joke was for, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

“You don’t have to do anything with it,” I said. “You can put down the jokes and the grief they cover. Pick up whichever ones you want after. I’ll stay.”

And she looked at me, and the last of the armor went, and what was left was just Birgit, clear-headed and grieving and wanting, in a warm loft with the snow ticking, and she started, in her own way, to tell me what she was saying yes to, because a scout gives a brief even here.

“The mark,” she said, itemizing it on her fingers, steadier now. “The defection. I know what it is. A ridge scout wearing your mark is gone to the ridge, gone to Solveig, and she’ll know, and it’ll hurt her, and I’m doing it anyway, and I’ll carry that. The man.” She looked at me. “You. Whatever you are, the still one, the scentless man, I’ve decided I want to live in the quiet you make. And the pack of three it makes, because I’m not stupid. I know what I’m walking into, and Anica gets a vote in this.”

“She voted,” Anica said, from the bottom of the ladder, and neither of us had heard her come, and she didn’t come up, she just said it into the dark of the springhouse, warm and dry and final, “she voted a while ago, scout, get on with it,” and then her boots went back out into the snow, and Birgit laughed, wet and startled. The blessing landed. The household of three stood confirmed, one of us on the ladder and one just gone back out into the cold to leave us the loft.

Then Birgit turned back to me, and the grief and the jokes both went down, and what came up was hunger, hers, clear, and she started to take her clothes off.

She was the opposite of Anica in every line, and I looked, because she wanted looking, I could see she wanted it. Where Anica is gravity, Birgit is spring and quickness, wiry and compact and rangy, all tendon and motion even standing still, freckles scattered across her shoulders and her nose and down over the tops of her small high breasts, and she is proud of her body and says so, and she peeled out of the wind shell and the base layer slow, on purpose, taking up the small space of the loft, watching me watch her, and there was nothing girlish in it, there was a twenty-four-year-old woman deciding to be seen after five years of making sure she wasn’t.

And I was rattled, the way I always am, by being wanted, by being looked at, and she caught it, of course she caught it, she catches everything.

“You do a thing when a woman looks at you,” she said, coming closer, delighted. “You go all still and stuck, like a deer, like you’re waiting for the joke. There’s no joke, Reznik. I climbed a mountain and gave up everything on the ridge and I’m standing in your grandfather’s springhouse with no clothes on, and there’s no catch in it anywhere, I just want you, plainly, and you don’t know what to do with plainly, do you.” She put her small strong hands flat on my chest. “Nobody’s ever just wanted you. That’s the saddest thing I’ve read off you and I read a lot off you. Well. Get used to it. I’m going to want you loudly and often and there’s no punchline coming.” And she was right, and I had no idea what to do with it, and she watched me not know, and it delighted her, and being wanted by a woman who found my discomfort delightful left me with my hands stalled at her waist and no prepared answer.

“I can smell the lantern,” she said, wondering, as she came to me. “I can smell the hay. I can smell the snow through the shutter, and the spring, and the tallow, and you.” Her nose was working, cataloging, drunk on it. “Do you know how long it’s been since a room had more than one smell in it? His mark, it doesn’t just blind me, it. It floods everything, it puts one dead smell over the whole world, and I’ve been living in one smell for five years, and I’m standing in a room with a dozen and I could cry, I am crying, ignore it, keep looking at me.”

I kept looking at her. And she came into my hands and she was warm and quick and alive, and I got my hands on her and she made a bright hungry sound and pushed into it. Her next choice belonged entirely to her.

She wanted her mouth on me first.

She pushed me down onto the straw tick and knelt over me. Her hand closed around my cock, curious and firm. She breathed over the head, caught my reaction, and smiled before taking me into her mouth.

Taste and smell ran together for her. A dead man’s static had not only blinded her nose; it had grayed out her mouth with it, five years of eating and drinking and living at half. Now she went at me like a scout mapping returned country, slow and wondering at first, then greedy as each detail reached her.

“Salt,” she murmured against the head. “Clean skin. Woodsmoke from the house. Anica’s soap on your hip, very faint. And your own skin beneath those traces.”

She licked the underside from base to tip and sucked me deep again. Her green eyes stayed on mine. One hand worked what her mouth could not take while the other spread over my thigh, feeling the muscle jump.

“You like being described,” she said when she came up for breath.

“I like your mouth. The report is extra.”

“Confirmed. Subject forgets basic speech under field conditions.”

She took me deeper to prove it. Her throat tightened around the head and the report dissolved into a humming sound that nearly finished me. I caught her copper hair, not pulling her off, giving her something firm to work against. She followed the pressure eagerly, eyes bright with delight at what she could make me feel.

“Enough,” I said when my control thinned. “Come up.”

She gave me one last slow stroke of her tongue and obeyed, pleased with herself.

I put her on her back and opened her compact strong body under me, my hands spread on the rangy runner’s thighs. Her pussy was slick and swollen. I dragged my tongue through the wet heat of her, then held her open with my thumbs and concentrated on her clit.

She tried to keep reporting. “Your mouth smells like me now. That’s obscene. That’s very good fieldwork. Right there, don’t change the angle, I swear if you change the angle I’ll file a formal…”

I pushed two fingers inside her and curled them. The sentence broke.

Her narration died in stages as I worked her, scout’s-brief patter burning into fragments: “there, that, oh, you.” Then the words ran out. She came against my mouth with her freckled thighs clamped around my head and her hands fisted in my hair, loud enough to fill the loft and the springhouse below. I stayed on her through each contraction until she tugged me up by the hair.

“Okay,” she gasped, when she could talk, laughing, wrecked, “okay, the still one has a mouth on him, that goes in the report, that is a confirmed finding,” and she hauled me up by the hair, greedy, already reaching for more.

I stood and brought her with me. Birgit wrapped her runner’s legs around my waist on instinct, light enough to lift and strong enough to hold herself there. I carried her three steps to the loft’s center post and set her back against the rough timber. Her freckles and small high breasts filled the lantern light; her copper crop brushed the beam behind her.

“I want to move,” she said. “I spent five years quiet and half-blind. Don’t pin me down the way Anica asked for.”

“Then use the wall. Move when I tell you.”

Her grin came fast and hungry. She reached between us, aligned my cock, and I lowered her onto it while her ankles locked behind my back. The first full stretch drove the grin out of her on a broken sound.

I held her under the thighs and drew her away from the post, then put her back against it with a controlled thrust. Her compact body traveled in my hands, quick hips rolling when I allowed them, freckled shoulders sliding against the timber. The position gave her movement without surrendering the lead.

“Again,” she said.

“Ask better.”

“Fuck me against the post. Hard. I want to smell the wood on my back tomorrow.”

I gave her exactly that. Each stroke lifted her and pressed her home. Her breasts bounced between us. She pushed away from the post at the right instant, meeting my hips, and I made her wait after every third thrust until impatience sharpened her scent.

“Report,” I said.

“Tallow. Snow. Old pine behind me. Your hands under my ass.” Her nose flared. “My pussy all over you. The static getting thinner every time you move.”

“Name the choice.”

Her laughter vanished. She looked straight at me, wide-eyed and present. “I choose the bite. I choose your mark. I choose you, and I want him evicted while I can smell every second of it.”

I shifted one hand beneath both thighs and used the other to gather her copper hair clear of the brand. Her head turned by her own choice, opening the join of neck and shoulder while I kept her impaled against the post.

“Evict him,” she said, laughing and crying together. “Five years he owned every room I smelled. Give them back.”

My teeth closed over the forced brand.

Her climax struck before mine. Birgit cried out against the beam as her pussy clenched around me, rapid contractions pulling at the control I refused to spend yet. I held her aloft through each one and kept my mouth at her neck.

The dead man’s static collapsed. Its smothering flood thinned from the center until it left a flat silver-white scar. Birgit’s own scent rushed into the cleared space, bright and complicated, braiding around the stable absence my chosen mark fixed in her skin.

She stopped moving because the world arrived.

“Don’t finish yet,” she whispered. “Please. I need to smell this before anything covers it.”

I stayed inside her and lowered us carefully to the floor beside the post. We lay on our sides, her back against my chest, still joined but motionless. She touched the changed skin at her neck, then traced the old brand beneath it twice as if expecting the dead pressure to return.

“I can choose what comes next,” she said. Wonder slowed every word. “I can stop here. I can ask for more. Either one belongs to me.”

“Either one.”

She tested that freedom in the quiet, breathing until the last tremor in her shoulders eased. Then she reached back, gripped my hip, and made her choice.

“Now. I want your smell in the room after his is gone.”

I rolled her onto her stomach and withdrew. Before she could protest, I spread her thighs and drove into her once from behind, deep enough to pull a shout from her. Twice. A third time. Then I pulled free and stroked myself over the compact curve of her ass while she looked back at me, delighted.

“Where?” I asked.

“On me. Let me smell the difference.”

I came across her lower back and ass in hot streaks, my free hand holding her hip through every pulse. She reached back, dragged two fingers through the warmth, and brought them to her nose with a wonder that hit harder than any filthy line.

“You,” she said. “Only you. And me underneath. He’s gone.” Birgit Solheim, who is motion even asleep, gone completely still. She pulled my face into her neck and buried hers against my throat and breathed.

She breathed me in, deep and slow and shaking, for a full minute, a whole minute by the lantern. Her nose moved from my throat to my shoulder, then into the crook of my arm as though each inch of skin held a different road home. She inhaled the wool blanket, the straw tick, and her own damp hand. Each new scent made her laugh or cry without warning. She pressed my wrist to her nose and discovered old grease beneath the soap, then kissed the pulse there as if the ordinary residue were treasure. I held still and let the restored world come to her piece by piece where a dead man’s flood had been for five years, and I could feel her cataloging it against my skin, each breath finding another scent, and once she made a sound that was pure grief and once one that was pure joy and mostly they were the same sound, and that minute of her just breathing the world back in outweighed everything that had come before it, everything our bodies had done, including every climax, and I held her through it. Her open-mouthed breaths and the spring below filled the loft while Birgit Solheim took her world back scent by scent.

Then she named them. Eyes closed, face still against my neck, fast and hungry, a scout reporting territory returned to her.

“The spring water,” she said. “The lantern oil. The snow, I can smell the actual snow, the cold of it. Anica, on your skin, still, hers, I can smell exactly who you are to her.” A breath. “And me. I can smell me. Under his, all this time, there was still a me, and it’s still here, and it’s mine.” She opened her eyes, and they were wet and bright and full. “All mine now. Every breath, every taste, every trail, every clean new scent. This room, and the family in it. All mine.”

She meant her senses and us in the same three words. The loft smelled of clean water, lantern tallow, and two women who had chosen their own marks.

After, she wrapped every inch of herself in a wool blanket, a full burrito of her own construction with only her face and one hand sticking out, and the hand kept sneaking over to steal warmth off me, and her motormouth came back but at half speed, slurred and content, and she lay against me and talked about tomorrow like pillow talk. She was planning the tracking of Ruxa’s abduction the way other people murmur endearments, the ford where the pack’s best had lost the trail, how she’d cut it now that she had her range, what a whole nose could do that a half one couldn’t, and it was the least romantic pillow talk in the history of the mountain and it was, from Birgit, a love letter, because the work was how she loved, and she was giving me her restored work as the first gift of it.

“You gave me back my job,” she said, drowsy, into my shoulder. “People are going to think you gave me a boyfriend. You gave me my job back. That’s bigger. Don’t tell Anica I said the mark was bigger than the boyfriend, she’ll agree with me and then I’ll have to be smug about it and she hates when I’m smug.”

“Your secret dies with me,” I said, which is what I’d told Ruxa once over the good coffee, and thinking of Ruxa in a chain up at the quarry put a cold hand on the warm moment, and Birgit felt me go still and understood it, because she understood everything, and she said, quiet, “We’ll get her. I can smell that whole road now. They can’t move her without me knowing. That’s what you bought tonight, Reznik, besides me. You bought a nose that can find her.” And she was right, and it was the first hopeful thing anybody had said since the fire.

She promised again to find Ruxa, then fell asleep mid-sentence with one hand outside the blanket.

Near dawn, that hand clamped around my wrist. Birgit came bolt upright, the blanket falling, every line of her body aimed at the shuttered window. Her nose worked across the sleeping valley while she reached for her clothes.

“Truck,” she said. “Diesel. Three miles out and moving north.” Her nose worked, and her face went hard. “And I can smell the chains on it from here.”


Chapter 18: The Ford

Birgit found the trail at the ditch where I’d found the last of Ruxa’s fear, then carried it across running water, the feat trackers from both ranges had said could not be done.

We went down to the Tilden road at first light, the two of us and Anica trailing to watch the road behind us, and the snow had stopped in the night and left the world white and quiet and easy to read, and Birgit crouched at the open door of the little hatchback with her copper crop bright against all that white and put her face to the seat in my earlier position, and a woman used a nose that had been half-dead since she was nineteen with a precision that left me proud and a little awed.

“Three of them,” she said, not to me, to herself, cataloging, the scout’s-brief patter running low and fast. “The bowlegged one, your spring-box print, he drove. The big new one in the back seat with her, he sweats wrong, some medicine in it. And the small one, the chemist, ether and cold smoke, he only touched the handle, he didn’t get in, he opened the door and stepped back and let the big one do the lifting. He doesn’t like touching them. Interesting. File that.” She stood, and turned north, and her nose came up, and she started walking, and I have tracked a lot of things by a lot of methods and I had never seen anyone work a scent trail with Birgit’s quartering precision, quartering it, casting side to side, reading the wind off it, her whole body a needle.

She lost it at the creek ford, where every tracker loses a trail. The pack’s best trackers had lost it there on the first day, at the wide gravel crossing where the water runs fast and cold and takes a scent off the world clean, and Radomir had marked it as the place the trail died and the reason we couldn’t be sure of the quarry, and half of Coldsmoke had stood on that bank and shrugged.

Birgit stood on the bank and did not shrug.

“They think water washes it,” she said, her restless body arrested while her nose worked the cold air over the running water. “Water doesn’t wash it. Water holds it different. It comes up off the surface, off the wet gravel on the far bank, off the mist. You just have to be able to read wet.” Her nostrils kept testing the water mist; her eyes narrowed to slits. “His mark, for five years, taught me to read wet. It flooded everything, so I learned to find the one thread that mattered under a flood. Turns out that’s the whole skill. I got very good at it being punished for having it.” She opened her eyes and pointed across the ford at a scuff on the far bank that no one would have looked at twice. “There. They came out there and stood a minute, all three, the big one shifted her weight to his other shoulder. Then the truck, upslope, and the tread rode low.” She looked at me. “The dually. Loaded. Your tools and the girl in the same bed, exactly like you read off the seat. It goes to the quarry. It only goes to the quarry.”

A dozen Coldsmoke wolves had stood on that bank and given up. Now the ridge pack’s mouthy scout crossed the ford and pointed to sign they had all missed.

The three Coldsmoke trackers who had drifted down from the road did not offer her silence. Marin Rusu, the oldest, splashed straight across to challenge the read. He crouched at the scuffed gravel, smelled the mist, then paced upstream and tried again from another angle.

“Show me where the water gives it back,” he said.

Birgit’s head turned. She had prepared for mockery or disbelief; a professional request got beneath both defenses.

She stepped beside him and lowered her hand to the mist line. “Don’t chase what entered the water. Read what leaves it. Wet stone holds the heavier oils after fear lifts off. Start low, then quarter upward.”

Marin followed her method. His nostrils flared near the bank. “Chemist,” he said slowly. “Faint.”

The younger tracker crossed next and argued about wind shear. Birgit argued back with both hands drawing currents in the air. Within minutes all three were working the ford under her direction, testing separate lines and calling their findings. Scout culture gave her no applause. It gave her questions, verification, and finally Marin’s grease pencil when hers broke.

“You could be smug,” I told her while the trackers recut the far bank. “Briefly. As a medical necessity.”

She watched Marin teach her wet-scent method to the youngest. The blotchy color of sincerity climbed under her freckles.

“Later,” she said. “I want to hear him get it right first.”

Solveig Aakre came down the mountain that afternoon.

I was up at the ruin of the garage, in its cold black stink, going through the scant remains, the trucks in the yard scorched but the shop itself a wet char with the tin roof folded down into it like a dropped hand, and I was pulling my father’s bench vise out of the mess, the one thing on that pegboard the fire couldn’t hurt and the thieves hadn’t bothered with, cast iron and forty years old and heavier than a young wolf, when I heard the horses on the ridge road, two of them, coming up unhurried, and I knew before I turned who rode the front one, because Solveig’s posture in a saddle is not something a man forgets.

She came into the yard on a tall gray with Sigrid Fossum a length behind her, and where the first time she’d come down there had been a cover story about grading the pass road, this time there was no story at all, and she did not dismount, and she looked at me standing in the ash of my life holding a vise, and then she looked past me at Birgit, who had come up from the springhouse and gone still at the top of the slope with the Coldsmoke scarf around her neck, the plaid one, worn like a flag, and Solveig Aakre saw the exposed bite at thirty feet. She rode the gray down the slope until less than ten feet separated them. Then her nose confirmed the braided mark, and eleven years of held breath escaped in a rush and came back as cold.

“Take that off,” Solveig said to Birgit. Her gloved fingers crushed the reins against the saddle horn. Everyone in the yard knew she meant the permanent mark beneath the scarf. The impossible order had escaped before her polished cadence could stop it.

Birgit walked down the slope into it. She did not walk down apologizing and she did not walk down defiant, she descended with the same steadiness she’d carried across the ford, steady, reading the wind, and she stopped at the gray’s shoulder and looked up at the Luna who had made her and half-lost her and now had lost the rest, and she did the bravest thing I saw her do that whole week: she spoke plainly.

“I can’t,” she said. “You know I can’t. And I wouldn’t if I could.” She gave the truth one bare second to land, then handed the woman what she’d never once said straight even to me until the loft. “You sent me to find what was moving the cycles, Luna. I found it. It’s a man who gives us back our own heads. I spent five years half-blind wearing a dead man’s flood, and I crossed the ford this morning, the ford, the one every valley tracker loses. I’ve got my nose back. It cost me the ridge and it cost me you and I would pay it again this morning without blinking.” She swallowed, and her fingers crushed a fold of the Coldsmoke scarf against her palm. “Come down off the horse and stand next to him for one minute. Just one. And then yell at me all you want, and I’ll stand still and take every word, because I earned those too. But stand next to him first.”

Solveig shifted forward in the saddle. Her pale eyes flicked once toward the empty air around me, and her hand tightened on the reins until the gray mouthed the bit.

She did not take the minute.

“The saddle holds against his flank,” she said instead, to me now, to business, her spine gone straight again, the crack sealed over. “If your quarry man moves men across the range to hit Coldsmoke, they cross my ground, and my ground will not let them. I act for my own range. A heat trade at Coldsmoke’s back stands at mine as well, and I do not intend to be softened for a harvest.” She was already turning the gray. “You have no bargain with me, and neither does Coldsmoke. My scouts are on the saddle from tonight. Anything wearing chains turns back or stays there.”

“Understood,” I said. “Thank you.”

She looked down at me from the gray, her voice returning to the impersonal precision she used for business, and she said, “A question, then, since you have a rare skill and I run a pack full of women. What would you charge to stand in a room, come spring, for a ridge she-wolf whose heat runs bad? An hour’s work. Name a fee.”

And I was tired, and I was raw, and I had a burned shop under my boots and a girl in a chain up at the quarry and two marks on my conscience and no sleep in me, and exhaustion stripped away my caution. I read the truth and said it out loud, with the plain honesty I’d once used about Anica’s cycle, no leer and no cruelty, just a man reading a failing bearing and naming it.

“You didn’t ride down twice for the road,” I said. “And you didn’t ride down for Birgit.” I looked up at her. “You rode down for the room.”

Solveig’s reply stopped behind her teeth. Her practiced cadence failed to supply a replacement, and one gloved hand touched the old silver at her throat.

Then her spine straightened and her fingers left the collar. I had read aloud what she had never offered me. The mistake arrived before I could take the sentence back.

“No,” she said. “I didn’t.” Her thumb found the old silver at her throat, pressed once, and dropped. Then she turned the gray and rode up the ridge road into the timber with Sigrid a length behind. She did not look back. The second reason went with her, unnamed.

Birgit came and stood next to me. Her usual post-encounter joke failed to arrive.

“You read her,” she said. “Out loud. To her face. Nobody reads Solveig.”

“I know.”

“That was either the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen a man do,” she said, “or.” And she did not finish it, which from Birgit is a whole paragraph, and we stood and watched the road, and neither of us finished it, and the unfinished thought stayed between us beside Solveig’s two-word truth.

That night Birgit came to the springhouse loft and did a thing that was new, and left the door open while she did it.

Her heat was still on her, the tail of it, softer now inside my radius but there, and she had that restless brightness that a body carries when it has spent grief in the afternoon and needs to spend something else at night, and she pushed me down onto the straw tick and got her hands under my thermal, and then she reached over and pushed the loft door open, on purpose, to the ladder and the lamplit path below where the springhouse steps come up from the yard, and she looked at me to check.

“Anica walks the perimeter about now,” she said, watching my face, reading it, checking for the yes before anything, always the consent first with her, itemized even here. “She’ll come up the path. I want the door open when she does. I want her to see. Is that.” She searched me. “You have to actually want it instead of merely letting me. If it’s a no, I’ll shut the door and we’re as good as before.”

And I found, giving myself the same honest inventory I give a room, that it was a yes, that the thought of Anica in the doorway watching landed in me hot and not complicated, and I told her so, plain, “Yes,” and Birgit’s freckles deepened across her cheeks and chest. She pushed the door wider, pleased by the clear answer.

“Good,” she breathed.

She undressed us quickly, but once she had me naked she slowed down. She knelt between my knees with the loft door open and held my cock upright in one hand, letting the lamplight show everything. Her tongue circled the head. She sucked me down with her green eyes on mine, unhurried and drunk on it, narrating in a low scent-filthy murmur between strokes.

“Cold air off the path. Lantern tallow. Your skin getting warmer under my mouth.” She took me deep enough to stop the next words, swallowed, and came back up smiling. “And somebody approaching in oiled boots.”

I heard the boots on the path.

Anica came up into the lamplight and stopped in the doorway, and she did not come in, and she did not leave, she leaned her shoulder against the frame and crossed her arms and watched, heavy-lidded, level, and Birgit felt her there and did not stop, did the opposite of stop, arched her freckled back and took me deeper and moaned around it, performing now, for her audience of one, and Anica’s flat assessing gaze traveled over the scout’s small quick body with slow approval.

“Elbow,” Anica said, dry, from the doorway. “You’ve got your weight on his hip wrong. You’ll cramp. Shift it.”

Birgit shifted without breaking rhythm and hummed around me. The vibration tightened every muscle in my body.

Birgit climbed astride me, guided my cock against her slick opening, and sank down slowly while Anica kept her steady regard on us. The stretch pulled a long sound from her. She planted her hands on my chest and began to ride, quick hips working, copper crop wild, small high breasts flushed and bouncing above me.

“Door stays open,” she said, more to herself than either of us.

“Door stays open,” I confirmed.

Anica’s eyes moved over her. “You wanted to be watched. Stop checking whether I’m still watching.”

Birgit’s face colored deeper. “Professional habit.”

“Bad one. Eyes on him.”

The order came from Anica, but Birgit looked to me before obeying. I nodded. Her green eyes locked on mine. I caught the change in her immediately: the performance stopped scattering toward the doorway and concentrated into the body under her.

“Good,” I said. “Now let her watch you want me.”

Birgit’s pussy tightened around my cock. She lifted and dropped, slower now, making every inch visible. Anica stayed at the frame with her arms crossed, approval warm beneath the flat gaze.

“Tell us,” I said.

“Lantern. Cold path. Anica’s leather. You inside me.” Birgit rolled her hips and shuddered. “My mark. Hers. Family smells different when it’s watching you get fucked.”

I gripped her waist and directed the angle, drawing her forward until each stroke ground her clit against me. Her eyes flicked between my face and Anica’s. Being seen fed her. She got louder with every thrust, openly performing now, but the performance never pulled her attention away from me.

“There,” Anica said. “Like that. Anyone who thinks your size limits your volume is deaf.”

Birgit came apart on those words. Her pussy squeezed me in hard rapid pulses. She threw her head back and shouted, shameless and glowing, while I held her hips down and drove up through the contractions.

“Inside,” she gasped. “Finish inside me while she watches.”

I gave her three hard strokes and came deep in her, my cock pulsing while she ground down to take every spurt. Anica’s gaze stayed level on us through the last one. Birgit collapsed onto my chest laughing and gasping, entirely unashamed. She turned her face toward Anica and named the last three scents at half speed: my cum inside her, the blanket Anica had touched the night before, and the cold path waiting beyond the door. Anica stepped in long enough to wipe sweat from Birgit’s temple with her thumb.

The sight of Birgit glowing under Anica’s approval made my hand go still on her waist. I had no joke for being trusted with both of them.

Anica pushed off the doorframe. She looked at the two of us in a heap in the lamplight, the scout wrecked and glowing and the mechanic rattled and grateful, and she made it family instead of a show. She came in, pulled the wool blanket over Birgit’s bare back against the cold, and tucked it at her shoulder with the care reserved for someone kept. Then she went to the ladder.

“Springhouse privileges are earned,” she said, on her way down, not turning around. “Continue.” And her boots went off down the path, and Birgit dissolved into helpless giggling against my sternum.

At midnight Emil came up the springhouse path with a lantern and his face wrong, and he stood at the bottom of the ladder and would not come up, and he said, into the dark, “Ilya. It’s Bogdan.” He swallowed. “His truck’s gone. His cabin’s cleared out, cleaned out, everything, the good boots, all of it. Nobody saw him load it. Nobody heard him go.” The lantern shook a little in his hand. “He went north, Ilya. Some time tonight. He went up the north road.”


Chapter 19: Bedrock

By sunrise, Bogdan’s cold floorboards had told me how he left, and none of it was comfort.

I went up there at first light with Anica, because a defection in the night has to be read before the snow forgets it, and Bogdan Iancu’s cabin sat at the good end of the ridge, the former point-holder’s cabin, still the biggest one, and the door stood open on a stripped room. I stood in the doorway and did the pass I always do, ground and scent and room in that order, and the room gave up its story with Bogdan’s unhurried certainty, the worst possible version.

He had not been taken. There was no fear in the place, no struggle, no second set of boots leaning on him. He had packed calm, over hours, with the calm of a decision that had survived sleep. The good boots gone, the wool gone, the box where a man like Bogdan keeps the things that prove he matters, gone. And under the woodsmoke and the bear grease and the sour of him, faint, on the door handle and the table edge and strongest by the stove where he’d stood warming his hands one last time, the chemical-sweet. Days old. Not fresh from a dose. Older than that, the ghost of a hand that had shaken a hand that carried it.

“He met them before tonight,” I said. “He didn’t run to the enemy in a panic after Anica beat him and took his shoulder place in the line. Panic smells different, panic packs wrong, panic leaves the good boots and takes the wrong box. He shook Vukas’s hand a week ago, maybe more, and went home and slept on it and packed slow over days and waited for the right night, and picked the night after the fire because he knew we’d all be looking at the fire and the girl gone north and not one of us would be looking at Bogdan Iancu’s cabin.” I turned it over one more time to be sure, turning the diagnosis once more before committing. “He didn’t defect tonight. He hired on a week ago and defected on a schedule. When Anica beat him in the ring, he already had somewhere to go and a buyer waiting. Losing the ring only moved up a date he’d already set. We didn’t drive him out. He was already leaving. We just got to watch the door close.”

Anica stood in the middle of the stripped room where she had woken up marked eight years ago, because this had been his cabin then too, this exact room, and I had not known that until I watched her walk into it and go still, watched a woman stand in the middle of the worst room in her life and make herself look at it, the cold stove and the bare walls and the place a bed had been, and I stayed silent and kept my distance, because I have learned when to close a distance and when to leave it open. She had to stand in the middle of that room alone. She looked at the cold stove a long time and said nothing, and I let the silence be, and after a while it was she who broke it, returning to work in the clipped cadence she uses to survive a room by turning it into a job.

“What does he take with him,” she said. “Not the boots. What does he actually take.”

I had already worked out the answer in the doorway, and I hated it.

“Everything,” I said. “He’s held the point six years. He knows the watch rotations to the minute, the old ones, the ones we’re still running. He knows every blind approach to the yard, every place a man can come up the ridge unseen, because he set the watches to cover them and knows where they fail. He knows the Long Moon protocol cold, where every wolf chains, who guards the lodge, how thin the range goes on that one night. He knows the run order’s whole politics, every mark, every tally, who owes who.” I made myself say the last of it. “And he knows me. Everything the valley knows about me. What I can do. How the null works, more or less, from watching the Run. That I sleep at the house now.” I stopped. “That the house is my mother’s. Where it is.”

I felt that one land in my own chest even as I said it. My hand closed on the doorframe hard enough to drive a splinter beneath the nail. A man had carried my mother’s address up the north road and handed it to a businessman who takes people to make a point. The fear of loved ones within his reach lived lower than my fear of dying, and it moved into me that morning and never entirely left.

So I did the reasonable thing any son does, and it went wrong before I finished the order.

I found my mother on the back porch sorting what the fire had spared. Somebody had brought up three canvas work shirts from the garage salvage, wet, smoke-blackened, and torn where nails had caught them during the rebuild. She sat in my father’s old porch chair with a mending basket at her feet and one of the shirts stretched over her knee. The evening wind drove sawdust off the ruin below. Each time it reached the porch she snapped the shirt once, hard, and sent a little cloud of char into the yard.

“You’re moving to the yard,” I said.

Her needle went through scorched canvas without pausing. “No.”

I set one boot on the porch step and gave her Bogdan, the address, Vukas, and the calculated courtesy behind burning a shop after removing the tools. I explained the yard’s numbers, ring, and watch-fires. One week, maybe ten days, until the Long Moon passed. I arranged the facts like parts on a clean rag and ended with the order again.

She bit the thread, tied it, and held the repaired seam toward the fading light.

“No,” she said.

“Ma, turn the good ear.”

She turned it and threaded the needle anew. “Now I can refuse you at full volume.”

That stripped the argument of dignity early. We both half-shouted around her deafness, as we always did. You cannot murmur a devastating point at Doina Reznik. You have to bellow it, discover she heard a different noun, and bellow again until the whole porch knows you’re fighting.

“A man with a truck has your address,” I said. “He sent fire to the garage and took Da’s tools before he lit it. The county sends letters. Vukas reaches into houses. I am asking you to spend one week where I don’t have to picture him climbing these steps.”

My mother folded the mended shirt along its old creases. “The mine wanted this porch for a road. The county wanted it for a lien. Men have been inventing reasons for a Reznik to leave since before you were born. They all receive the same answer.”

“This one takes people.”

“And this house keeps them. Look inside. Ioana sleeps in the back room. Anica’s boots are by the stove. Birgit has hidden food in three places and thinks I don’t know. You want me to abandon the first ground they learned was safe?”

The answer hit a place my prepared argument had left uncovered. I hated her for finding it and loved her for being right.

She reached for another shirt. This one had been mine. The left sleeve was burned through from cuff to elbow.

“That can’t be saved,” I said.

“Everything can be saved if you stop demanding it look untouched.”

“We’re talking about you.”

“I am talking about me.” She cut away the ruined sleeve with shears, neat and decisive. “I’ve buried a husband off this porch. When the time comes, decades yet, you’ll carry me off it too. I did not hold this house through the mine dying, your father dying, and fifty-four Montana winters so I could sleep behind Radomir Cazacu’s stove when a slaver frightened my son. I am the reason the old word still has a roof attached to it. I hold here.”

She selected a sound piece of canvas from another burned shirt and laid it against the missing sleeve, turning wreckage into material.

My anger went quiet. It passed around her and settled on the fire, the abduction, and Bogdan carrying her address north. I was mortal and had accumulated more people I loved than one soft body could stand between and the world. That limit predated every joke about being wolfless. I could build a fence, fix a truck, read a camp from its wind. I could not occupy two roads at once.

“I can’t protect you and pull Ruxa out of the quarry at the same time,” I said. “If Vukas comes while I’m north, I’ll be reading tire tracks in a gravel pit while he reaches this porch. You’re asking me to choose the quarry and leave my mother behind. I don’t know how to make that choice and keep my mind on the work.”

The shears stopped. My mother set them beside the basket and stood. She barely reached my collarbone. Both hands took my furious face with the same hard grip she’d used when I was small enough to make recklessness look cute.

“You’ve guarded this valley since you were nine, Ilya Reznik,” she said. “You kept its trucks, secrets, water, and girls. You stood between it and dangers it couldn’t smell coming and accepted a place at the far table as wages. Every day of your life, you guarded people who never once guarded you back.”

Her thumbs moved over my cheekbones. Sawdust ticked against the porch rail behind her.

“They’re learning. Three of Petru’s oafs spent yesterday in your ashes with hammers. Men who laughed at you now ask where you want the next joist. You keep trying to send them away so every danger can sit on your own two mortal shoulders again. Let the valley practice on me. Let it hold the keeper’s house while the keeper goes north. Letting it hold you is the life you’ve been building without knowing it.”

I had no answer. She released my face, sat down, and pinned the replacement canvas to my ruined sleeve.

“Blue thread,” she said. “From the basket.”

I handed it to her.

“Wrong blue.”

I found the darker spool. She accepted it and began sewing a new sleeve from two burned shirts, the argument closed by work. I sat on the porch step while she mended what I had called unsalvageable. Bedrock had refused to move. It had also given me somewhere to brace.

By that afternoon Petru Danciu had posted himself on the Reznik porch, unasked, a shoulder-rank oak of a man sitting on my mother’s porch step cleaning a rifle he set down at intervals to accept coffee he had not requested, there every night after that without anyone deciding it out loud. When I came out and looked at him he met my gaze and said in his oak-stubborn way, “Ruxa was kind to my sister’s boy,” which was his entire explanation and enough, and went back to the rifle. Emil rerouted his runs to pass the house twice a shift, and pretended it was the shorter way, which it was not, it added a mile and a hard grade, and I let him have the pretense because a young man needs a reason for his loyalty that isn’t just his heart.

Two of the body, the two who’d shown up at the ruin with hammers the first day, kept showing up, and one of them was Vasile Danciu, who had snorted at Bogdan’s coupon joke at the feed store a season back, and he did not apologize for it, because wolves don’t, he simply appeared at my burned shop with his own tools and worked a full day and said almost nothing and appeared again the next, and that is a wolf’s apology, showing up with a hammer, and I accepted the hammer for the apology it carried. By the third day six men had arrived at the burned shop with tools, a chalk line, and my father’s old level. One brought framing timber. Another backed in a truck of fasteners. They worked until a new sill stretched across the old slab, then returned the next morning without being asked.

I ended up running it. I stood in the wet char and directed the tearing-out and the framing, because I knew the building better than any of them, it was mine, and I found myself foreman over a crew of wolves who six weeks ago would have crossed the yard to avoid greeting me, telling Petru where the new bays went and Vasile how to sister a joist and Emil where to stack the salvage that could be saved, the bench vise, a box of taps and dies the fire had only scorched, the good pipe wrench that had been my grandfather’s. We tore out the wet char down to the slab, which held, my father’s slab, poured true, and we cut the burned timber out and hauled it to a pile and started laying new sill on the old good stone, and it was loud and cold and it smelled of sawdust over char, and men who had never said a civil word to me handed me my own tools and asked me where things went, and I answered, and by dusk they waited for my next instruction instead of looking uphill for somebody else to give it.

Inside the loud work, I made one change I told no one about: I set the new frame with the deep back bay two feet longer than the old one, and moved the floor drain, and framed a long low storage space under the new bench that a man could put a great many things in, or a person. A mechanic planning to hide ambush staging inside his own shop builds the room before anyone thinks to ask why. Nobody did. The foreman knew the building and the crew did not. I put the ambush’s storage into the new frame in front of six witnesses, and none saw it. The rebuild was cover. The rebuild was also true. Both at once. I have found most useful things are.

Costel Barbu watched me do it.

He came down to the rebuild on the second afternoon, the old rememberer of the valley, eighty-eight and half-blind with his milk-edged eyes, and he sat on a sawhorse at the edge of the lot with his root-wood hands on his knees and watched me foreman the pack, and he watched a long time, longer than politeness, repeating his long scrutiny from the pre-Run meal and the bad Run, with an expression nobody else on the mountain wore, and I felt it on me the whole afternoon like a warm hand and did not know what to do with it.

And near dusk, when the frame was up and the crew was knocking off and I was checking the new back bay’s square with my father’s level, Costel put down his end of a beam he had no business carrying at his age, and he crossed the lot to me, slow, deliberate, and he took my wrist in his old hand, the diagnostic wrist, the one I read with, and he gripped it, and he looked up into my face with those ruined eyes that find me unerringly, and he said the word, out loud, in front of a dozen wolves who had stopped to watch an elder cross a lot.

“Pragul,” he said.

And then, to the yard, to all of them, in his broken-hinged old-country English, his voice cracking around a thing held eighty years, “Not wolfless. Never wolfless, this one. Never. The door the moon left open when it…”

And my mother was there.

I do not know how she crossed the distance from the house so fast, a deaf woman past sixty who does not run, but she was there, at Costel’s shoulder, faster than she had any right to be, and she said one word, one, in the old dialect, the Carpathian mine-country tongue I have heard her use maybe five times in my life and never understood, low and hard and final, and Costel Barbu, who is eighty-eight and afraid of nothing left alive on this earth, closed his mouth.

Costel let go of my wrist, returned to the crew, and picked up his end of the beam.

My mother did not translate. She wiped sawdust from one sleeve, turned, and walked home through the last light. Hammers remained lowered until her kitchen door shut.


Chapter 20: The Treeline

We went up the fire track on the twenty-sixth night on foot and in the wind, because a nose on the wind is worth more than an army in the dark, and Anica stayed in the yard. Leaving the strongest fighter I had at home while I walked toward the enemy with a scout felt wrong until I looked at the ground: the yard was under threat and Anica was its strongest defense.

She had argued about it, briefly, in her preferred argument: one sentence and a stare. “I should be the one going up that road with you.” And I had said, “You’re the hard hand holding the yard if he hits it while we’re gone, and he knows you took Bogdan’s shoulder place, and a smart man hits the house when the hard hand’s away,” and she had looked at me a moment and then said, “That’s correct and I hate it,” and taped her hands and gone to walk the perimeter. The argument ended there. The right call cost her. She made it anyway.

So it was Birgit and me on the fire track, and this was her operation to run and we both knew it, and she ran it like the professional she is, casting the wind, moving us up the mountain in the lee of it so our own scent, hers anyway, mine being nothing, blew away from the camp, using the track I’d found back at the start when I’d walked it with a flashlight and a worse plan, and she got us to the treeline above the quarry a little after full dark, four hundred yards out and downwind, into a stand of dead lodgepole on the lip of the old gravel bowl, and we lay in the snow behind a fallen trunk and built the camp between us on a notepad, one thread at a time.

It was the fullest test my nose had ever faced, and we did it slow, quiet, and itemized, Birgit ranging what I read.

“Start with the count,” I breathed. “Men first.” And I worked the wind, and I pulled them one at a time out of the drift coming up the bowl, each man a separate thread, each cylinder its own knock if you know how to listen, and Birgit ranged each one I named, placing him against the shacks and the pads she could see and I couldn’t in the dark, her eyes doing what my nose did.

“Fourteen inside the wire,” I said, when I’d pulled them all and cross-checked. “Eleven crew total, plus Vukas, Fiala, and Bogdan. The east-walk guard is sick-smelling. Barely holding his route.”

“Dosed,” Birgit murmured. “That’s your east-walk guard. He’s leashed on the stuff, look at him, he’s walking a beat but he’s walking it wrong, he keeps drifting toward the water barrels and pulling himself back. They’ve got a man on their own product to keep him docile and predictable. That’s either very smart or very cheap and with these people it’s both.” She made a note. “Keep him in the plan. A guard who craves the barrels is a guard you can move by moving the barrels.”

I marked his slow minute at the barrels on the notepad.

“Trucks.”

“Two plus the flatbed from your shop visit,” she said, “I can see the flatbed, it’s the one Sorin drove. And,” her motion cut off as the wind shifted a point and her nostrils flared, “chains. Under the men, the place smells of cold chain and cheap oil and,”

“Count the chains,” I said. “Carefully. Because the chains aren’t chains.”

She ranged the low padlocked west shack for a long moment, one finger tracing invisible positions on the log, and then she got it, and I heard her breath change, and her voice lost every spark when she named the worst. “Five. Five chains occupied on the west shack wall, and they’re not for cargo, they’re spaced for. They’re spaced for people. Five.” A pause. “There are five women in that shack.”

“Five,” I said, and the number sat in the cold between us, five women in a shack forty feet from a leashed man, five occupied chains spaced for people on a wall in the Bitterroot high country, and I had walked past that quarry since boyhood and serviced its machinery for eleven years and never once known that a season would come when its shacks held chained women, and the not-having-known sat on me too. “Find Ruxa.”

And Birgit Solheim, four nights into having her whole nose back, reached four hundred yards across a gravel bowl in the dark and found one frightened girl among five, and she found her. Half-blind for five years, Birgit picked one frightened girl out of five at four hundred yards downwind in the dark. No tracker from either pack could have matched it. I pressed the pencil hard enough to split its tip and wrote where she pointed.

“West shack, near corner,” she said. “Alive. That’s the first thing, she’s alive, she’s, there’s fear all over her, high and constant, but there’s no blood in it, Ilya, no wound-smell, no dose on her yet either, they’re keeping her clean, she’s, oh.” She stopped. “They’re keeping her clean because she’s inventory that hasn’t been graded yet. That’s why. She’s undosed because they haven’t decided her price.” The reason for it hardened in the cold between us. “She’s scared out of her mind and she’s whole and she’s forty feet from a man leashed on rut-musk, and I want to go get her right now, tonight, and we can’t, and I want you to know I hate you a little for how much we can’t.”

“I know,” I said. “Keep going. The small precise one. Where’s the chemist.”

She found the lab shack by the ether and the cold smoke, the surveyor-smell from the feed store cash, and she placed Fiala, and then she gave me the camp’s most useful read.

“He’s terrified,” she said, wondering. “The chemist. He’s more afraid than the prisoners. His fear-smell is higher than Ruxa’s and it never comes down, it’s a baseline, he lives in it. He’s the most frightened creature anywhere in that camp and he’s the one making the poison.” She turned her head. “What’s a man that scared doing here.”

“Being more afraid of leaving than of staying,” I said, because I’d smelled that exact choice before, on men the trade had leaned on. “Find the thing he’s afraid of.”

And she found Vukas.

He crossed the pads once while we lay there, one time, unhurried, a big shape crossing his camp with a warehouse owner’s assurance, and his thread came up the bowl on the wind and I read it and I went cold in a way the snow had nothing to do with. Carbolic soap. Old blood, layered over years, with no quickening in his pulse as he crossed the pads. And under those, the absence that frightened me worst. Excitement, appetite, rut-heat, cruelty-sweat, and fear had all been scraped clean. A camp of chained women and dosed men and a girl waiting to be graded, and Vukas crossed the pads smelling like a bookkeeper doing inventory, calm in every layer. Ioana had named the horror correctly. He took no pleasure in it; everything here was freight, and he could not conceive of anyone refusing that calculation.

“That one,” Birgit breathed, “has the flattest scent I’ve ever read on a living thing. Even you have a shape and you don’t have a smell. He has a smell and no shape. What is that.”

“He’s priced all of us already,” I said, “and didn’t feel anything doing it. We’re going up against an accountant with a truck and every life already priced.” Birgit shivered next to me for reasons beyond the snow.

Vukas crossed past five chained women with the same pulse and pace he carried past diesel drums. Carbolic soap and old blood stayed level on the wind. Appetite could rush a man; rage could blind him. His businesslike calm offered no such handle. I wrote his route across the pads and kept the pencil point pressed to the paper until he disappeared indoors.

“One more thread,” I said, and wanted to leave it alone. I pulled it anyway. “The office shack. Tell me I’m wrong.”

I was not wrong.

“Bogdan,” she said. “He’s here. Inside the wire, warm by Vukas’s stove, the way you read it.” And then she pulled the last of it, the thread I hadn’t asked for, off the office shack’s near wall, and she went quiet, and when she spoke, every trace of her bright patter was gone. “There’s another one,” Birgit said. “Six total. Her chain’s fixed to the office wall, and she smells like she was assigned to him. Like a bonus. Vukas paid the traitor with one of the captives and Bogdan took the payment.” She set down the pencil. “Thought you’d want to know which.”

I did. The woman remained one of the six, temporarily moved to Bogdan’s wall. Her freeing went on his account beside Anica’s eight years. I lay in the snow wanting to be a stronger thing and held the notepad harder instead.

Before we pulled out, I found the ledger.

The ledger. Before the trip, I’d reasoned that Fiala would keep it close, mobile, and out of his crew’s hands. I confirmed the likely hiding place now through the dusk-glass angle of the office truck’s cab, the flatbed Sorin had driven, parked at the edge of the pads with its windows going gray-gold under the one work light: the chemist’s book, on the dash, in the locked cab. Fiala trusted neither a shack nor a crewman with it. Its place on the dash advertised both the book’s value and his suspicion of everyone around him. The cab’s lock would take me thirty contemptuous seconds. Four hundred yards of open camp and its waiting noses made the lock irrelevant.

“The lock is easy,” I breathed to Birgit. “The walk can kill me.”

“You’re already planning it,” she said. “I can smell you planning it. Don’t plan it here, plan it at home where there’s pie,” and she started us backing out of the deadfall, slow, downwind, the recon done, the camp built on a notepad man by man. The night’s last wrongness waited at the burn line on our way home.

The old fire scar runs south of the track, a mile of standing dead timber left by a burn decades ago. We crossed its lip in the last moonlight to swing wide of the road, and both stopped at once. Something watched us from among the black trunks.

A shimmer bent the freezing air, low and still, a shape that read ten degrees too hot against the snow. I blinked. The warmth vanished without brush breaking or snow kicking up.

“Birgit,” I said softly. “What’s there.”

She put her restored nose into the place where it had stood. Confusion emptied her face.

“I don’t have a word for it. Fur and woodsmoke dreaming each other. Big, warm, and wrong. Wolf, deer, cat, bear: none of them.” Her nostrils flared again. “There’s a track.”

One line of barefoot prints crossed the snow crust toward the high country. The stride ran too long for a walking person and too even for a running one, with toes spread and dug in as if made to grip frozen ground. No return trail marked the standing dead.

Every instinct I had wanted the answer and warned against following it. Birgit laid one hand on my arm. “It left when it could have stayed. We let unknown creatures like that leave. Tonight belongs to Ruxa.”

The camp and its six chains waited behind us. I memorized the prints, set them beside my mother’s closed door and the word Pragul, and turned home. Neither of us spoke for a mile. The wrong barefoot gait stayed with me, crossing frozen autumn ground toward the high country, warm where the world was cold.

At the trailhead, relief and adrenaline finally broke our silence.

Birgit got into the cab shaking, not with cold, with the whole night coming off her at once, the camp and the six chains and Ruxa and the warm nameless thing in the burn, and she reached over and turned the dome light on, deliberately, and left it on, and put her hands on me, and said, “I need to smell something that isn’t that place. I need to smell us. Turn the heater on and leave the light and let me.”

“Somebody could,”

“Nobody’s within two miles,” she said. “I’d smell them. That’s the point of me now.”

She checked my face once more before opening my belt. “Light stays on.”

“Light stays on.”

She opened my belt, gave the head of my cock one slow lick, then stopped herself and laughed under her breath.

“If I kneel and climb on top again, you’ll think I only know two directions.”

“I wasn’t going to mention it.”

“Liar. Fix the furniture.”

I moved the gear lever clear and folded her across the bench seat on her side, back against my chest, one rangy leg raised over the steering wheel. The cab forced us close. Her copper crop brushed my jaw; her small high breasts showed bright beneath the dome light. Frost bloomed across the windows from our breath.

I did not enter her. My hand went between her thighs instead, palm pressed to the wet heat of her pussy while two fingers worked inside. The seat edge held her open. She watched our reflection in the dark windshield as my thumb circled her clit.

“Diesel,” she murmured. “Snow off your jacket. Fear going stale. Your fingers in me. Better.”

“Keep the report clean.”

“Nothing clean about the next finding.”

I curled my fingers and found it. Her heel struck the dash. She reached behind to grip my cock but I caught her wrist and pinned it against her stomach.

“You wanted me to fix the furniture. Let me work.”

“Mechanics are unbearably possessive about a job.”

“Quiet.”

The command stripped her sentence into a gasp. I drove my fingers harder while she stared at herself under the light, every freckle visible, every contraction gathering. Her free hand smeared a clear patch in the fogged window.

“Tell me what replaces the camp,” I said.

“Leather getting hot. Your mouth at my ear. My pussy soaking your hand. The heater rattling on a bad bearing. Snow melting off our boots.” Her voice climbed. “Us. It smells like us in here.”

She came on the word, body bowing along the bench seat, pussy clenching around my fingers. I kept my palm firm over her clit and carried her through the aftershocks until the frantic shake left her legs.

Only then did I turn her toward me. I pushed the gear bag onto the floor, lowered the passenger seat as far as its bad hinge allowed, and lay along the bench at an angle with my shoulder against the door. Birgit fitted herself face to face against me, one rangy leg over my hip and the other trapped between my boots and the heater box.

“This furniture remains criminal,” she said.

“Then stop trying to operate all of it at once.”

I slid my hand under her compact ass and drew her forward. She guided my cock between us, rubbed the head through the wet seam of her pussy, and sank onto me from the side. The cramped cab held us chest to chest. There was no room for a long stroke or a clever position. I bent my lower knee, braced one boot under the dash, and used the leverage to roll my hips into her while my hand moved her against me.

Her eyes stayed inches from mine under the dome light. Frost blurred the world beyond her copper crop. Every time I filled her, her small breasts pressed to my chest and the chosen mark at her neck passed close enough for my lips to touch without biting.

“Three scents,” I said.

“Diesel. Snow.” She buried her nose at my throat, breathed once, then lifted her face again. “Us. Best thing in the truck.”

“Keep looking at me.”

She did. I slowed the rhythm until each short withdrawal made her chase me with a frustrated sound. Then I stopped helping altogether.

“Use the room you’ve got,” I said. “No performing for a window. No report for Anica. Show me what alive feels like.”

Birgit planted one palm against the glass above my shoulder and worked her hips in small, hard circles. The seat springs complained beneath us. I held her by the back of the neck and the curve of her ass, keeping her close enough that she had to move around my cock instead of lifting away from it.

Her breath struck my mouth. “Alive feels cramped. Warm. Badly upholstered.”

“Keep going.”

“Bossy mechanic.”

“My truck.”

“Your very good point.”

The next circle stole the joke. Her pussy tightened, slick and hot around me, and I drove up into the rhythm she had found. The dome light showed every blotch of color spreading beneath her freckles and the exact moment the second climax reached her. She stared straight into me as it broke. Her body curled close, one heel digging into the seat, contractions drawing me deeper while I held her in place.

I kept moving through them until my own control narrowed to her face and the pressure around my cock.

“Inside,” she said before I asked. Clear, certain, smiling against my mouth. “Keep us in the truck.”

I pulled her tight and came buried in her. The first pulse stopped both of us. The next made her grip my hair and laugh once, breathless. I stayed inside through the last, forehead against hers, while the heater rattled and the cab filled with the warm combined scent she had asked for.

Birgit did not inspect anything. She tucked her nose under my jaw and remained there, breathing us in until my pulse slowed. When we finally separated, she cleaned the fogged glass with the old shop towel rather than either of us, wrapped my jacket around herself, and stole both heater vents.

We drove home through the snow with the notepad on the dash, the camp mapped on it, man by man. Near midnight the ridge road came into sight. Birgit looked at the notepad, at the flatbed I’d drawn with the ledger inked in the cab, and said what both of us already knew.

“Long Moon’s eleven days out,” she said, tapping the wall calendar in her head, the grease-pencil circle. “And that book has their whole schedule in it, when the buyers come, when they move the women, all of it, and without it we’re guessing, and you don’t fight a man like that guessing.” She looked at me across the cab, and she already knew, she’d smelled it on me at the treeline. “You’re going back in. Alone. For the book.” Not a question. “Eleven days, and you’re going back into that camp alone.”


Chapter 21: The Plan

We planned the war at my mother’s kitchen table over a pot of her paprikash that I cooked and she criticized. I had been in rooms where men planned killings and none of them had pie. Birgit claimed that proved pie was tactical equipment.

When the house was frightened, I cooked. That evening I made paprikash the way my father had taught me, and my mother stood at my shoulder and told me I was heavy on the paprika, which I was not, and light on the sour cream, which I was not. Her criticism kept her in the room while the young ones planned to go up a mountain and maybe not come back. I let her do it. Critiquing my cooking is the only comfort she’ll accept from me.

Anica had the ridge maps spread at one end of the table, weighted with the salt and a wrench, and Birgit crouched over them, annotating in the margins with the recon, placing the shacks and the pads and the water point from four hundred yards of memory, the two of them working like one instrument, Anica’s ground-knowledge and Birgit’s fresh eyes on the camp. And partway through, Ioana Micu got up without a word and started setting the table, and she set it for seven, and she did it the old-country way, precise, the fork just so, and the number settled over the room. Emil came in from the new watch while she worked, stamped snow from his boots, and took the sixth place. Ioana set the seventh for Nekane, then stood a second with her hand on its back before sitting down. Seven plates where two months ago there had been my mother, me, and a tax notice.

Nekane came in with the last of the light, arguing, carrying a med kit and a list, and she took the seventh chair and laid out her logistics like a woman laying out sutures, and then she stayed for pie, and by then the plan was mostly built, and I laid it out for all of them in physical verbs. Any plan that resists physical verbs has a hole in it.

“Three moves,” I said. “One. I steal the ledger, alone, tomorrow night, because I’m the only one who can walk into a camp of noses, and once I have the book we know their whole schedule, when the buyers come, when they move the women, when the camp’s thinnest. Two. We don’t fort up and we don’t chase. We break the camp before the buyers ever get there, and we do it on the one piece of high-country ground that belongs to me: the quarry’s crusher yard. I serviced that machinery for eleven years and know every choke, light switch, and dark corner, and a mechanic on ground he tuned is worth more than a wolf on ground he doesn’t. Three. We block the pass road with a staged breakdown, funnel their convoy onto the old haul-road that threads the crusher yard, and we fight them there, in a pocket, where my radius covers the women and the machines fight for the man who maintains them.”

“Say the hard part,” Nekane said. She said it flat, into her tea, the way she says medical truths to alphas. “Say the hard part out loud or the plan’s a lie.”

And she was right, so I said the hard part, and I said all of it, because a plan war-gamed honest is the only kind that keeps people alive.

“The null does nothing to a rutting male,” I said. “Nothing. If Vukas or his men are in full rut, my radius opens the woman’s half of the loop and touches theirs not at all, they come on exactly as hard, so anywhere there’s a rutting wolf, I am not a shield, I’m just a soft man standing close to one. Two. It’s touch-to-room only, it fades past a few strides, so the pocket doesn’t sit still and cover the yard, it moves where I move. To keep Anica and Birgit clear-headed in that fight, I stand in the kill-zone with them, in the middle of it, the whole time, or they fight the Long Moon compelled and I’ve lost them worse than if they’d stayed home. Three.” I made myself finish it, and I kept my voice flat, and I kept my eyes off my mother while I did. “I can’t heal and I can’t shift and I’ll be the softest thing on that ground by a mile. A cut that a wolf shrugs off in a night kills me if it’s deep enough, and I’ll be standing at the center of the killing ground because holding that center is the whole job.”

The table was quiet. Anica flattened both palms on the table and fixed her eyes on the map rather than my body, and my mother’s hand had gone still on the back of my chair, and Birgit for once said nothing, and Nekane looked at me with her clinical hazel eyes gone soft and catastrophic for half a second and then hard again, and into that silence I said the thing that made it a plan instead of a suicide.

“And we do it anyway,” I said, “Ruxa’s clock runs whether we like the calculation or not. One more piece changes the math.”

That piece was Birgit’s, and she’d been sitting on it, and she gave it to the table now, and it was a good idea, Birgit’s idea was the piece that made the plan viable, and it was hers alone.

“They dose their own water,” she said. “I read it at the treeline, they keep a leash-man on their own product, the east-walk guard, and their whole camp drinks from one water point, one spring box that fills the crew’s barrels and the convoy’s canteens. So.” She looked at Nekane. “You’ve got captured musk, the stabilized stuff, and you’re a chemist better than theirs. Turn their leash around. Dose the camp’s water point with a hard batch, timed to hit on the Long Moon, and Vukas’s own males crest rut-blind in the dark, leashed by the exact thing they sold, turning on each other over scent-ghosts with nowhere to aim, and we walk a pocket through the middle of a camp that’s fighting itself.” She spread her hands. “Their weapon, in their cup.”

Nekane set down her fork. “Only the crew’s spring box. Birgit confirms the captives draw from the separate barrel before we pour. If one pipe crosses, the jug comes home full.”

“Two systems,” Birgit said. She marked them on the map. “Crew barrels here. Captive water beside the west shack. Fiala keeps them apart so he can control every dose.”

Nekane turned to Ioana. “You lived under it. You get the refusal. Say no and the jug stays here.”

I read Ioana while she weighed it, because I could not help reading her. Fear sharpened her scent as she turned the worst season of her life into a weapon and counted the cost. Her hand closed around the kitchen knife she kept in reach, held it until her knuckles paled, then placed it flat beside her plate.

“Do it,” she said in her precise contained voice. “Pour it in their cup. And when it’s in them, and they’re the ones who can’t tell up from down or stop what their bodies are doing, make sure they know it came from their own barrel. That’s the only thing I want. Do it.”

She picked the knife back up. Nobody argued again.

My mother, who had heard about half of the argument and understood all of it by watching faces, got up and cut the pie. She set the first slice in front of Ioana. Ioana ate it, and the table breathed.

That night, before I went back toward the camp, Birgit collected Anica and me in the springhouse loft. It was entirely her doing. She proposed it, prepared the loft, and briefed Anica on it like a heist, making the people she loved feel wanted rather than merely present.

She came and got me from the rebuild at dusk with a particular look, and she’d been to the springhouse loft ahead of me, laid a second lantern, banked the little stove, and she took my hand and told me, grinning, that a decision had been made and I was not consulted and my consent was, however, formally required, Birgit entire, in one sentence.

Anica was already there when we came up the ladder, sitting on the straw tick with her boots off and her braid still in, unhurried, waiting, and their easy arrangement told me they had discussed and decided this without me, the two women who had each survived a dead man’s brand choosing together how the night would run, and I liked being the last to know. Their plans and loyalties had begun to live beyond my presence. Two women who had become something to each other had made this decision together and then let me into it.

Both looked at me, and their intention came clear, and Birgit said, “We talked. The three of us live here now, more or less, and tomorrow you walk into a camp alone, and Anica and I decided we’re not doing this thing where we take turns being careful around each other like it’s a secret. So.” She spread her hands. “Tonight’s all three. If you want it. And you have to actually want it, out loud, same rule as always, or we three go to sleep in a pile and it’s still the best night of my week.”

“I want it,” I said, and I did, plainly, the want landing in me hot and simple, and Anica said, from the tick, dry, “Say it like you mean it, Reznik, she needs the record,” and I said it again like I meant it, and Birgit laughed, delighted. Anica’s shoulders eased; the tension left Birgit’s fingers where they held mine. Then the lanterns and the stove and the snow on the shingles took over.

It was the contrast that undid me, the two of them, deliberate, chosen. Anica is gravity and Birgit is spark, and they had decided to share the same close warm air of that loft, and they decided it again with their bodies, Anica unpinning her braid slow, the decision-signal, her heavy black hair coming down over the strong shoulders, and Birgit already moving, already narrating, taking up the small space of the loft the way she’d learned to, both of them undressing in the lantern light two entirely different women, the enforcer’s athletic hourglass and the scout’s compact quickness, and I did the plain greedy math of my own luck and could not make it come out to anything I’d earned.

Birgit’s mouth found me first, because that was hers, but Anica did not stand aside and wait for a scheduled turn. She came behind me, black hair loose, and wrapped one arm across my chest while the scout knelt between my knees. I felt both chosen marks breathing against my skin. Birgit took my cock into her mouth with her green eyes lifted to watch us; Anica’s hand covered mine and placed it on the heavy curve of her ass.

“Opening report,” Birgit said when she surfaced. “Subject has stopped pretending this is manageable.”

“Subject is about to give orders,” I said.

Anica’s mouth touched my ear. “Then give them.”

I caught Birgit under the arms and brought her up before she could return to my cock. “Both of you on the bed. Facing me.”

They obeyed differently. Anica moved with deliberate gravity, sitting back on her heels near the wall. Birgit darted onto the blanket and almost stole the center until one look from me put her beside the enforcer. Their shoulders touched. Neither moved away.

“Tonight doesn’t run in turns,” I said. “You chose this together. You stay together.”

Birgit’s freckles darkened. Anica gave one slow nod.

I knelt between them and took one wrist from each. I placed Anica’s hand around my cock and Birgit’s over mine, stacking all three grips. Then I set the pace. Anica’s strong fingers supplied pressure; Birgit’s quick hand followed the rhythm I chose. Their contrasting touch ran through the same stroke until my head emptied of every useful fact.

“Smell it,” I told Birgit.

Her nose flared. “Her hand. Mine. You getting close. Tallow. Snowmelt in her hair.”

“Keep me short of it.”

They worked together under my direction, Anica steady where Birgit wanted speed, Birgit changing the angle when Anica would have stayed exact. I stopped their hands before they finished me and pushed both women onto their backs side by side.

Anica opened with quiet certainty. Birgit opened because she wanted the sight of herself beside the enforcer. I put one hand between each pair of thighs. Two bodies lifted toward me at once, one powerful and restrained, the other compact and impatient.

“Stay with my hands,” I told them. “Take the pace I give you.”

Birgit inhaled sharply. Anica’s eyes narrowed with approval.

My fingers entered them together. Anica took two with a low breath and settled around the pressure. Birgit clenched around one, already wet enough to shine beneath the lantern. I worked them at different rhythms under the same direction: slow curls inside Anica, quicker strokes for Birgit, my thumbs circling both clits. Their hands found each other on the blanket between them. Anica gripped. Birgit held on.

“Report,” I said.

“Two marks,” Birgit gasped. “Two women. Your hands smell like both of us. Anica’s trying to pretend she isn’t close.”

“She knows better.”

Anica’s hips rose into my palm. “Scout talks too much.”

“Then give her something else to do.”

Anica turned her head. “Watch him. Stop narrating me and watch what he does to you.”

Birgit obeyed. Her bright eyes locked on mine, and the sudden focus sharpened every reaction. I built the pressure until Anica’s fingers opened around Birgit’s hand and Birgit’s running commentary broke into single scents. Birgit’s quick hips chased my wrist. I followed her through the first tightening pulse, then slowed only when the aftershock left her trembling. Anica turned her head to watch the scout come down, her grip steady around Birgit’s hand.

I withdrew my hands and sat against the wall. “Anica, over my lap. Birgit, against her side.”

Anica straddled me facing the room, her back to my chest. Birgit fitted herself beside us, one rangy leg over mine, shoulder tucked under Anica’s arm. The arrangement kept all three bodies joined in one close knot. I guided my cock into Anica from beneath and held her hips still while she opened around me.

Birgit watched the entry from inches away, breathing through parted lips.

“Touch yourself,” I told her. “Use my thigh. Keep your eyes on me.”

She set her wet pussy against my leg and began to grind while Anica remained full and motionless on my cock. I controlled both with one hand on each waist.

“Now move,” I told Anica.

She lifted slowly and sank, deep arch pressed against my chest, black hair sliding across my shoulder. Birgit matched the motion on my thigh. Their rhythms began separately and joined under my hands until one movement rocked all three of us.

“This,” Birgit whispered. “This smells different. Nobody waiting. Nobody outside it.”

I drew Anica down harder. “Tell her what she’s in.”

Anica turned her head enough to see the scout. “A place she chose. Stop checking the exits.”

Birgit’s eyes shone. Her fingers tightened on Anica’s forearm, but she kept moving.

I took Anica through half a dozen deep strokes, enough to make her body clench and her head fall back against my shoulder. Before either woman crossed the edge, I lifted Anica off me.

“Birgit. Across us.”

The scout came over laughing on one breath and lost the laugh when I laid her sideways across Anica’s lap. Anica supported her shoulders and kept one arm beneath her breasts. I entered Birgit from the side, her top leg hooked over my hip, while the enforcer held her against both of us.

The new geometry denied Birgit her usual astride speed. I controlled each short, deep stroke. Anica’s hand stayed warm and steady over Birgit’s ribs. The scout’s copper head rested against the enforcer’s shoulder; her green eyes remained on me.

“Still want the report?” Birgit asked, voice fraying.

“Only what’s true.”

“Anica around me. You inside me. Both marks loud. I’m kept.”

The last word silenced everyone.

I drove deeper. Birgit’s mouth opened without another joke. Anica watched her surrender the performance and kissed the top of her copper crop, a brief blessing that never pulled the center away from me.

Birgit broke first. Her pussy clamped around me in rapid wet pulses while Anica held her securely through every one. I kept thrusting until the scout’s cries fell into helpless fragments.

Then I withdrew and pulled Anica forward between my knees. I bent her over Birgit’s still-shaking body, one palm between her shoulder blades, and entered her from behind while the scout stayed beneath and to the side, their hands locked on the blanket.

Anica took me hard and deep. Her heavy ass filled my grip; her arch rose under the lantern. I held her hips and set the pace without asking her to rest or naming the lane we both knew.

“Look at her,” I said.

Anica looked down at Birgit. The scout looked back, wrecked and delighted.

“She’s here because you made room,” I told Anica. “Show her what staying gets.”

Anica’s answer came clipped between strokes. “Everything. She gets everything.”

Birgit’s face lost the last of its joking armor. “That was almost sweet. I’m recording it.”

“Record this,” Anica said, and came.

Her body locked around me. I kept one hand on her hip and used the other to draw Birgit up beside her. The women ended shoulder to shoulder on their knees, both facing me, both flushed and marked and chosen.

“Hands,” I said.

They took my cock together as I withdrew from Anica, their fingers overlapping, Anica’s grip firm beneath Birgit’s faster stroke. I watched them watch me lose control. The shared sight was too much.

“Where?” Birgit asked.

“Both of you. Stay where I put you.”

I laid them back side by side and came across their stomachs in hot pulses, the first streak over Anica’s tight abdomen, the next across Birgit’s freckled skin, the last bridging the narrow space between them. My good hand braced over their joined hands while I emptied myself.

Birgit looked down. “That is an extremely convincing family portrait.”

Anica’s laugh came low and surprised. She dragged the blanket over both of them before Birgit could continue the critique.

I cleaned them where they lay together. Anica went heavy under my palm. Birgit interfered with the towel until Anica caught her wrist and held it to the blanket. Neither woman separated when the work was done. Birgit kissed my palm and put it on Anica’s hip. Anica covered it with hers. The closeness had stopped being an event and become ordinary.

Afterward, Anica sat up in the lantern light and gathered Birgit’s ruined copper crop in her hands. She re-did the little that could be braided. Birgit went quiet and let her, undone by the plain care of it. I lay between them while snow ticked above us. Tomorrow I would enter a camp that sold every warm breath in that loft. Anica found my hand without asking what had tightened it.

I was almost asleep myself when Birgit’s ear twitched against my chest, and she came half-awake without opening her eyes, her restored nose reaching out across the sleeping valley in the pre-dawn dark, and she said it flat and certain, the scout awake in the sleeping woman.

“Trucks,” she murmured. “On the north road. Heavy, and more than one, coming down.” Her eyes opened. “More chains. The camp’s growing.” She looked at me in the last of the lantern light. “Whatever you’re going to steal, you steal it tonight, Reznik, because tomorrow that camp is bigger than the notepad.”


Chapter 22: The Footwell

I went in alone because I am the only man on the mountain a camp of wolves cannot smell. The whole night turned on what that meant and what it did not.

The gift hid me from noses alone, and that narrow reach defined its limit. Birgit carried a bright, copper-alive scent. Fourteen wolves would read her at two hundred yards on the wrong wind, ending Birgit, me, Ruxa, and everyone depending on us. Anica could not come for the same reason. Only I could walk into a camp of noses and register as nothing, a hole in the world, and only I was soft enough that a single pair of eyes finding that hole would end me, because the null stops neither bullets nor teeth. A man looking up at the wrong moment could still see a shape where his nose swore the ground was empty.

So the plan reduced to a man with a flashlight he could not risk turning on, walking through a camp of wolves that could kill him in a heartbeat, trusting a gift that hid him from every sense except sight. I gave Birgit every limit at the trailhead so she’d know what she was waiting on. She did not joke, exposing her fear. I did joke, exposing mine. Fright makes my humor worse, and knowledge has never cured it.

“If I’m not back by the hour before dawn,” I said, “don’t come up after me. Go home and start the plan without the book. Guessing’s better than two of us dead in a gravel pit.”

“I’m going to come up after you,” Birgit said.

“I know,” I said. “That’s why I’m telling you the smart thing, so that when you do the dumb thing you at least know it was dumb,” and she almost smiled, and I went up the fire track in the dark alone.

I came into the camp through the east walk, on the dosed guard’s window.

Birgit and I had mapped his rhythm from the treeline, the leash-man, the one who craved the barrels and pulled himself back. He walked his beat with a dosed man’s drifting wrongness, on a loop with a hole in it, and the hole was the far turn where he stood a full slow minute facing the water barrels and fighting himself before he turned back, and that minute was my door. I lay in the dark at the edge of the pads and watched him make the loop twice to be sure, and on the third loop, when he stopped at the far turn and stood swaying at the barrels with his whole leashed body pulled toward them, I crossed the open ground behind him, slow, no run, a run makes air move and air carries, just a soft steady walk through a camp of wolves, and I passed close enough to a sleeping crewman to hear him breathe, and he breathed on, because his nose said nothing was there.

Crewmen’s eyes slid across me because their noses reported empty ground.

A wolf’s world begins with scent. They trust it above sight, with my own faith in an engine’s sound, above their eyes, above everything, and a wolf reads a room with its nose first and its eyes second and lets the nose overrule the eyes every time, because the nose has never once lied to it in its whole life. And when a wolf’s nose says empty, the eyes go lazy, they slide over the empty place, they do not bother to look hard at a spot the nose swears has nothing in it, because why would you, the nose is never wrong. So I moved through a camp of the most dangerous creatures I know, close enough to touch some of them, and they looked through me, their eyes skimming my position as harmlessly as familiar wall space, and it should have felt like power, invisibility, the thing a boy dreams of, and it did not feel like power. It felt like being a ghost at your own funeral, walking among the living who cannot see you, present and absent at once, and there was a loneliness in being the one thing in the room that the room could not know was there. I did not like it. Saving six women did not make the gift feel less lonely.

Once the older animal instinct beneath a crewman’s nose nearly caught me anyway.

He was awake, sitting up against the flatbed’s front tire with a rifle across his knees, and I had to pass within a body’s length of him to reach the cab, and I did it slow, and his nose told him nothing and his eyes were half-shut, but some older instinct beneath the nose made him lift his head and go still, unsettled, hunting a silence his senses couldn’t place. And I stopped. Dead. Mid-stride, one foot down, and I held it, still as the pegboard, still as a dropped tool, because the null hides scent and motion is not scent, and if I moved he would find the movement even if he couldn’t find the smell. I stood balanced on one foot two feet from a man with a rifle for a length of time I could not measure, my thigh screaming, my breath let out slow and silent through my mouth, and he hunted the wrongness without finding a source. After a small forever he shook his head to cast off the unease, and settled back against the tire and let his eyes close, and I put my foot down soft and went on, and my thigh shook hard enough to threaten the balance when I finally lowered my foot.

The cab was thirty seconds.

The lock was a joke, an old flatbed’s door lock, the kind I’d opened a hundred times for men who’d locked their keys inside, and I had it in under thirty seconds with a shim I’d brought for the job, and the door came open silent because I’d have oiled it if it hadn’t been, and it didn’t need it, and the cab smelled of two men. Fiala’s fear-sweat, cold and constant, the ether and menthol soaked into the seat. And under it, Vukas: carbolic, old blood, and a pulse that had stayed flat in the cab while lives were priced.

And the book was on the dash where the recon had put it, a fat greasy field ledger with a rubber band around it, and next to it, in a fitted case, a rack of sealed sample vials, the stabilized musk, the reference batches, and I took the book and I took one vial for Nekane, one, the reference she’d asked for to calibrate the counter-dose, and I put them inside my jacket against my chest and I started to back out of the cab.

And Fiala came back for the book.

I heard him before I saw him, the quick precise footsteps, the small man coming across the pads toward his own truck at the worst moment, and there was no time to run and nowhere to run to, so I did the only thing there was, I folded myself down into the footwell of the cab, under the dash, in the dark, and pulled the door most of the way to, and lay cramped with my face against the cold rubber mat, the ledger against my chest, and one calf twisted beneath me. Anton Fiala’s hand closed on the door handle a foot from my head.

The wrench in my jacket was pinned under my ribs. If Fiala opened the door, I would never free it before he raised the camp. My left foot began to cramp beneath the seat. I let my jaw hang open and drew silent breaths through my mouth while his thumb pressed the latch.

Then Vukas’s voice called the chemist away from across the pads.

“Anton.” Just the name, unhurried, a big flat calm voice, and Fiala’s hand came off the handle like it had burned him, and I understood in that one gesture everything Birgit had read at four hundred yards, that this small precise man was more afraid of the voice that owned him than of anything he might have found in his own truck, and he turned and went, quick, obedient, frightened, and I lay in the footwell and listened to the two of them talk twenty feet away, and I got the schedule I’d come for, clearer than the book could have given it to me.

“Convoy stages at dusk. Buyers arrive four hours after moonset, cash,” Vukas said, to the chemist, to the night, a man confirming freight. Eleven words carried the harvest, delivered in the tone used for a shipping date. Then: “The new chains. Are they watered on your schedule or mine.” And Fiala’s frightened voice answering about doses, and the two of them moving off toward the shacks, and under their talk, from the fire-watch, a third voice I knew, loud and florid: Bogdan Iancu laughing among the crew that had bought him, warm at Vukas’s fire, and I lay in the footwell of the enemy’s truck and listened to a traitor laugh and stored his voice with everything else, moonset plus four, dusk on the moon, grading before the buyers, and when the pads went quiet I unfolded myself out of the cab and closed the door soft and went back the way I’d come, past the sleeping men and the dosed guard and out over the camp’s back fence, and that is where the night finally cost me.

The back fence dropped ten feet onto frost-slick quarry stone, and I went over it in the dark, and I misjudged the drop, because I was spent and shaking and full of adrenaline and a man in that state misjudges drops, and I came down wrong and put my left hand out to catch the stone and the stone was ice and my hand took the whole fall at a bad angle, and something in it gave.

A wolf would have shaken it off. A bad landing troubles a wolf no more than a stubbed toe troubles me. My hand swelled in my glove before I’d gone a hundred yards, hot and thick and wrong, two fingers not answering right, the small bones of a mortal man’s hand doing what mortal bones do, and I cradled it against my chest with the ledger and went down the fire track in the dark holding my own broken hand, and I thought, with the gallows humor that comes up in me when the ground turns worst, that I had walked into a camp of killers and out again untouched and then broken myself falling off a fence like a drunk off a porch, and that this was the truest joke available, that the danger never got me, the ground did, because the ground does not care that you have no wolf, the ground is just the ground and you are just soft.

Birgit found me half a mile down and did not joke either, and she got me to the truck and got the truck home, and I read the ledger at my mother’s kitchen table by lamplight, the household around me and my hand packed in a bowl of snow.

It was a business document. I had half expected a horror and found columns, dates, initials, and prices, the trade recorded with the plain arithmetic of cordwood. Its ordinariness was worse. The schedule, confirmed in ink: the harvest staged for the Long Moon, the convoy down at dusk, the sale at moonset plus four, cash on the pads. The routes, the haul-road, the pass. And the women, each one a line, each line a name-shaped hole, initials and a grade and a price and a destination, human beings entered as stock with a column for who’d pay and a column for where they’d go.

Ioana found her own line. Her finger stopped on the entry that was her, a grade and a price and a buyer’s initials and the note in Fiala’s small hand, “escaped, do not credit,” three words that meant the trade had written off her freedom as a bookkeeping loss, an item that had walked off the shelf, and she read it, her whole self, her body and her weeks and her terror, reduced to a line and a number and a note about the accounting of her escape, and she did not make a sound.

She set her finger on it and read it once. Then she got up and went out onto the porch. Anica followed without a word. I stayed at the table and gave them the dark.

The book held more than the women, and I read every entry, because after paying that price for the theft, skimming was unthinkable. The crew’s wages were entered small and grudging. The drum quantities held enough stabilized musk for both packs and then some, Coldsmoke reduced to a first shipment with more ranges meant to follow. Fuel receipts traced the routes. A note about a bad axle matched the flatbed. Another reminded Vukas to pay a man in Tilden for silence.

There was one line unlike the others.

Near the back, in Vukas’s own heavier hand and not Fiala’s, an entry that did not fit the pattern, a woman I didn’t have and a deal already half-done: initials only, “O.K.,” and a number, and the words, underlined twice, the only entry in the whole book underlined, “paid 30 in advance, balance on delivery, do not fail this one.” A buyer had paid thirty of something up front, sight unseen. Vukas had underlined the warning to himself. Birgit compared the routes against the tire sets she’d read on the pads and tapped one unmatched set from upstate.

“Those tires came once,” she said. “Whatever drove them left before loading and never returned.”

I closed the book. Birgit kept one finger on the upstate tire mark for another second, then let the page go.

She took the grease pencil off the sill and went to the calendar my mother keeps by the door, and she crossed off the day, the twenty-eighth, and under the Long Moon’s circle she wrote the count in her own quick hand. Then she faced the room.

“Nine nights,” she said. “Nine nights to the Long Moon.”

She capped the pencil and set it on the sill.


Chapter 23: Below the Salt

Radomir Cazacu came to my mother’s table on the twenty-ninth night. He had not sat at a Reznik table in twenty years.

He came at dusk, in the good wool coat with the shiny collar, and he filled the doorway a moment too long, uncertain of his welcome and determined to learn it, and my mother looked at him from the stove with the good ear turned and did not smile and did not soften and served him anyway, a full plate, set down in front of him without a word, at the low end of the table, below the salt, where the guests who are being tolerated sit, and Radomir looked at where she’d put him. He understood exactly what the low seat meant. He sat there, ate what she gave him, said thank you, and did not presume to move higher. My mother had forgiven him about one percent of what she had to forgive, and he took the one percent gratefully.

He read the ledger at the kitchen table by the same lamp I’d read it by, the alpha of Coldsmoke bent over a slaver’s account book below the salt in a mechanic’s mother’s kitchen, and page by page, the record measured how badly he’d been late, and a competent man had to read the record of his own slowness. Radomir took every entry without flinching or defending himself. The work aged him a year an hour.

Anica read it with him, and she found the margin.

It was in Fiala’s small hand, a note against Bogdan’s account, the traitor’s price and his terms, and among the terms, written down, a request the traitor had made of the man who bought him, his intended payment after the killing. Anica read it without inflection and squared the page with the table edge. Her thumb held the margin flat while the nail slowly whitened. The old panic never arrived.

“He asked for me,” she said, to the table, in the quiet voice that is the dangerous one. “After. Once the mechanic’s dealt with, he asked Vukas about the enforcer, whether she could be re-marked and given over, and Vukas priced it and wrote it down.” She looked at the note, her own self written into a slaver’s margin as property to be handed over once the man who freed her was dead. “He sold the pack for a chain with a woman on it, and then he asked for a second woman for later, and the second woman is me.” She folded the page’s corner with exact care. “The ring was too gentle. I knew it while I was doing it, I had him down and I let it be a match instead of a killing because the yard was watching and I wanted them to see me be sure of my own head more than I wanted him dead. That was a mistake. I don’t make it twice.”

Nobody at the table said a word. Anica answered the room’s silence by folding the page’s corner down, marking the debt for her return, then went back to reading, and I have never loved and feared her more than then, a woman reading her own name in a slaver’s book and folding the corner down like a bill to be paid.

Then Radomir faced the purpose that had brought him, beyond reading the ledger, and he did it to her face with no yard to absorb the shame and no crowd to look at instead.

“I knew,” he said. He said it to Anica, not to the table, his tired once-certain eyes on her and nowhere else. “About Bogdan’s mark. Eight years ago. I smelled it for what it was inside a week, a forced brand on my own brother’s girl, my own niece, and I knew, and I let it stand.” He did not look away while he said it, I will give him that, he made himself hold her eyes through all of it. “Because the line was strong and the valley was quiet and Bogdan held the point and the old way holds, it holds, as long as nobody says the word for what it is. So I didn’t say the word. For eight years I didn’t say the word, and I told myself it was for the pack, and it was for the quiet, which is not the same thing, and I have watched you throw fights for eight years knowing exactly why and I let you, because letting you was easier than saying the word.” He put his big scarred hands flat on my mother’s table. “It was a forced mark. It was a rape and a theft and I stood by it because it made my line’s arithmetic come out even. I’m saying the word now. At your family’s table. And I’m not asking you to forgive it, because I’m not owed the asking, and I’d think less of you if you gave it to me tonight.”

And Anica looked at her uncle a long moment, and the table held its breath, and gave him the only answer she had. It offered no absolution and more than he’d expected.

“You’re late, uncle. Be late usefully.” She held his gaze. “That is usefulness, not forgiveness.”

Radomir accepted the withheld forgiveness and the terms intact. He neither flinched nor tried to buy them down to something softer. A proud man received the small portion he was owed and showed gratitude that it was small. More than the confession, that made me think he might become worth the pack stuck with him.

“It is,” Radomir said. Confession and answer fit inside those two words. My mother, who had heard the loud parts and understood the rest from their faces, got up and refilled the alpha’s cup below the salt, which was her granting him the same one percent again, and he took it, and we went to work.

Every stage of the war prep demanded hours, materials, and hands. Sweat in the ground made the plan real before the night came.

The pass chokepoint took two days of cold hard labor, the kind that uses hands and hours and leaves you wrecked. A plan that looked clever on a kitchen map became two days of frozen work on the ground.

The geography is a fork. Coming down off the high country, the north road runs into the top of Coldsmoke Pass, and just below the fork the pass proper drops toward Tilden and the valley, while the old quarry spur, the haul-road, branches off left and threads down through the crusher yard before it rejoins the pass lower. A convoy running the harvest down on the Long Moon would take the pass, the good road, straight down, and never touch my ground. So we took the pass away from them.

My tow truck, the big wrecker that had survived the fire because it was parked out in the yard, went up to the narrow place just below the fork, where the pass runs one lane between the cut and the drop, and we set it there as a breakdown, hood up, one wheel off and leaned against the fender, a work light and a spread of tools, a spun tale ready to go with it, Emil’s story about a rancher’s stock rig that had thrown a driveshaft and blocked the whole road until the wrecker could drag it clear. And behind the wrecker, above it on the cut, we brought down a rockfall, real stone, half a night of Petru and two shoulder men with pry bars and a come-along, working a loose seam in the cut wall until a truck’s worth of frozen rock and dirt came down across the pass and made it look like the mountain had done it, weather and cold and time, an act of God and not of men. We scattered it right, no tool marks, no clean edges, in the broken scatter of a natural slide, because Vukas’s men would read it, and it had to read as luck.

A Long Moon convoy would find the pass closed by God and a broken-down wrecker below the slide. The old haul-road offered the only way down: left at the fork, through the crusher yard, into my ground. A rockfall, a lie, and a kid with a driveshaft made the funnel. Every foot had been dug, staged, and hauled by hand through two cold days.

I serviced the crusher yard by night with eleven years of practiced hands. This time I prepared it to fight.

I had known the place since I was a boy. It sits in the mouth of the old gravel quarry where the haul-road spills out of the pass, a flat apron of packed grit and frozen mud maybe eighty feet across, ringed on three sides by the cut walls of the pit going up gray and sheer into the dark, and open on the fourth to the road. The machinery stands where it was abandoned when the quarry quit, too heavy to haul out and not worth the diesel to try: the feed conveyor, a steel belt sixty feet long on its trestle, running up at a shallow angle from the loading pad to the crusher’s throat; the crusher itself at the head of it, a squat iron jaw the size of a truck, all rust and grease and old violence, that used to eat shot rock and spit gravel; the loading pad below it where the trucks used to back in; the control shack at the base of the trestle, its window long gone, where the panels are; and strung on poles around the apron, the yard lights, a dozen sodium heads gone orange and buzzing, wired back to one master breaker in the shack. I had kept every machine half-alive over the years for a Tilden aggregate outfit that ran the pit a month or two each summer, and there is not a bearing or a belt or a switch in that yard I have not had my hands inside, and that, more than any wolf, was the weapon I was bringing to the Long Moon.

I went over the feed conveyor foot by foot, the long belt that carries the shot rock up to the crusher’s throat, and I greased it and tensioned it and checked the drive and freed the emergency stops and set the start controls where my hand could reach them in the dark. A conveyor starting and stopping on my command becomes a floor that moves men where I want them. Anyone on a belt that wakes travels with it. I traced the yard lights back to the master breaker and learned the panel blind, every switch by feel and by count from the left, so I could turn every pole in the yard to noon or to pitch in one motion in the dark, because a rutting wolf’s eyes go wide and dark on the Long Moon, blown open to drink what little light there is, and owning the yard lights meant owning its sun, and I could put it in a wolf’s blown eyes like a blade. And the crusher itself, the big jaw at the head of the belt, I serviced last and said the least about, and I freed its clutch and checked its drive and set its controls where I could reach them, and I kept my thoughts off why, because thinking hard about the trap added nothing to the work. It only needed to work, and I built it to work. I checked it twice, according to my father’s rule for any machine trusted with a life. Four other people would have to trust it too.

The watch rotations we changed entirely, every one, because Bogdan knew the old ones cold and had carried them north, so we threw the whole schedule out and built a new one off the ledger’s own intelligence, watches set to cover the approaches the enemy thought were blind, and it was a strange thing to reset a hundred years of the pack’s rhythm on the say-so of a wolfless mechanic and a defected scout, and Radomir did it, being late usefully, because the alternative was Bogdan’s map being true.

Tilden required a sideways touch. I drove down and had coffee at the diner, and Carol Teague kept the coffee moving with her usual restless efficiency, topping the cup before it was half down and carefully not listening, which is a Tilden skill, and Sheriff Ray Purcell came in off his shift with the comfortable bulk of him settling onto the stool two down, and got his cruiser’s heater looked at, because the heater is always the reason, and somewhere in the middle of the coffee I eased a useful story into the talk.

I told him a fella up the pass had seen lights and heard dogs fighting along the old quarry road. Out-of-county men carried cash and rifles. A lawman who drove up on a cold night might catch a round meant for a dog and leave a widow for nothing. Ray Purcell drank his coffee and studied the middle distance. He said his cruiser had no business breaking down somewhere lonely with armed dog-fighters loose, so he expected he’d be running his patrols down in town this next stretch, close to home, where the heater worked. And he asked not one follow-up question. Not one. Not where up the quarry road, not who, not when, not the name of the fella up the pass, because to ask a question is to know the answer and to know the answer is to have to do something about it, and Ray Purcell has spent thirty years perfecting the art of not being told, and he tipped Carol and put his hat on and left. Tilden was handled. The county road would stay empty on the Long Moon, bought with a story, a cup of coffee, and a sheriff’s hard-won ignorance.

In the middle of the work, my mother inventoried the household arsenal.

She did it at the kitchen table with Radomir there, laid it out with the formality of tools presented for a job, and the household arsenal of the Reznik house turned out to be one shotgun, a single-barrel from the mine days, older than Radomir Cazacu himself, that my grandfather had carried and my father after him and that had not been fired in my lifetime, and my mother set it on the table and next to it she set her cast-iron skillet, the big one, the one she makes the paprikash in, and she looked at Radomir and rated them.

“The gun’s older than you and it’s shot once in thirty years and it pulled left,” she said. “The skillet I use every day and it’s never once missed what I swung it at.” She patted the skillet. “If it comes to my kitchen, I’m reaching for the pan. You can have the gun. It pulls left, mind.”

And Radomir Cazacu, the alpha of Coldsmoke, looked at the skillet, and looked at the shotgun that pulled left, and he said, deadpan, entirely serious, “I’ll take the skillet,” and my mother said, “You’ll take the gun, the skillet’s spoken for,” and the two of them, sixty-three and sixty-one, forty years of something unsaid and mostly benign between them, almost smiled at each other across my mother’s table, the closest either of them would come, and I stood at the stove with my broken hand splinted against my chest while two old wolves nearly grinned over a frying pan on the eve of a war. “The skillet’s spoken for,” Doina repeated, and moved it beyond Radomir’s reach.

Nekane came in near midnight on the second night with the counter-weapon finished, and she set it on the table between the shotgun and the skillet, a squat sealed jug, the camp’s own poison turned around and calibrated off the vial I’d stolen, enough to sour a spring box and put a dozen dosed wolves into rut-blind chaos on the Long Moon, and she set it down with her habitual care, and she looked at me, at my splinted hand and my scabbed forearm and the general wreck of me, with her clinical hazel eyes, and she did not talk about the jug.

“It’s ready,” she said. “It’ll do what Birgit said it’ll do.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “But I’m not sending it up that mountain in somebody else’s kit and standing at a fallback wondering if it worked and whether you’re bleeding out in a gravel pit with your one good hand.” She pulled the chair out and sat, and her jaw carried Anica’s immovable set, the immovable-object set, and I knew before she said it that I was going to lose whatever came next. “So there’s a condition on the jug, and it’s not negotiable, and we’re going to talk about it now.”


Chapter 24: Road Blood

The condition on the jug was Nekane herself. She had chosen which skills were hers to spend, so I lost the argument before it started.

“I ride with you,” she said. “As the field medic. I don’t stay in the valley wondering whether the jug worked while you’re bleeding on quarry ground. I establish the aid station at the quarry fork, close enough that a casualty truck reaches me in three minutes, far enough from the kill-pocket that nobody brings a rutting male through my position.” She had the kit already half-packed while she spoke. Nekane argued with her hands moving once a decision was made. “I’ve watched this valley decide for nine years which parts of me it would use, my hands yes, my teeth no, my judgment when it suited them and never when it didn’t, and I am done being told which of my skills I’m allowed to spend. You of all men do not get to tell me to stay home and be safe with the good hands. Not you.”

I yielded. Telling a suppressed woman which parts of herself she could use would make me resemble the men I was fighting. “Quarry fork, then. Engines running, Ioana with you, casualty shuttle timed before moonrise, and you hold that ground even when you hate it.”

“Obviously.” She noticed that I’d folded without making her fight me for it and stored the yielding somewhere warm, because a woman told no for nine years remembers the man who said yes.

Nekane walked four strides from me, marked the floor with chalk, then added a fifth mark where the null faded in open air. She copied the distance into her kit book and packed twice the usual pressure bandages beside my name.

“You are the only man on that ground who stays broken,” she said, looking at my splinted hand. “I’ve packed accordingly.”

Being planned for left me with nothing useful to say.

She left near midnight, and at the door she began the unfinished sentence.

Her hand reached the latch. “Reznik. When this is over,” she began. The pencil in her hair shifted under her fingers. She pressed it back into place and finished in her even doctor’s voice.

“When this is over, come back so I can reset that hand properly,” she said. “It’s set wrong for a fight and it’ll heal crooked if we don’t cut it and reset it after, and I’d rather you kept the hand.”

“That wasn’t the sentence,” I said. I don’t know why. The truth escaped at the moment she had chosen the kind lie.

“No,” Nekane said. “It wasn’t.”

She went out into the snow. The war was seven days away.

Three days passed in labor and watch drills. On the third night, the probe came at three in the morning, and it took Petru.

Vukas tested the chokepoint with a careful man’s discipline, with two men, fast and professional, not the crew’s dosed leftovers but two of his good ones, sent up the pass road in the dead cold hours to feel where our watch was and how thin, and they came onto the new watch, the one Bogdan didn’t know, the one we’d built off the ledger to cover the blind approach, and that alone kept the result from being worse.

Anica had the watch at the chokepoint, four wolves and Emil on the flank and me at the wrecker with a wrench and no illusions about what I could do in a wolf fight, and Birgit was up on the cut bank with her nose, and she called them before they crested, low into the radio, “Two, moving fast, not dosed, these are good ones, hundred yards and closing, they’re not probing soft, they mean to hit and read us on the way through.”

The watch folded onto them according to our drill, out of the dark of the cut where the pass road narrows to one lane past the staged rockfall, and for three seconds it was clean. The first of Vukas’s men came into the chokepoint at a dead run and Anica took the angle we’d built our ambush around, off his shoulder, out of the dark side where the wrecker threw its shadow, and hit him low and turned him into the rock, and he went down hard and skidding and she was on him before he found his feet.

But the second one was smart, and the second one did not come into the funnel. He read the shadow where Anica had come from and cut wide, up over the cut bank on the flank, fast, and that put him above the road and behind the first rank, on the side where Emil stood, and Emil, twenty-three, first real fight, froze for the fatal pause when teeth came at him out of the dark from above.

Petru Danciu did not freeze. Thirty-five, shoulder-rank oak, a week of sleeping on my mother’s porch guarding a house that wasn’t his, and he was closest to the kid, and he acted before thought could slow him, he stepped up the bank into the space between the wolf and Emil and put his own body in the strike’s line.

It opened him shoulder to hip. One raking strike, at speed, with the wolf’s downhill mass behind it, deep enough that I heard it from the wrecker, a wet heavy sound with nothing shrug-off-able in it, and Petru went down the bank in a slide of blood and frozen gravel and Emil was screaming his name. The wolf’s momentum carried it past him, down onto the road. Its mistake waited there in the shape of Anica.

She came off the first man she’d already put down and met the second one in the middle of the lane, and she used the cold violence reserved for moments like this, no wasted motion, no anger, she took the wrist of its foreleg as it swung and used its own downhill weight to fold it into the rock face and put her forearm across the back of its neck and drove, and it was over in the time it takes to describe, a wolf that had come up a mountain to read our watch dead against the rock with the enforcer’s knee in its spine. The first man had gotten up and gone, back down the pass, running, and Birgit’s voice tracked him going, “one runner, downhill, not coming back, he’s got the read he came for and he’s gone to sell it,” and then it was quiet, the entire clash thirty seconds, and Petru was down on the road coming apart and steaming in the cold.

Nekane reached him in nine minutes.

I know it was nine because I counted, because counting occupies me when no other action is possible. She came up the road in the truck with the engine screaming and was on her knees in Petru’s blood before the wheels stopped. She packed the wound, clamped what was spurting, and talked to him in the low warm bedside register. “Stay with me, Petru, you great oak. Stay. You don’t get to die on a road guarding a mechanic’s mother. That’s not a story anybody’s telling.”

She held him together with the hands the pack had decided were too valuable to risk, and she saved him. The nine minutes proved her condition on the jug needed tightening rather than changing. The aid station would go at the quarry fork, with a casualty truck assigned to shuttle the three-minute run between her and the crusher. A medic moving inside the pocket became another casualty; a medic ten minutes downhill arrived too late. Nekane chose the ground between those failures, close enough to receive blood fast and separated from the rutting males she could not safely treat under the Long Moon.

I knelt in the road and read what her eyes could not yet see: the wound’s depth by the smell of what had opened, the vessels involved, whether the gut wall had gone. It hadn’t. Muscle and the big shoulder vessels had spilled a lot of blood, survivable if she was fast. I said so flatly. She worked off the read, her hands and my nose keeping a shoulder-rank oak from bleeding out on a frozen road.

Emil knelt on Petru’s other side with the older man’s blood up to his elbows and his face gone to pieces, because Petru had taken that strike in the space where Emil should have been, and I have seen that particular ruin on a young man’s face before and only one remedy keeps that guilt from setting, which is give it a job before it sets. “Emil,” I said, hard, cutting through it. “Hands here. Press where Nekane says, hold it, don’t think, press.” And I put his bloody hands on the pressure bandage and made him hold, made him be useful instead of guilty, because guilt that gets a job becomes loyalty and guilt that doesn’t becomes a hole a man falls into, and I needed Emil functional for the breakdown truck in three nights, and I needed him not to spend the rest of his life believing an oak had died in his place. Petru, gray and half-conscious under all our hands, found the kid’s face and said, through his teeth, “Stop leaking on me, you great baby, I’ve had worse off a fence,” which was a lie, and it was the kindest lie in the valley that night, and Emil laughed and cried at once and pressed, and that is who Petru is too.

The yard’s mood turned on that road. We had been a pack preparing for a war, and somewhere between the strike and the truck we became a pack at war, and the difference is a smell, and I smelled it come up in all of them, the cold focus that replaces dread once the first blood is actually on the ground.

He lived. The cost of the war landed and stayed, but it did not take him that night. He lived, and he would not fight on the Long Moon, could not, would carry that hip and that shoulder wrong for a year and limp for longer, because a wolf shrugs off a shallow wound in a night but a deep one heals slow even for them, slow and scarred, and Petru’s was deep, and he would wear it. The wolf-healing that had knit the Run night’s torn shoulder by morning does not close damage that deep quickly. Deep is deep, for all of us, and it stays. He would wear the limp like the medal it was, and pretend not to, and post himself on my mother’s porch again the second he could stand, and that is who Petru is.

Anica came to me deep in that night, after, still smelling of the fight, and did not wash first.

I was in my temporary rooms, the little room at the back of the half-rebuilt garage where I slept now on a cot among the smell of new lumber, and she came in with Petru’s blood dried on her forearms and the cold economy of the fight still on her, and she did not go to the basin, she came straight to me, deliberate, and when I reached to get her a cloth she stopped my good hand with hers.

“No,” she said. “Take me as I am tonight. It’s what you’re for.” She needed the blood and the rescue to remain on the same skin, with no basin turning her into someone softer. I drew her closer.

She undressed me first.

Anica sat me on the cot and removed my shirt one fastening at a time, keeping the splinted hand across my lap. She checked the old tooth-rakes, the torn shoulder, and the fresh swelling where I had worked past sense. Her fingers diagnosed without pretending the examination was casual.

“You keep arriving damaged,” she said.

“Mountain keeps being poorly designed.”

“The mountain isn’t what I’m angry with.”

She knelt to pull off my boots. Petru’s blood streaked her forearm beside my knee. I caught that arm with my good hand and kissed the dried copper line.

“Take me as I came in,” she said.

“Fighter. Blood. Bad temper. All of it.”

“The temper’s excellent.”

“Mixed reviews.”

The joke bought us one breath. I stood her between my knees and stripped her without cleaning anything away. My good hand opened her jacket and thermal. She worked the canvas over her hips while I watched. Cold road blood remained on her skin; heat flushed beneath it. When she was naked, I turned her so her back faced me and drew her down onto my uninjured thigh.

“Sit.”

She settled with one leg on either side, her heavy ass warm against my jeans, her back against my chest. The position protected my ribs and splint while putting every choice in my one working hand.

I cupped her breast, rolled the hard nipple between my fingers, and kept her facing the dark window. My mouth found the clean side of her neck. Her chosen mark warmed under my breath.

“Move on my thigh,” I said.

She obeyed. Slowly at first, slick pussy dragging over denim, her deep arch fitting the line of my body. I set the rhythm with my palm on her hip. The friction roughened her breath. Each time she tried to speed up, my grip stopped her.

“Tonight you don’t outrun anything,” I told her. “You stay here.”

“Commanding for a man with one hand.”

I pinched her nipple harder. “One is enough.”

Her answer became a low sound. She rocked along my thigh while I worked her breast and watched her reflection. The blood on her forearms, the mark at her neck, and the flush spreading across her chest all occupied the same woman. I wanted none erased.

“Tell me what’s under the road,” I said.

Her hips kept moving. “Anger.”

“Deeper.”

“Fear. Petru went down where I could see him. You walk into worse in three days and stay broken when it reaches you.”

“And what do you want now?”

She met my eyes in the window. “To choose what my body carries out of this room.”

The answer nearly ended my control before we had begun. I held her tighter and worked two fingers between her thighs from behind. They entered easily. Her movement changed around my hand, thigh and fingers together, until her head fell back against my shoulder.

“Come like this,” I said. “No fight.”

Anica’s hands stayed open on her own knees. She rode my thigh because I moved her, accepted my fingers because I set the depth, and reached climax without taking the work back. Her pussy clenched around my hand. She shuddered against me, one low cry leaving her as the road finally loosened its grip.

I kept her seated until the aftershocks eased. Then I withdrew my fingers, opened my belt one-handed, and told her to stand.

She rose on unsteady legs. I freed my cock and turned her back toward me again.

“Sit down slowly. Hands on your thighs.”

Anica aligned me herself, then lowered onto my cock with her back against my chest. The angle seated me deep at once. Both of us stopped. My splinted hand remained safe against my ribs; my good arm crossed beneath her breasts and held her to me.

“Count,” she said.

I counted three breaths beside her ear. On the fourth, I lifted her with my arm and thigh, then brought her down.

The cot gave us no room for broad motion. Every stroke stayed compact, deep, and controlled from behind. Anica’s hands remained on her thighs. She watched us in the black window while I used my one good arm to move her body over mine.

“You smell like the road,” I said.

“Blood?”

“Blood. Snow. Petru alive beneath both. And you. None of tonight took you.”

Her jaw tightened. I slowed until she had to inhabit each inch instead of escaping into pace.

“Harder,” she said.

“Keep your hands where I put them.”

They stayed. I drove up harder while pulling her down, my forearm firm across her waist. Her powerful thighs trembled beside mine. On the next descent, her knees eased apart and her shoulders settled fully against my chest.

“Good,” I said. “Let me carry ten minutes of it.”

She rested her head on my shoulder and took the next strokes without bracing. I kissed the chosen mark and kept the rhythm mercilessly steady.

The second climax built from the deep pressure. Anica’s pussy gripped me tighter on every descent. Her voice came apart against my jaw.

“Tell me where,” I said.

“In me. If we’re breathing at moonset, I want the quarry wind to carry us home together.”

I held her down at full depth and came inside her. My cock pulsed against the tight clasp of her body. She took each spurt motionless on my lap, hands still open on her thighs, while her own climax rolled through her in long contractions.

Afterward she closed her hand around my good wrist. My pulse beat against her palm while I stayed inside her and our breathing slowed. One tear crossed her cheek in the window’s reflection. I kissed the place it reached her jaw and left it unnamed.

We talked logistics after, in the dark: who covered whom, Nekane’s aid marker beyond my radius, shuttle timing, pocket spacing, how far Anica could range before her clarity thinned. Anica put a lover’s force into the terms of my survival, flatly, precisely, with numbers in it: stay in the pocket, don’t range, if it goes bad you hold the center and let me come to you. I heard the care beneath every instruction.

And then she said one more thing, quieter, not logistics. “If it goes all the way bad,” she said, “and I mean all the way, you get behind me. I don’t care what the plan is or what your radius does. You are the softest body on that ground and the man I refuse to lose. If it comes to the last of it, I take the front. I absorb the charge. I’ve spent eight years putting my body between danger and men who never deserved it. For once, I choose the man I protect. Don’t argue.” I let the terms stand.

She fell asleep with her hand still flat on my chest. My torn shoulder ached against the cot, my splinted hand throbbed, and I counted both as I listened for an engine.

Through the little window, up-valley, on the north road, a single set of headlights came down slow and stopped.

They stopped on the overlook and did not go on or turn off. Two cold points of light sat against the black timber, watching.


Chapter 25: The Lodge

Two days out from the Long Moon the valley began to make itself ready to lose a night. For one turn of the moon, the whole pack prepared to distrust the body it was born in, as I always had.

The women’s lodge was a protocol housed in the big longhouse behind Radomir’s place, and the she-wolves of Coldsmoke moved into it according to every Long Moon’s old practice for a hundred and nineteen years. Mattresses covered the floor, the shutters barred from inside, and the wood lay ready. The valley’s answer to the one night all its women cycle at once had always been separation: women together in one barred room, men in chains, the two kept apart so no loop could close. Most years it worked. No other year had carried a chemist’s month of poison in the water.

I had never been inside the women’s lodge before that day, because a man is not brought into it, and I was brought into it now only because I was carrying wood and because I no longer read to the valley as a man in the way that mattered, and it is a long low room, older than the house, older than most of the pack, the logs gone black with a hundred and nineteen winters of woodsmoke and the chinking redone so many times it is more mud than moss. The floor is packed dirt swept hard as fired clay. There is one long fire trench down the center with a smoke-hole above it and iron hooks for the pots, and the walls hold what six generations of the same annual terror accumulated: old blankets, a rack of shutters cut to bar the two small windows, a shelf of tallow candles, and, high on the end wall where the smoke has cured it black, a row of notches that revealed itself after a while as a tally, one notch a year, the Long Moons this valley had barred its women through and come out the far side of. It smelled of old smoke and clean straw and, faint under everything, the particular scent of a great many women, and it was warm, and it was a bunker, and both of those were true at once.

I carried wood for the lodge. Inside, the women mocked the dreaded night loudly to keep it small. They laid the mattresses and argued about who snored and told the filthy stories the Long Moon is famous for, the ones about the year so-and-so’s chain slipped and what came of it, and under all the mockery ran the shared dread, the flat knowledge that in two nights every one of them would spend the dark as a body with its own head half gone, and there was a hole in the loud room where Ruxa should have been, a mattress nobody laid because laying it would have meant she wasn’t coming, and everybody worked around the hole and nobody filled it, and that hole was the reason we were going up the mountain instead of behind the bar.

The men’s side I could barely stand to watch, so I carried a chain to the yard and stayed.

They serviced the chains. Out at the yard’s rings, the old iron rings set in stone where the pack has chained its males every Long Moon since 1907, the men brought out the chains and checked them, link by link, oiled the locks, tested the rings, and they did it for each other, a man checking another man’s ring and lock with a climber’s care for a partner’s rope, because on the Long Moon a wolf cannot check his own, on the Long Moon a wolf is rut-drunk and gone and trusts his brothers to have made his cage sound before the moon took his mind, and there is a terrible tenderness in it, grown men fitting each other’s restraints with care, making sure the thing that holds you tonight will hold, because the alternative is you become a danger to the women you love.

Emil worked next to me for a while, checking his own ring, twenty-three years old and fitting the iron that would hold him through his first Long Moon in the line, and he did it badly the first time, got the lock cross-threaded, and an older wolf named Grigore Lup, no kin to my father though he shared the name, reached over without a word and reseated it for him and tested it with a jerk that would have taken the kid’s hand off if it had held wrong, and it held, and Grigore grunted and moved on, and that grunt was the whole of the valley’s tenderness, a man making sure a boy’s cage was sound and saying nothing about it. Emil’s face changed while the older man checked his lock. The Long Moon reached his bones as a night entrusted to iron and brothers, his body delivered into their care before he lost command of it.

Radomir brought out his own chain first and laid it by his ring, before any other man, and said the old line, “the alpha chains first,” and it was the pack leader’s duty and dignity both to put himself in iron ahead of everyone and hold the line even against himself, and he checked his own ring in front of the pack and left the chain coiled and ready for the night it would be used, and every man there took it as the permission it was, and brought out his own. Costel Barbu did not chain, because Costel is eighty-eight and past the moon’s reach, as my mother was, and he sat on the yard steps in the cold and watched the younger men fit their iron with those milk-edged eyes, and once he caught me watching him watch them, and he did not say the word again, but his face said it, and I looked away first.

I stood at the edge, the one man who needed no chain. For one Long Moon every wolf in the valley distrusted the body he was born in. They had mocked me for that distance all my life; now it left my hands free.

The roster fell out of the chains, the exempt list, the handful of us who would not spend the Long Moon in iron or behind a bar, and it was the battle order, and it read like a wound.

Me, because I have no wolf and no chain and no scent, the free hand. Anica and Birgit, because inside my radius they keep their own heads even cycling, the two of them functional and clear on the one night that unmakes every other she-wolf in the range, a feat no other women on the mountain can match and the reason the pocket works, but they would be cycling, both of them, mid-heat and fighting through it with their minds their own. They were carrying the heat and working anyway, which was harder than being free of it. Nekane, cycling like every she-wolf under that moon, held to the position she had demanded: she rode with the assault convoy and established the aid station at the quarry fork instead of waiting down-valley. Petru’s blood had fixed the timing. Nine minutes from the yard was too long; the assigned casualty truck could run from the crusher to her lamps in three. Riding inside the moving pocket would turn the medic into another casualty once the rutting males closed, so her station sat apart from them, with Ioana beside her and engines running. Her own bitter-herb draught blunted the edge of her heat, nothing more, “the difference between drowning and treading water,” she said. “My craft, not a cure. Don’t mistake it for a cure.” A woman went to war treading water against her own body all night, sacrificing the front rank so her hands would still be ready when the wounded reached her. And my mother, past cycling, past all of it, holding the women’s lodge with a skillet and the older keepers, barring the door from inside on the valley’s own women while Ioana rode with Nekane and the six in chains up the mountain were the ones we drove north for.

That was the shape of it. The valley’s women bar their own door at home; we go get the ones a stranger barred.

The dosing run was Birgit’s and mine, the last two-hander before the night, and it was the quietest violence I have ever done, and I have come to think the quiet ones are the worst.

We went up the fire track after dark on the thirty-fifth night with Nekane’s jug, and we did not go to fight, we went to poison a spring, and there is a coldness in that a fight doesn’t have, walking up to a water point with a jug in the dark.

The camp had grown in steel, exactly as Birgit’s nose had predicted. From the treeline lip I read three additional trucks, newer and better kept, one of them a stock hauler with its diesel idling for warmth. New chains hung on its rack with the oil still fresh, empty and waiting to come down the mountain full.

The people count had returned to fourteen. One of the men near the new stock hauler carried road grit from beyond the Bitterroot and none of the camp’s older layers, a replacement brought in after Anica killed Vukas’s man at the pass probe. I gave Birgit every part of it as soon as I had cross-checked the wind: eleven crew total, Sorin among them, plus Vukas, Fiala, and Bogdan. Three of the eleven crew read cleaner and harder than the dosed leftovers, professionals who stayed away from the barrels. Two crew still guarded the west shack. That left nine available for the first convoy, while Vukas, Fiala, and Bogdan could ride with it or hold themselves back. Six vehicles now stood inside the wire, enough to split the force.

“Fourteen people. Eleven crew, and three principals,” Birgit repeated into the radio so Anica and Radomir heard the revision too. “Two shack guards. Nine movable crew. Six vehicles. Nobody assumes Vukas rides in the first line.”

“Correct,” I said. The count turned my stomach, but hiding it would have put everyone else on the mountain inside a plan built for the wrong enemy.

Birgit found the camp’s spring box, the one that fills the crew’s barrels and the convoy’s canteens. She put her restored nose to both water lines and traced them apart twice. “Separate. Crew drinks here. The women draw from that barrel. Pour it.”

I emptied Nekane’s batch into the crew’s spring box without splashing. My skin crawled from wrists to collar while the liquid disappeared into black water. Birgit kept her nose on the captive barrel. Neither of us called the act clean.

Birgit stood watch with her nose ranging across the camp while I poured. Two people poisoned a spring in the dark and slipped out without a fight. The jug’s lip clicked once against concrete; my teeth hurt from holding my jaw rigid after it. We walked in, poured, and walked back with every bootfall placed heel to edge. A fight gives your hands and ground something to solve. At a poisoned spring, success meant only that no wolf woke and smelled us. We spent luck, darkness, and my null, then got out. Walking downhill had never felt so welcome.

There was one bad moment on the way out.

Bogdan’s scent crossed our exfil line, minutes old, warm, the traitor moving through the timber near the track we needed, and I felt Birgit’s forward motion cut off and then angle wrong, felt the pull come up in her, the want to cut toward it, to find him in the dark and end the thing that had cost this pack a girl and a shop, and she took half a step off the line toward his thread, and I had the radio up before she took the second step and Anica’s voice came out of it low and edged from the yard.

“Birgit. Come home.” A pause, the enforcer reading it across the range by the sound of Birgit’s breathing on the open channel. “I can hear you thinking about it. Don’t. The ring settled him once and he still walks, and the quarry settles him for good in two nights, and if you go after him tonight, alone, cycling, off the plan, you die and he lives and we lose the nose we need to save six women. He is mine to finish and I am going to finish him where it counts. Come home. That’s not the enforcer talking. That’s Anica. Come home.”

And Birgit stood in the dark timber with the traitor’s scent minutes off her nose and every line of her body pointed at it, and then she let out a breath and stepped back onto the line, and she said into the radio, quiet, “Copy. Coming home,” and we came home. She paid the discipline the plan demanded.

We ate once more at my mother’s table and changed only what the new intelligence had changed. Rehearsing the entire war again would have made us feel busy without making anyone safer.

Birgit marked six vehicles on the map and put three hard dots beside the crewmen who had stayed clear of the camp water. “These three keep their heads,” she said. “They hunt the breaker, the radio voice, and Ilya. I call them before I call anybody rut-blind.”

I drew a box around the stock hauler. “This becomes the upper gate. If it enters the crusher yard, I dump the service air and lock its spring brakes across the haul-road. If it holds north with Vukas, we leave the exit open and use the conveyor lane instead.”

Anica touched the five marks at the west shack, then the separate mark at Bogdan’s wall. “I report the captives secured and my return to the pocket. Until both reach you, the breaker stays up.”

That was the changed plan: six engines instead of four, three professionals who would ignore the scent-ghosts, and a stock hauler that could close our own escape if I killed it in the wrong place. Everything else had already been argued, measured, and built.

We made one confirmation round.

“Breaker and moving pocket,” I said.

“Edge and shack,” Anica said.

“Eyes, noses, then down off the platform before you move,” Birgit said.

“Lamps at the fork,” Nekane said.

“Sell the driveshaft, drive away, live,” Emil said.

Radomir touched the chain key at his belt. “Open the rings four hours before moonset. Bring the pack north.”

My mother set the skillet on the table. “Hold the lodge. Feed whoever survives you fools.”

Then she put paprikash in front of us before anyone could improve the plan by talking. Radomir reached toward the skillet once. Doina slapped his fingers with the serving spoon.

“You’d swing it like a wolf,” she said. “It wants a cook’s wrist.”

He withdrew his hand. The pan remained at her post.

It was dusk on the thirty-sixth night when Birgit went to the window and put her nose to the cold glass, and conversation died table by table while she gave the far valley her complete restored attention. Her fingers stopped drumming against the glass, Birgit’s surest alarm, and she said it low.

“They’re loading the trucks,” she said. “Up at the camp. Chains going into the beds, canteens filled, engines turned over to warm.” She turned from the glass. “It’s started. They stage tonight and they move tomorrow.” She looked at the calendar by the door, at the circle and the count in her own handwriting gone down to almost nothing. “Moonrise tomorrow night. The Long Moon. Whatever we are on that mountain, we’re it in about twenty-six hours.”


Chapter 26: Eve

The last day before the Long Moon I spent going around the valley saying goodbye to people without any of us calling it that, because you do not call it goodbye when you mean to come back, and I meant to come back, and I said goodbye anyway, in the small ways, all afternoon, one person at a time.

I started at the yard, with Radomir.

He was checking his own chain by his ring in the late light, rehearsing the check he would repeat at moonrise, and he heard me and did not turn, and when I came up beside him he handed me an old whistle without looking at me, his only comfortable method of giving me anything. It was a whistle, an old one, bone, worn smooth, on a leather thong.

“The point’s signal,” he said. “Three notes, this order.” He whistled them, low, under his breath, three descending notes I would not forget. “The line answers it. Every wolf in the run order has it in his bones since he was a pup, hears it and turns to it before he thinks. Tomorrow night the pack’s in chains until the turn-of-night signal four hours before moonset, but the bones don’t know that, a rutting wolf hears the point’s call and something in him snaps toward it for half a second whether he wills it or not. That half-second might be yours to spend, up there, if it comes to it.” He put the thong over my head himself, rough, and settled the whistle against my chest next to the vise-scarred knuckle of my splinted hand. “Bring them home, mechanic. All of them. The girl, my niece, the scout, the ones in the chains, and yourself. Bring them home.” And he almost said something else, I heard it start, “Rez,” the front of my name in a tone I had never once heard him use, and he caught it, and put it away, and finished with “mechanic,” and he was saving the name in that other tone for a day it would be earned before the assembled pack rather than spent privately on an eve, and I took the whistle and did not press him for the name, because asking cheapened the name; it had to be given.

Emil I found at the wrecker, up at the chokepoint, sitting in the cab rehearsing his breakdown story to the windshield, and he was terrified, the good honest terror of a young man who has been given a real job in a real war, and I did not soften it for him, I made it heavier, because a heavy job is what grows a kid.

“You’re our plan’s front door,” I told him. “The convoy doesn’t get funneled onto my ground unless you sell that driveshaft. If you sell it, we win the ground before a blow’s struck, before anybody bleeds. If you crack, if they smell a lie on you, they take the pass and the funnel falls apart and Anica and Birgit and Nekane and I are all up a mountain with no ground under us and people die, real people, our people. Everyone depends on that job more than anything I’m doing, and it’s yours because you’re the only one who can sell it, and your best move is simple: you don’t throw a punch, you don’t try to be brave, brave gets you killed and gets us killed. You throw a tantrum about a driveshaft. You be exactly what you’re afraid you are, a scared kid having a bad night, because that’s the disguise no professional in the world will examine twice, and then you drive away, and you live, and you come home, and that’s an order. Say it back to me.”

“Sell the driveshaft, throw a tantrum, drive away, live,” Emil said, and he sat up a half-inch straighter saying it, a real job settling onto him and making him larger, the right weight on the right kid, and I saw the thing I’d been watching come up in him all autumn finish coming up, the man rising through the boy like a clean casting through sand, and I clapped his shoulder with my good hand and left him rehearsing his tantrum to the windshield, and I hoped the man coming up in the boy would hold when the headlights reached him.

Costel I did not go to. Costel came to me, at the rebuilt garage, in the last of the light, and he said nothing at all, the old man, he crossed the lot on his slow legs, eighty-eight years old and out in the cold to find me, and he took my wrist, the diagnostic wrist, the same one he had gripped the day he said the word in front of the yard, and he pressed it hard in the same place, and he held it a long time, longer than a grip, and he looked up into my face with those milk-edged eyes that find me unerringly, and he did not say the word this time, because my mother had forbidden it and he was keeping his promise to her, but the grip poured everything he was forbidden to speak into the pressure of an old man’s hand on a young man’s wrist, a blessing in the shape of a word. His grip told me to come back. He had waited eighty-eight years to say a thing to the right man and would not lose me to a quarry before he got the chance, that Doina would tell me the rest come winter and he wanted me alive to hear it. And then he let go, gently, and shuffled off toward the yard, and I stood with the ghost of his grip on my wrist and the unsaid word ringing in the cold, and I put it in the drawer with the rest, and I promised the old man, silently, to come back and empty that drawer at last.

Ioana I found in my mother’s kitchen, sharpening a knife.

It was the kitchen knife she had requisitioned, the one she keeps in reach now, and she was putting an edge on it with my mother’s stone, slow and careful and expert, and she did not stop when I came in, and she said in her precise contained voice, “I’m coming up the road tomorrow.” I started to say the thing about it being no place. She lifted the knife, tested its new edge against her thumb, and waited. My argument died unspoken. “Not to fight. I know I’m not a fighter. To be at the fallback with the healer, to receive the women when you bring them out, because they’ll emerge from that shack carrying a harsher version of what I carried out, and the first face they see should be a woman who was in the chains and got free and is standing on her own two feet with a list. I have a list, Ilya. Six names I heard in that camp and never forgot. Tomorrow I get to cross them off myself, as a free woman, and that’s all I want, and you’re not going to take it from me by being gentle.” And she went back to the stone, and I said, “The fallback, then, with Nekane,” and she said, “Yes.” The trade thought it had made stock. What stood at the whetstone was a free woman going up the road with a knife and a list.

I found Nekane in her cabin, packing the last of the kit that would go up the mountain in the truck, and she did not look up when I came in, she kept counting bandages into their rolls, and I stood in the doorway of the cabin that smelled of nine years of order and watched her hands work, and neither of us finished the sentence waiting for another night, after the quarry. This was not it. I told her the fallback’s spacing one more time, where the trucks sat, where the casualty shuttle stopped, how the male-exclusion line held, and she said it all back to me flat, until her counting stopped. She set two extra bandage rolls in the compartment labeled with my name and said, “You come back so I can reset that hand.” I said I would try. Her hands resumed packing. She gave me a hand she planned to reset instead of a goodbye, unwilling to say the rest yet, and I left her counting, and the unfinished sentence stayed in the cabin behind me where it had lived for weeks, patient, waiting for a year that wasn’t this one.

Anica and Birgit I did not have to say goodbye to, because they were coming with me. Not having to say it gave me an ease I was grateful for and did not examine too closely, because the other side of it was that the two people I most wanted safe were the two I was taking into the kill-ground, and a man does not examine that too closely the night before, he just holds it.

And last, my mother.

She was at the stove, of course, and she had something for me, and she gave it to me with her usual briskness, so neither of us could make a scene of it. It was my father’s watch. The mine-scarred one, the steel case gouged where a rock had caught it the year before the collapse, and it still ran, it had always run, my father used to say it kept better time after the rock than before, and she wound it and set it to the kitchen clock and put it in my hand and closed my fingers over it.

“Your father’s,” she said. “It’s kept time through worse than you’re walking into. Reznik men break slow.” She gave it briskly, an inventory item stated in the factual register of an engine report, and she had put everything she could give me into it. “Wind it at night. If you forget to wind it, it stops and becomes a scarred bit of steel. This isn’t. It’s your father, so wind it.”

“I’ll wind it,” I said, and I put it in my pocket, and I felt the scarred watch against my palm, and at the door, when I was leaving, she said the other thing to my back, quiet, in the voice she uses for the things that matter most, the ones she can only say to a back.

“When you come home,” she said, “I’ll tell you the rest.”

And I turned, because I wanted to see her face when she said it, wanted to ask, wanted the word, the door, and every answer behind it, and she had already closed the door, gently, in my face, between us, standing on the other side of the history she guards, and I stood on the porch in the cold with my father’s watch in my pocket and my mother’s promise in my ears, a promise tied to the closed pass and a quiet house, and I let it be, because I had learned by then that my mother is a door you do not force, and I went to the springhouse, where the last night was.

The three of us reached the loft ladder from three directions within the same minute. Nobody joked, especially Birgit. We climbed into lantern light with the watch in my pocket and eighteen hours left.

Birgit had brought a basin. Anica had brought clean cloths and a kettle. Neither had discussed it with me. Their coordination told me they had discussed it with each other.

“Clothes off,” I said.

They looked at me.

“If this is inventory, we do it properly. Clothes off. No rushing. No performing.”

Anica unpinned her braid. Birgit set the basin down and obeyed. Layers came away one at a time until the three of us stood naked beneath the sloped roof. Want moved through the room, obvious and unsatisfied. We let it remain that way.

I sat on the edge of the straw tick and drew Anica between my knees. Her athletic body carried every week of the autumn: fading ring bruises, the chosen mark, a new scrape along one shin from the probe. I wet a cloth in the basin and washed the road dust from her hands.

“These first,” I said. “They keep trying to solve everything.”

“Learned it from you.”

I cleaned each knuckle and the tape residue around her wrists. Then her forearms, shoulders, the strong back that would stand at the pocket’s edge tomorrow. She remained upright and received. No command to rest was needed; she knew the discipline now.

Birgit knelt beside us and dried each place after my cloth passed. Her quick hands slowed to match mine. The scout’s mouth opened twice around a joke and closed without spending it.

“Your turn,” I told her.

Anica shifted behind Birgit and gathered the copper crop away from her neck. I washed the scout’s narrow shoulders while the enforcer held her hair. Freckles emerged clean beneath the cloth. Birgit shivered when I traced the chosen mark, then leaned back into Anica’s steady chest.

“I can smell tomorrow on both of you,” Birgit said. “Gun oil. Chain. Quarry grease.”

“Name tonight instead.”

Her nose worked. “Tallow. Hot water. Her soap. Your watch oil. Skin.”

“Stay there.”

She stayed.

They washed me together because one hand remained splinted and pride had finally run out of useful objections. Anica cleaned the dried blood near my eyebrow with fighter’s care. Birgit worked soap through the grease at my good wrist, sniffed it, and declared the attempt unsuccessful. I let them tend every part of me I usually kept turned away.

Being washed was harder than being desired. Desire can be dismissed as appetite. A woman kneeling to clean grime from your palm has made a quieter decision.

When the basin water cooled, I set it aside and put my father’s watch on the floorboards where all three of us could hear it.

Birgit looked from the watch to my cock, already hard from being washed by four attentive hands. “I had an observation prepared about time and erections, but it lacks dignity.”

“Keep it that way. Sit in front of me.”

I settled against the wall at the head of the straw tick with my legs open. Birgit sat between them facing the room, her back to my chest, knees bent and feet planted wide on the blanket. Anica knelt in front of us, heavy black hair loose over one shoulder. The two women filled my view in deliberate contrast: Birgit pale and freckled, compact body alive with small adjustments; Anica all olive-fair curves and trained power, waiting with the calm of someone lending out a hard-won skill.

“Birgit,” I said. “You asked for something tonight. Ask again.”

She tipped her head enough to see me. “Show me how she does it. I want to stop performing my way out of every quiet second. Just tonight. What she taught you, loaned with permission.”

Anica touched two fingers to Birgit’s chosen mark. “Given.”

“The hold is your position and my voice,” I said. “No grip to test. No knot to solve. If you want out, say stop and you’re out.”

“I know.”

“Say it.”

Birgit’s green eyes found mine in the dark window across the loft. “Stop ends it. I won’t need a reason.”

“Good. Hands flat on your thighs. Keep them there.”

She obeyed. Her palms lay open against freckled skin. I drew her back until her spine rested along my chest and set her weight fully into me. My splinted hand stayed across my own ribs. The good one traveled down the center of her body, slowly enough that she could anticipate it and had no useful work to do with the anticipation.

“Feet stay planted,” I said. “Knees stay open. Eyes on Anica.”

Birgit adjusted each point like a scout setting a post. Anica caught it immediately.

“You turned his commands into a checklist,” she said.

“Checklists save lives.”

“Tonight they waste the lesson.”

I cupped one small breast and rolled the hard nipple between my fingers. Birgit’s answer shortened to a breath. I kept her anchored against me with my forearm across her middle, then slid my hand lower through the wet heat between her legs.

Her hips jumped to meet it.

“Still,” I said.

She froze so abruptly it became another performance.

“Too hard,” Anica said. “Stillness isn’t a pose. Give him your weight.”

Birgit tried again. This time she let her back settle into my chest. Her neck rested against my shoulder. Her hands remained open on her thighs rather than gripping them. I circled her clit once and stopped.

“What do you smell?” I asked.

“Tallow. Washed skin. Anica in front of me. Your watch oil.” Her nose worked once more. “You wanting me.”

“What do you have to do?”

Her mouth opened around the easy answer, then closed. She considered it instead of reporting.

“Stay,” she said.

“Exactly.”

I worked two fingers inside her while my thumb returned to her clit. The seated angle kept her open and put every reaction against my body. Her pussy tightened around my fingers. I curled them, found the place that changed her breathing, and held pressure there.

Birgit’s right hand twitched on her thigh.

“Open,” I said.

Her fingers spread again.

“Knees.”

They had begun to draw together. She let them fall wide.

“Back.”

She gave me more of her weight.

Each command replaced motion with attention. I increased the pace under her while her body remained seated and supported, every quick impulse reduced to a tremor I could feel along my chest. She had no wrists to pull, no penetration to meet, no audience to entertain. Anica watched her face and corrected only what I could not see.

“Your jaw,” Anica said. “Let it go.”

Birgit opened her mouth. The tight line around it eased.

“Good,” I said into her ear. “Now receive it.”

My fingers drove harder. Wet sound filled the pauses between the watch’s ticks. Birgit kept her palms open and feet planted while I took her closer. Her compact body wanted to chase every stroke. I denied it with the arm across her waist and gave her more with my hand.

“I can’t report this,” she whispered.

“You don’t owe the room a report.”

The sentence reached somewhere the physical pressure had not. Birgit stopped searching for the next smell to name. Her gaze fixed on Anica, who sat steady before her with one hand resting on her own knee.

“Show me,” Birgit said.

Anica breathed in slowly and let it out longer. Birgit followed. On the second breath her full weight came back into me. On the third, the constant readiness went out of her thighs.

I changed the curl of my fingers and pressed my thumb down.

“Stay exactly there,” I said. “Let it reach you.”

Her climax arrived with her body obeying the command. Her pussy clenched around my fingers in rapid wet pulses. Birgit made one raw cry and remained seated against me, hands open, knees apart, no movement wasted on proving she could take more. I held the pressure through every contraction.

The aftershocks ran through her into my chest. I slowed without withdrawing.

“Again?” I asked.

She could have turned the question into a dare. She answered plainly. “Yes. You decide how.”

I used my palm over her clit and two deep fingers to build the second wave with no change of position. Anica counted the breathing in her low voice. I gave the commands between numbers: open, stay, look, receive. Birgit followed each one until the words became the only structure she needed.

The second climax folded her backward into me. Her feet stayed planted. Her hands remained where I had put them. She shook hard and gave up one broken sound at a time while my arm held her safely upright.

When the last contraction eased, I slid my wet hand free and laid it over her lower stomach. I did not move her yet. The gift she had borrowed was the quiet afterward as much as the surrender itself.

“Loan approved,” she said eventually, voice soft and rough. “Different terms than expected.”

“Tomorrow,” Anica told her, “you go back to being unbearable.”

“At moonset sharp.”

I kissed the chosen mark at her neck. Birgit turned sideways across my lap, tucked her face under my jaw, and let herself be held without inventorying the embrace. Only then did I settle her at the head of the bed and turn to Anica.

She had watched the whole lesson on her knees, naked and flushed from throat to breasts, the chosen mark dark at her neck. Want had soaked the insides of her thighs. She did not hide it.

“Come here,” I said.

Anica crawled to me with the controlled grace she brought into the ring. I sat against the wall beneath the slope of the roof, keeping my splinted hand across my ribs, and pulled her astride my lap facing me. Birgit remained fitted along my good side, one arm around my waist, maintaining the skin contact we had promised without directing what came next.

Anica took my cock in her hand. I caught her wrist before she could lower herself.

“I set the pace.”

“You have one hand.”

“You heard what I told you in the temporary room. One is enough.”

Her near-black eyes went heavy-lidded. “Prove the equipment remains serviceable.”

I guided her hips up with my forearm, aligned myself, and brought her down slowly. Her full weight settled onto my cock. The deep warmth of her closed around me until I was buried to the base, her heavy ass resting over my thighs, her powerful legs folded around mine.

We stayed forehead to forehead. No road blood tonight. No fight to drain. This was memorization.

“Look at me,” I said.

“I am.”

I lifted her enough to withdraw halfway and pulled her down again. Anica’s breath touched my mouth. Birgit’s hand rested against my ribs, feeling each careful movement and guarding the injury without turning it into weakness.

“Slower,” Anica said.

“You don’t give the pace.”

A rare smile reached her mouth. “Then I observe that the pace is excellent.”

I kissed the smile away and moved her over me. The position kept us chest to chest. Her firm breasts pressed against me, nipples hard between us. My arm crossed the lumbar hollow and controlled every rise and descent. She could have ridden me with the force of those climber’s thighs. Instead she let me haul her onto each stroke.

Birgit grew quiet beside us. Her nose worked, collecting the room: my skin, Anica’s heat, her own climax drying on her thighs, the watch oil on the floorboards.

“No report,” I told her without looking away from Anica. “Just stay with us.”

Birgit tucked her face against my shoulder and obeyed.

Anica’s hands framed my face. She held my gaze while I filled her slowly, the vow from the probe night present without being repeated. Her body carried it for her. Each time I seated deep, her pussy clasped me and her shoulders loosened further.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “you stay in the center.”

“Tonight too.”

“Yes.”

“Say what you want now. Leave the quarry out of it.”

Her forehead pressed harder to mine. “I want you inside me because you’re mine and I’m yours. I want to feel you finish while both of us are alive enough to enjoy it. I want Birgit warm beside us. I want this room waiting when we come back.”

Plain wants. They struck harder than any final promise.

I tightened my arm around her and increased the force while keeping the pace slow. Anica’s thighs trembled. The arch of her back deepened within my grip, offering the angle I knew. I drove up as I pulled her down and felt my control narrow.

“Come on me,” I said. “Let me feel you choose this night.”

Her eyes never left mine. The climax rolled through her without violence, long and deep. Her pussy contracted around my cock. Her mouth opened against mine on a low sound, and her whole strong body rested into the arm controlling it.

That trust finished me. I held her down at full depth and came inside her, my cock pulsing while she stayed wrapped around me. Birgit’s arm tightened around my waist. Anica took every spurt with her forehead against mine and her hands open on my face.

For several breaths nobody moved.

Then Birgit said, very softly, “Heartbeats. Scout’s exercise.”

I eased Anica down beside me without breaking the three-body contact. We arranged ourselves with me in the middle, Anica against my chest and Birgit curled along my back, one of her hands reaching over my side to rest on Anica’s hip.

“Three rhythms,” Birgit murmured. “We bring them together. In for four. Hold two. Out for four.”

It began as the ghost of one of her jokes. We followed anyway. Anica’s breath slowed against my throat. Birgit’s matched behind me. Mine found the space between theirs.

The watch ticked on the floorboards while three heartbeats approached one rhythm and held it.

Birgit fell asleep with her hand still on Anica’s hip. Anica lasted another minute before her breathing changed. I remained awake between them, listening to the scarred watch count what we had left.

“Eighteen hours,” Anica murmured without opening her eyes.


Chapter 27: Moonrise

By dusk on the Long Moon, I walked the valley station to station before driving up the mountain.

The women’s lodge was barred. I stood outside it in the last gray light and heard the beam drop across the door from inside, and through the shutter-crack I could see the fire-trench lit and the mattresses laid and my mother at the head of it with the cast-iron skillet on the plank table in front of her, set out plain where every woman in the room could see it, and it sat there within her reach, black iron polished by daily use, and Ioana was not in there, Ioana was coming up the road with me, but the rest of Coldsmoke’s she-wolves were, and my mother would hold them, and I put my hand flat on the barred door for a second, and did not knock, and went on.

The men were chaining.

At the yard’s rings, locks went home and stayed. Each man jerk-tested another’s chain twice. Radomir had locked himself down first. He sat on the cold stone with the cuff around his wrist and gave his last orders from inside the restraint, commanding a war he could not join.

“The turn-of-night signal,” he said to me from the chain, gripping my sleeve with the hand that could still reach. “Four hours before moonset, the keepers open the rings and the pack comes up that road at the run. Hold till then. Bring them home.” And I said I would, and left him chained in the dark, giving orders to men who were locking themselves down around him. The cuff had already rubbed a red line into his wrist.

All around him the yard went into iron. Emil’s father, Vasile, Grigore Lup, men who had dismissed me as wolfless since boyhood, handed their bodies to locks another man had checked. I had never belonged to that trust. At its edge that dusk, I finally understood its hard decency: every Long Moon of my life, they had chained themselves to protect the women I was about to save. This night I was the free hand they could send. Radomir’s old whistle rested against my chest as I carried their trust up the mountain.

The trucks were staged at the quarry-side fallback below the fork, three timed minutes downhill from the crusher, engines running for heat and for the casualty shuttle. Nekane’s aid station filled the bed of the big one, kit open, lamps rigged, the extra pressure bandages waiting for me. She stood beside it treading water against her own cresting heat, the bitter-herb draught sharp in her, jaw set. No rut-capable male would come within a hundred yards of her position; the shuttle would stop at the marker and Ioana would bring the wounded the last distance. I could approach because my body threw no male scent for her heat to answer. She looked at me once and said, “Get hurt near me, not far. Three minutes is the promise. Don’t make the driver break it.” I said I’d try. It was as close to tenderness as the night had room for. Ioana climbed up beside her with the sharpened knife and the list of six names folded in her coat, a free woman going back up the road her captors had brought her down. The healer and the witness waited in the running truck with the lamps lit and both beds empty.

And Emil was at the wrecker at the chokepoint, alone, rehearsing his lie to the windshield in the dark, his breath fogging the glass, and I slowed but did not stop. A man rehearsing the most important performance of his life needs room, and I raised a hand to him through the glass and he raised one back, pale and set, and I drove past him up the mountain to my ground.

Anica sat in the seat beside me with her hands taped and her jaw set against the heat that was already coming up in her, and Birgit rode in the back with her nose out the cracked window reading the night as it darkened, and neither of them talked much on that drive, because there is a quality to the last hour before a thing that does not want talk, it wants the road and the cold air and the company, and we had the company, the three of us in a truck climbing a mountain toward a war, and I have driven that road a thousand times in my life to service that quarry’s machinery and I had never once driven it toward anything that mattered like this, and the truck’s engine was the same engine I knew by heart and it sounded the same and everything else was different. Behind us and below us the valley folded down into its Long Moon shape, the lodge barred, the men in their chains, the fires lit, and ahead of us the high country waited, and above all of it the ridge began to pale where the moon was coming, and my skin caught it before the moon cleared, as it always did, and I said, “Here it comes,” and Anica said, “I know,” because she felt it too, in a different way, in the way that was about to try to take her head and fail, and behind us the moon came up.

The wrong moons always reached my skin before my eyes, in the skin first, along the forearms, and then it cleared the ridge, the Long Moon, the last full moon before the deep freeze, huge and low and the color of old bone, and the valley changed, and I read the change like weather off the wind coming down the mountain.

Every she-wolf’s thread pulled taut at once. That is the only way I have to say it. All autumn I had been reading cycles one at a time, this woman early, that one pushed, a stagger of heat across the weeks, a mechanic listening to one wrong bearing at a time in a quiet shop, and now, in the space of the moon clearing the ridge, every thread in the whole range snapped tight together, and every instinct kept naming it a sound because it filled me and left no room for anything else.

The lodge rose first in my read: Coldsmoke’s she-wolves cresting behind the barred door. Across the saddle, Solveig’s women followed as a fainter set of distinct threads. Up-mountain, five captive scents pulled tight inside the west shack. Rut answered from the yard rings and the quarry barrels. Chains hammered stone behind us.

The range hit my nose hard enough to soften my knees. I tightened both hands on the wheel and drove through it. No answering thread pulled from me.

Anica and Birgit came into their heats beside me and stayed clear. Both women crested inside my radius and remained clear. They rode it clear, the flush climbing Anica’s throat while her jaw set against a heat she carried without obeying, Birgit’s nostrils flaring as her hands went tight and steady. Each gave me one piece of the gallows humor that keeps a body sane before a fight.

“Worst possible night to be this turned on and this busy,” Anica said, flat, checking the tape on her hands. It was a joke and also true. I laughed once.

“I can smell every heat in the valley,” Birgit said from the back, wonder and horror together, her restored nose full of the whole range’s crest. “Every single one, all at once, it’s like standing in a bell while it rings. And you’re the only quiet thing in it. You have no idea how loud it is out here and how quiet you are. From the saddle I couldn’t scent you at all. Here, inside your radius, I can feel where the screaming stops.” A beat. “Also, yes, extremely inconvenient timing, the enforcer’s right, we should all be in a loft and instead we’re going to work.”

The captive shack came first, before the trap and before a convoy engine died. The camp had stripped most of its men for the harvest, leaving two guards on the upper pads. While the four vehicles were still staging above the fork, the three of us climbed the back cut together and carried my pocket to the shack.

Birgit stayed one stride behind me, ranging the upper pads around the switchbacks. Anica moved one stride ahead, never far enough for the null to loosen its hold on her. I felt the exact edge of it in her scent-thread and kept pace even when my taped hand struck the rock wall and pain went white up my arm. The guards were rut-capable males. My presence would do nothing to quiet them. It kept Anica’s heat entirely hers while she put them down.

Birgit touched my shoulder and pointed into the dark. “Two guards, west shack. First is twelve feet past the corner. Second is sitting against the door. Neither has crested.”

We closed to room-range before Anica engaged. She went around the corner low and caught the standing guard across the throat before he could call. I followed her into the open, Birgit tight at my back, dragging the pocket with us. The second guard surged off the door. Anica met him clear-headed, turned his rush into the shack wall, and struck once behind his ear. He folded beside the first. She looked back at me before touching the lock. I was six feet away.

Anica cut the outer padlock and opened the west shack before the enemy reached the haul-road. Five women waited inside, chained to the wall, cycling and terrified. When I crossed the threshold behind her, my null filled the small room. The compulsion released them all at once. Fear remained. So did heat, anger, and five separate minds suddenly returned to their owners.

Anica got every chain off the wall, moved the women together into the shack’s back corner behind stacked drums, and barred the door from inside long enough to give them the message.

“Stay here. Stay together. A woman named Ioana is coming up the road with a knife and a list. She was one of you.”

She made Ruxa answer the count aloud while all five still stood inside my radius: five women, all able to move, none bleeding. Then Anica laid a pry bar within their reach, dragged the two guards beyond the shack’s door while I held the threshold, and wedged the inner bar so nobody from the crusher mouth could open it without breaking timber loud enough for Birgit to call. The rear wall stood against solid quarry stone. The one window faced uphill, away from the battle ground. Birgit ranged every route twice and found no male scent between the shack and the high cut.

We withdrew together. Anica stayed at my shoulder all the way down the back cut, clear within the moving pocket, and Birgit walked backward for the first thirty yards with her nose on the shack. The five frightened threads remained gathered behind the drums. Ruxa’s ran through the middle, angry and awake. The shack was no longer a cage held by two guards; it was a hard room five women controlled from inside while a free woman climbed toward them. That difference was the first victory of the night, won before Vukas’s crew knew a trap existed.

At the crusher I returned to the breaker, Birgit climbed to the lower control platform within my radius, and Anica re-set the tape on her hands beside me.

“Five secured,” she said. “Upper pads, behind the ground we’re about to close. Now the convoy.”

Only then did the convoy come down on Fiala’s schedule, the ledger proving itself in real time. Birgit called it off the mountain by engine and load before we could see a single light.

“Four vehicles,” she said from the gantry’s lowest control platform, where I’d put her less than three meters above me and barely two to my right. Her scout’s cadence came down crisp and certain in the dark. The platform kept her elevated without carrying her beyond the null, and she would climb down before I moved the pocket. “Lead truck, the good diesel, two men, light, that’s the scout car. Then the flatbed, Sorin’s, I know that valve, three men. Then the stock hauler, the new one, heavy, two men, that’s the empty chains coming down to be filled. Then one more truck, two crew, and, wait.” A pause, her nose working the whole descending line. “The chains are empty going down. All of them. Empty and oiled and ready. They’re coming down to fill them and drive back up full.” Her voice changed. “They mean to load both packs tonight and be gone by moonset plus four with cash on the pads. Confirmed. It’s exactly the book. The book was true.”

And then the chokepoint, and Emil.

I heard it over the radio with my thumb frozen against the breaker’s steel. The convoy came down onto the fork and found the pass blocked, the slide we’d built looking like God’s own work in the moonlight, and below it the wrecker and a young man with his hood up having the worst night of his life, loudly, and Emil, terrified Emil, twenty-three-year-old Emil, found his nerve in the lie under the pressure only a loaded story provides.

He oversold the driveshaft gloriously, operatically, a performance nobody rehearsed him into because it came from somewhere realer than rehearsal, and the entire performance came down the radio while I pressed it so hard to my ear that my jaw ached. He came up the stalled line to the lead truck’s window with his arms going, cursing a blue streak, and it all poured out of him, the rancher’s stock rig that had thrown a driveshaft dead across the pass, and the slide on top of it that had come down in the night, act of God, worst luck a man ever had, and how there was no way down but the old quarry road now, the haul-road, left at the fork, until he could get his wrecker under the rig and drag it clear, and that’d be an hour if it was a minute, maybe two in this cold, and did they have any idea what a driveshaft weighed, and here he was supposed to be home in bed. Vukas’s professionals smelled genuine terror and saw an overworked kid flinging both arms at a ruined night. Annoyance replaced suspicion. They cursed him, waved him off, and turned left onto the haul-road. Nine armed men entered my ground.

“They’re on the haul-road,” Birgit breathed over the radio. “All four. Coming down into the yard. Emil’s driving away, Emil’s clear, Emil did it.”

They came down into the crusher yard under its own lights, because I had left the yard’s sodium heads burning low and orange on their poles at their usual orange work-light glow, a lit apron to bring the convoy in easy and unsuspecting, four sets of headlights swinging into the flat between the cut walls, and I waited directly beneath Birgit’s platform by the control shack with Anica beside me and my good hand on the master breaker, and they came on, and the funnel closed behind them, the haul-road narrow at their backs and the cut walls on three sides and only the way they’d come to leave by, and their engines started to die, one, then another, killed as they parked to work under the orange light, four engines going out one at a time until the yard was quiet and full of the enemy and lit like a stage.

My first card was the dark. I had built the fight’s opening around it. The dosed crew were cresting now; a rut-blind wolf in a lit yard can still see. Plunge him into darkness with his pupils already blown wide and he loses up and down, and my people had the advantage of the dark because Anica was cycling and clear and could feel the yard she’d walked with me a dozen times, and Birgit was above it all with a nose that did not need light at all, and the enemy had a yard they did not know going black in their faces on a night their own blood was betraying them. The light was a second card, a bigger one, and I was saving it, saving the blinding for the one wolf the dark would not be enough for, and I kept my attention away from that thought.

Anica saw my hand then, on the breaker, and saw the tape.

I had strapped the broken left hand down hard for the fight, wrapped it to the wrist so it couldn’t flex and cost me a scream at the wrong moment, taped it into a club that couldn’t grip and couldn’t heal and couldn’t do anything but be there, and she looked at it in the moonlight, the hand I was walking into a wolf fight with, useless and mortal and strapped, and her face did one thing, one, a flat tightening she let me see deliberately, everything she felt about my softness compressed into a single look she did not have time to say, and then she put it away, because the enemy was in the yard, and she got her feet under her at my shoulder, cycling and clear and ready.

I put my good hand on the master breaker in the dark and felt the enemy’s engines die and the moon come full over the cut wall, and I found Birgit’s voice on the radio one last time, and she said, “Yard’s full. Count’s four vehicles, nine men down there, undosed and dosed mixed, and, Ilya, the spring box, they’re drinking, they’ve been drinking the whole way down, the crew’s cresting on your poison right now, I can smell it turning, another few minutes and they’re gone.” A breath. “Whenever you’re ready. It’s your yard.”

“Lights out,” I said, to nobody, to my father’s watch ticking in my pocket, to the whole cold night, and I threw the master breaker the other way, and the yard went from lit stage to full pitch black in a single instant, a dozen sodium heads dying together, the orange dropping out of the world and leaving only the bone-colored moon over the cut wall and a crusher yard full of the enemy blind and cresting on their own poison in a dark they did not know, and I heard the first of them start to scream, and the Long Moon war began.


Chapter 28: The Moving Pocket

The dark did to the camp exactly what the poison had made it ready to do, and I stood in the black with my hand still on the breaker and read a whole crew come apart on my nose in the space of ten seconds, and it was the most terrible thing my gift has ever shown me.

They were cresting on their own product. Days of dosed water and now the Long Moon on top of it, and the light gone out of the world without warning, and their eyes blown wide and useless in a sudden pitch dark, and the rut came up in them with nothing to aim at. No woman stood near enough and no loop could close. A camp’s worth of manufactured compulsion fired into empty air, and a rutting wolf with nothing to aim at aims at the nearest thing that moves. I heard them turn on each other. I heard the first snarl and the first collision, men in the dark grabbing at scent-ghosts, striking at brothers they could not see and did not know them from prey, the whole crew dissolving into a blind churning knot of their own making, and I thought, once, the one time I let myself, this is what they poured into a valley’s water for money, drink deep, and then I put it away, because grieving the enemy during battle gets you killed, and I had work.

The five women from the west shack were already off the wall, sheltered together behind stacked drums on the upper pads, with both guards down and Anica back at my shoulder before I killed the convoy’s engines. They were fully behind us when the dark turned the crusher yard against the men below.

The pocket advanced into the yard, the image the entire plan had been built to create.

I walked point into a quarry full of frenzied wolves, on foot, no wolf of my own, my radius traveling with me a few strides in every direction. It preserved Anica’s clarity and did nothing at all to the rutting males. They hit the edge of my nothing fully compelled, fully violent, without one instant of hesitation. Anica fought from inside the pocket with her own head while they remained blind to everything but the next scent-ghost and moving body. Her judgment gave her the advantage. She used Birgit’s calls, the machinery, and every inch of ground while the eight owed years came due.

Before I left the breaker, Birgit came down from the control platform and joined my shoulder. From then on she moved inside the pocket with us. When she needed height, she used the low stations we had mapped: the control-shack step, the flatbed running board, the conveyor’s waist-high maintenance walk. I stopped beneath each perch while she climbed, never more than three meters from me. When the pocket moved, she came down first, crossed beside me, and climbed again only after I had stopped. Her elevation traveled with the null instead of separating her from it.

“Three at the conveyor, two crested, one’s holding it together, he’s dangerous, left of you.” I turned left beneath her position on the maintenance walk. “Sorin’s at the flatbed, he’s not dosed, he’s clear, he’s trying to rally the good ones, watch him, he’s the one still thinking down there.” I fixed Sorin’s position in my head. “The dosed one on your two o’clock is DOWN, his own men took him, don’t waste a step on him. Ruxa’s thread’s up the hill with the other four, she’s fine, she’s with them, stay on the yard.” Her restored range became the battle’s nervous system. I moved when she called and depended on every word.

Cut walls boxed three sides. The haul-road narrowed behind the convoy; machinery separated us from the vehicles. I moved the pocket foot by foot while Anica stayed clear at its edge. A dosed wolf came out of the churning knot at the yard’s center, drawn toward her heat and the movement of the pocket. Nothing guttered when he crossed my radius. He drove harder. Birgit called his line, I flashed the lights into his blown pupils, and Anica stepped off his charge and put him into the conveyor rail. Every man who fell at the pocket’s edge fell to her skill, our ground, or the machines.

The conveyor was my floor. When two of them came at the pocket together across the belt, I hit the start control I’d set where my good hand could reach it, and the belt came alive under them, sixty feet of steel walking uphill toward the crusher’s throat, and a rut-blind wolf on a moving belt goes where the belt goes, staggering, off balance, and Anica took the first as he fought the belt and the second rode it up into the dark toward the jaw and did not come back, and I turned my eyes from that part. I am not sorry and do not talk about it.

And then three came together out of the knot, half-blind and huge and driving at the pocket from three angles, more than Anica could take clean, and I spent the light I’d prepared. I threw the breaker to full noon for one second, every sodium pole slamming to blazing light into a dozen eyes blown wide to the dark, and all three flinched together, blind now the other way, drowned in light, and in that one second Anica read the yard I’d lit for her and took the middle one through the throat and turned the left one into the crusher’s steel apron with a sound I felt in my own teeth, and I killed the light again and the third one lost her in the dark that came down and she took him from the side he couldn’t see, and it was three in about four seconds and it was the light that did it, the mechanic’s light played on and off like a wrench, my one real weapon in a yard full of teeth.

I cut with dark and light in careful bursts: one second of glare to blind eyes adapted to darkness, then black again. The breaker became a blade in my hand, and every time the yard flashed Anica knew where to strike and the enemy did not.

I used the chains too. Empty lengths lay everywhere around the stock hauler. Anica snapped one low across a charging man’s shins, looped another around a wrist, and turned the trade’s own iron into leverage no tooth could match. The justice of it reached me later; in the yard, I had time only to keep her supplied.

Then the clean sequence broke. The yard reduced to Birgit’s next call, my next switch, Anica’s next target. A dosed wolf caught my movement in the dark and lunged at the softest body in reach. My null had never touched his rut. He crossed my radius without slowing. Birgit called right, I dropped beneath his first swipe, and Anica struck from his blind side. His weight passed close enough to move my hair, and I held still, because flinching moves you and moving gets you found, and I had learned that in the footwell of Fiala’s truck, to be furniture, to be nothing without a twitch even when a thing that could kill me passed a foot away. And then the belt again, two more onto it, and the light again, on and off, and Anica everywhere at the pocket’s edge, and Birgit’s voice threading all of it, and the yard slowly, beat by beat, going from a camp of the enemy to a killing floor with fewer and fewer of them standing.

Sorin made the predicted stand at the flatbed, the one clear head in the churning dark. He pulled three of the undosed professionals shoulder to shoulder between the truck and the cut wall, a wedge narrow enough to drive through our pocket and reach the haul-road. It was the right move. It nearly worked.

“Wedge moving,” Birgit called. “Sorin center. Knife right hand.”

I flashed the yard to noon. The two outside men flinched. Sorin had expected the light and kept moving, head down, one forearm over his eyes. Anica threw a loose chain low across the wedge. The left man caught it at the ankle and went down under the right man’s stride. Their shoulders collided. The line opened.

Anica entered the gap before Sorin could close it. She drove her palm under his chin, turned his knife wrist into the flatbed’s steel side, and broke the grip with one short strike. The knife fell. Sorin tried to shoulder her into the wheel well. She dropped her weight, hooked the chain around his forward leg, and ripped it backward. His knee hit the running board. His face struck the door hard enough to leave blood.

He came off it still fighting, reaching for her throat and beginning some courteous threat. Anica caught his wrist, turned under it, and drove his own arm across his neck while the chain pinned his leg. One violent pull put him down beside the flatbed. The back of his skull hit the frozen hitch. He went slack before the threat found its last word. His neck lay wrong against the steel, and no breath followed. Sorin was dead.

The two surviving men broke away from the body and ran straight into the moving conveyor. The wedge died with Sorin. The funnel held.

One undosed professional found me through the chaos.

He was neither dosed nor drunk, one of Vukas’s good hard professionals, come up cold and clear and unafraid, and he did not flail in the dark, he worked it, and he read the pocket with Birgit’s quick comprehension of wind, understood in a few seconds that there was a quiet place moving through the chaos and a woman fighting at its edge and a soft man at its center, and he made the correct move. He went for the center, for me. A pocket with its center down is just a dark yard, and he burst through the gap Anica had left while breaking Sorin’s wedge. Nothing remained between him and me but me.

I needed to buy Anica three seconds. My body was the only tool within reach.

Fighting him like a wolf would have killed me in the first second. I have no wolf. I fought as a man armed with a wrench and ownership of the yard. Knowing the ground and tools better than the stronger opponent is the only way I have ever won. He came in low and fast off Anica’s blind side and rather than meet his strength, I gave him a target that was not where my center was, I put the taped club of my broken hand up into his face, not to hit him, I could not have hit him hard enough to matter, but to make him flinch from a thing coming at his eyes and turn his head a few degrees, on the universal flinch from an object swung at the eyes, and in the few degrees of that turn I got the good hand and the pipe wrench up and across the side of his skull with everything I had and every pound of leverage forty years in a shop had taught me about where a heavy thing wants to go.

It rang him. It did not drop him. A wolf does not drop from a wrench, and I never thought he would, the wrench was never meant to drop him, it was meant to buy the stagger, and it bought the stagger, and in the stagger I got a steel-toe boot hooked behind his ankle and drove my shoulder into his chest and used his own forward weight against the hooked ankle, the low geometry learned from a lifetime moving heavier engines by lever and angle instead of strength, and I put him down onto the packed grit, and he took me down with him because he had a fist in my jacket by then, and then it was ugly, and ugly is where a mortal man loses to a wolf.

He got a grip on me, one grip, and a wolf’s grip is a mortal man’s disaster, and I felt my ribs go, two of them, a bright sick crunch low on the left, and I felt the taped hand take his weight wrong and re-break where it had broken on the fence, worse this time, properly, the bones grinding, and his other hand raked my face and opened my brow over the left eye so the blood came down into it hot and blinding, and I was losing, I was a soft man losing to a hard one in the dark, and I had bought maybe two of my three seconds.

Anica bought the third.

Her boot struck the inside of his elbow while his hand was still locked in my jacket. The arm folded. His grip loosened enough for her to hook two fingers under his wrist and wrench it away from my ribs.

He turned on her fast, backhanding toward her head. She ducked beneath it. Her shoulder drove into his chest and lifted his torso off me by inches. I rolled toward the conveyor rail, dragging the ruined hand against the grit, and heard myself shout.

The professional caught Anica around the waist. He tried the same crushing throw that had broken my ribs. She planted one boot behind his heel, dropped her center, and denied the throw. Her taped fist struck once beneath his ribs. He grunted but kept the hold.

She hit the same place again. His body folded a fraction. Anica drove her forehead into his nose, tore one arm free, and put her forearm across his throat. When he reached to peel it away, she stepped behind him and kicked the back of his knee.

He dropped beside me on one knee. Anica kept the forearm under his chin and caught the back of his skull with her other hand. She twisted his head away from his planted knee while driving him forward. His neck struck the conveyor’s lower rail with a flat iron sound.

He tried to rise. She hauled him backward by the jaw and drove him into the rail a second time. Something broke. His hands opened and stayed open.

Anica released him only when his full weight sagged against the steel. He slid onto the grit beside me and did not move.

I lay there with two ribs gone, my hand ground to ruin, and blood filling my left eye. Each breath stopped shallow against a bright internal edge. The dead wolf beside me could have healed worse damage if he had lived. Mine would stay.

Anica had me up by the collar, checking me fast with a fighter’s hands, her face flat and furious, and she said, “Ribs. Hand. Head. You’re up, you’re up, don’t you go down, the pocket needs you up,” and she was right, and I got up, on her, spitting blood, and stayed up, because a pocket with its center down is just a dark yard, and I would not be a dark yard, not with five women up the hill, a sixth still in Bogdan’s hands, and the night not won.

And then Birgit’s voice changed.

“Count,” she said, and there was a new note in it, the alarm-stillness. “I’m counting the yard, the dosed are down, Sorin’s dead, the good ones are down or running. Nine in the convoy and two at the shack: that’s all eleven crew accounted for, and Ilya.” A pause. “Vukas isn’t here. Bogdan isn’t here. The chemist isn’t here. None of the three. The whole convoy came down and got eaten and the three men we came for aren’t in it.” Another pause, her nose reaching north up the mountain past the fight, past the pads, up the road. “Second convoy. Small. Two vehicles. Coming down slow, way back, they hung back the whole time. He sent the first wave down to test the trap, Ilya. He watched it spring and eat itself and now he’s coming down after them with only the traitor and the chemist, into a yard he knows is a trap, deliberately, because he’s already priced it.” The businessman’s calm, arriving. “He let his own crew die to read your hand. Now he’s coming to collect you.”

I stood in my ruined yard, holding my ribs, my blood freezing on my face, and up the road two sets of headlights came down slow and unhurried and stopped at the yard’s rim, out at the edge of the light I did not have on, and the engines cut, and a door opened, and a big shape stepped out into the moon-dark, unhurried, enormous, and the wind shifted and brought him to me deliberately, because he had come around downwind, announcing himself to the one nose in the world he had come to buy.

Carbolic soap. Old blood. Under them, full Long Moon rut burned hot and unmistakable, controlled by a businessman’s will without being lessened by it. His flat calm carried neither fear nor hurry, and Dragomir Vukas’s voice came across the dark yard, mild and reasonable and terrible, and said, “Well. That was expensive. Let’s you and I talk before it gets more so.”


Chapter 29: Three Notes

Dragomir Vukas tried to buy me one more time, standing at the rim of my ruined yard with his crew dead behind me and the moon on him, and his kindness made the buying worse than anything else he did that night.

“You’ve cost me eleven men and a season’s stock,” he said, mild, unhurried, a man reconciling a bad account and finding it survivable. “And I find I don’t hold it against you, because you did it well, and a man who does a thing that well is a man I want, which is where we started, so let’s finish where we started. Walk out to me. On your own feet, according to my terms. And everyone else here walks home tonight. The enforcer, the scout up the ladder, the five in the shack, all of them, home, no charge, my gift, and you come north and work for a man who’ll pay your mother’s debt by Tuesday and never once call you wolfless.” A pause, and then the thing that told me exactly what he was, the obscenity offered as courtesy. “I’ll even throw in the woman the traitor’s got. Bogdan’s chain. She’s yours, a signing bonus, you can free her yourself, I know that’s your taste. Come. It’s a good offer. It’s the best offer you’ll ever get, and I don’t make it twice.”

The horror was his certainty that I would say yes. By his arithmetic, good money and a freed woman thrown in made the offer generous. The life behind the chain had become a signing bonus before he stepped out of the truck. No speech of mine could put her back into his conscience, so I spared us both the effort.

I answered him with the light.

I put my good hand on the master breaker and I threw it, and the yard went from moon-dark to full blazing noon, a dozen sodium heads slamming on at once, and I owned the sun in that yard, and I put it in their eyes, every member of the second convoy, Vukas and Bogdan and the small precise chemist, their pupils blown wide to the Long Moon dark and now flooded with light, and Vukas flinched, the calm broke for one instant on a wall of light he had not expected, and I said, over the buzz of the lamps, flat, “The nose isn’t for sale. I told Sorin to tell you. It came up the road instead.” And that was my answer, and the war was the rest of it.

The pocket stayed tight. Birgit moved along the conveyor’s lower maintenance walk directly above my right shoulder, never more than three meters away. I kept my own path beneath the steel while Anica fought at the outer edge of the null. Every time Vukas forced me backward, Birgit matched the step above and Anica gave ground on her diagonal without crossing out of the room. The machinery narrowed our choices, but it kept both women clear under the Long Moon.

Bogdan came for Anica, and for three strides it was the ring again.

He was rut-blind and huge. Vukas dosed everyone he owned, and the traitor had drunk camp water for days like any other bought man. He crowded her toward the stock hauler, expecting the panic that had folded her for eight years. Anica gave ground on the old diagonal once, a deliberate callback he recognized.

Bogdan cut across it.

He had learned from the ring too. His shoulder struck her before she cleared the truck’s rear corner and drove her against corrugated steel. The hauler boomed. He caught a fistful of her thermal at the collar and tried to grind the chosen mark against the edge of the open door.

Anica got her forearm between the steel and her throat. Bogdan leaned his full rut-heavy mass into her. Her boots slid through frozen grit. The chosen mark stayed an inch from the edge.

Vukas moved at me in the same instant, forcing my attention back to the larger shape crossing the lights. I cut the yard dark, stepped beneath the conveyor brace, and heard the stock hauler ring again behind me. Birgit called from above.

“Anica pinned at the rear gate. Chain by her left boot. Bogdan has her collar. She’s still clear.”

I flashed the lights.

Anica used the single white second to find the loose loading chain coiled beneath the bumper. Instead of punching for Bogdan’s damaged jaw, she dropped. Her thermal tore in his hand. She hit one knee, seized the chain’s hook, and rolled under his reaching arm.

The chain came with her.

Bogdan stamped at her ribs. She turned the kick on her shoulder, took the glancing impact, and whipped the hook through the stock rack behind him. Steel links rasped over steel. He grabbed her braid and hauled her upright by it. Pain tightened her face, but panic never entered it. She stepped toward the pull, taking its leverage away, and drove the heel of her palm into his nose.

Blood covered his mouth. Rut kept him moving.

He threw her sideways into the flatbed’s hitch. Her hip struck iron hard enough to buckle one leg. He came after her with both hands spread, reaching for her throat and mark.

Anica did not retreat along the diagonal again. She went straight at him.

Her taped hand caught the chain between them and passed it across his wrists as he closed. One turn trapped his forearms together. She dropped backward across the flatbed tongue, planted both boots against his stomach, and pulled.

Bogdan’s own charge tightened the links. He pitched over her. His face struck the steel tongue, but his bound hands kept him from breaking the fall. The hitch split his mouth. Anica rolled away before his weight crushed her and came up limping with the free chain in both hands.

He tore one wrist loose. Skin opened from palm to elbow. He felt none of it. He swung the remaining length at her like a flail.

The first pass cracked against the stock hauler and showered rust. Anica ducked the second. On the third, she stepped inside the arc and let the chain wrap once around her forearm. It cut through the tape and bit skin. She closed the distance before he could recover it, drove her forehead into his broken nose, and fed the hooked end around the back of his neck.

Bogdan seized her waist and lifted. Her boots left the ground. He slammed her against the hauler, once, and the truck rocked on its springs. Her face went white with the impact. Her grip stayed closed.

She braced one boot on the bumper, kicked away from the steel, and carried both of them sideways. The chain’s standing end still ran through the stock rack. Bogdan’s mass supplied the pull. The loop snapped tight across his throat and hauled him backward into the rack.

He clawed at it. One hand caught Anica’s shoulder and dragged her close enough that his bloody teeth worked beside her face. She twisted her body under his arm, put her back against his chest, and dropped all her weight while hauling the free end across her hip.

The rack became a pulley. The trade’s loading chain cut off his breath.

He thrashed hard enough to rock the truck. Anica’s injured leg nearly folded. She reset it, planted wide, and pulled again. Her eyes remained on his reflection in the hauler’s dark window, watching the man who had stolen her clarity lose his own to the leash he had chosen.

Understanding reached him before the end. His free hand stopped tearing at the links and reached once for the chosen mark at her neck. He could not touch it.

Anica hauled the chain down one final time. Something gave at the base of his skull. His knees struck the grit. The weight left his hand, then his body.

She kept the chain taut until Birgit said, “Done.”

Only then did Anica let go. Bogdan settled at the hauler’s wheel with the trade’s iron still around his neck. She stood over him, one forearm bleeding beneath torn tape and one leg held stiff, fully present in the cold. Her eyes met mine across Vukas’s advancing shadow.

She felt nothing for Bogdan but the cold. She told me later. In the yard, she unhooked the chain and came back to the pocket.

Fiala ran.

The small precise chemist, who had built the poison and rendered the musk and lived in a baseline of fear, watched the yard fill with light and his employer’s crew die and the traitor go down, and he fell back on his one practiced survival skill, which is calculate the odds and abandon the losing side, and he broke for the pickups at the yard’s rim and got one started and put it north up the haul-road, and I saw him go, and I could not stop him, I was a broken man about to fight an alpha, and I let him go. As his pickup swung around, Fiala looked once at me against the yard lights. Then the truck went north, spraying frozen grit, and disappeared with his kit and knowledge inside it.

Then Vukas came for me in full Long Moon rut. He crossed the null without slowing. My re-broken hand could not close; two cracked ribs stopped every breath short. Behind me, the conveyor waited on ground I had serviced for eleven years.

I gave ground toward it.

He came at me the first time and I gave ground rather than try to stand, straight back, toward the crusher, and he followed, unhurried even in rut, the flat certainty of someone who had never failed to collect, and I used the dark in cuts. The breaker was under my good hand and I played the yard’s own sun like a wrench, full blazing light slammed into his blown rutting eyes when he closed on me, so that he flinched from the wall of it, half-blind the wrong way, and pitch dark dropped over the yard when I needed to move a few feet unseen, on and off, on and off, a mechanic fighting an alpha with a light switch and a quarry, and every flinch bought me a step backward, and every step backward was toward the feed conveyor, and he did not know he was being walked because rut left no room for the suspicion that I was leading him. He thought he was closing on his prey, and the prey was me, and I let him think it, and I gave him my back to the machine one careful step at a time.

He wrecked me on the way. I will not pretend I danced clear of him, I did not, a mortal man does not dance clear of an alpha, he only survives longer than he should by knowing the ground. He got to me twice. The first grip caught my shoulder and spun me and turned my two cracked ribs to broken ones with a sound I felt more than heard, low and sick, and put me down on one knee in the grit with the wind gone out of me and the yard swimming, and I got up because ten feet behind me was the conveyor and there is no lying down ten feet from the machine carrying the war’s final purpose. The second blow I took on the taped ruin of my left hand, thrown up on instinct, and it drove the broken bones into each other in a way the hand has never fully stopped feeling and I would not wish on a man I hated, the hand already becoming the crooked injury I would carry for life from that one moment, and I got up from that too, spitting blood onto the frozen grit, because the trestle’s steel was against my spine now, five feet, then the cold rail of it, and I had him where nine nights of work had been trying to put him, at the foot of the feed line, his back to the open yard and mine to the machine, on the exact ground I had greased and tensioned and set for this, and he came in for the last of me, patient, enormous, certain, a man collecting a debt he could not conceive of failing to collect.

And I used my last tool, a bone whistle on a leather thong.

I got it to my mouth with my good hand and I blew the point’s signal, the three descending notes Radomir had put in my chest on the eve, and it cut across the yard clean over the buzz of the lamps, the old call, the one every wolf’s bones answer whether the wolf wills it or not, and a rutting alpha at the top of the Long Moon heard a point’s call ring out behind him in a strange yard, and his hind-brain seized the old command, snapped his head around toward it, half a second, a challenge or a summons, the old part of him unable to parse which and unable not to answer, half a second of Dragomir Vukas’s head turned away from me toward a call in the dark.

And in that half second I hit the conveyor start with my good hand.

The belt came alive under him, sixty feet of steel walking uphill toward the crusher’s throat, and it took his feet out from under his turned body, and he went down onto the belt hard, and the belt carried him with forty years of indifference learned on shot rock, unhurried, indifferent, a machine performing its single designed purpose, up the trestle in the dark toward the iron jaw at the head of it. Understanding broke his calm in the yard light. The belt carried him toward the iron jaw regardless of strength, rut, or mass. He fought the moving steel and lost ground every second. The crusher closed. I kept my hand on the control until nothing living remained on the belt.

“Should’ve stayed north,” I said. And I shut the belt down, and the yard went quiet, and it was over.

Freeing the women had driven every hour of the night, and I made myself walk up the hill to it on Anica’s shoulder, because the women should not see only the machine, they should see the people.

Anica went up ahead and opened the west shack’s inner chains one at a time, and Ioana came up the road exactly when she’d said she would, on her own two feet, a free woman with a sharpened knife and a list, and she went into that shack and crossed off five of her six names in person, woman by woman. The five came out into the yard lights one at a time. Their details belonged to them. Ruxa belonged to the valley, and her return struck all of us.

She came out of that shack unhurt in body. She came out with sixteen days of fear behind her and she came out furious, upright, asking for a weapon and not a blanket, asking where the men were so she could look at them being dead, and when she saw Bogdan on the grit she looked at him a long moment and then spat, once, and turned her back on him, and asked again for a weapon, and Anica gave her a length of the trade’s own chain to hold, which was the exact right thing, and Ruxa held it and stood wider than she used to and watched the doors, and that was Ruxa Albu freed, the same smile somewhere under it and a newly hardened spine, and pride in the girl I had failed to save fast enough hit me hard.

The sixth woman had come down in Bogdan’s pickup, chained behind the cab, the one he’d been paid. Anica found her there and freed her herself, wordless, the enforcer kneeling in the yard lights to open a woman’s chains with her own hands and saying nothing at all. The woman studied Anica’s chosen mark, then accepted her hand. One look at the living braid on Anica’s neck told her enough about where she’d landed. Anica helped her up and pointed her down the hill toward Ioana and the trucks, and Ioana crossed the last name from her list.

Nekane’s aid station received the freed women, the wrecked mechanic, and the night’s catalog of costs. Petru lay down-valley with the pass wound. My ribs were broken through, the left hand ground to ruin, and the brow split deep enough to scar. The six freed women carried sixteen days in their own ways, some of it in the body and more of it in places a healer could not reach with her hands. Nekane worked through every injury in the truck beds with the heaters running and Ioana beside her crossing names and holding the ones who needed holding, and she got everyone living to living, which fulfilled her assignment, and she paid for it in a night of her own held-off heat and never once mentioned that either.

She went over me last, because I was the one who could wait, and she went over me with her sure hands and her flat fury and named every break and gash I owned, the two cracked ribs broken through, the hand ground to ruin, the brow that would scar, and she packed my wounds according to the promise she’d made weeks ago at the kitchen table, having planned for me specifically, more pressure bandages than a sane medic carries because she had thought about very little else. She did not say I told you so. She only said, once, quiet, her chestnut hair still pinned by its pencil and her hands sure on the wreck of me, “Crooked. That hand’s going to heal crooked, I can’t reset it here, you’ll carry it. Your mother was right. Reznik men break slow.” I recognized the echo of Doina’s words from the night before. Then Nekane went back to work, and I kept the look and let it be, because there was a woman being carried past me on a board and my small hurts could wait, and I let them, and she taped my ribs and told me not to be a hero for six weeks, which we both knew was a joke, and it was the closest either of us came to the sentence neither of us finished.

Birgit came down from the conveyor’s lower maintenance walk last, when the yard was ours, and she stood facing home, down-valley, her restored nose in the wind.

“Four hours to moonset,” she said. “The buyers come four hours after that, cash on the pads. Let them find an empty yard and a burned business.”

Her nose lifted. She turned down-valley before I heard anything.

“Ilya. Listen.”

The first howl reached the quarry lights.

Coldsmoke had opened its rings at the turn-of-night signal. Now the pack poured up the north road at the run, the whole valley answering from below until the cut walls carried the sound around us.


Chapter 30: What the Moon Saw

The valley came up the north road in the last of the Long Moon and found out what the wolfless man had done with their war, and I stood at the quarry gate held up by two marked women and watched all of Coldsmoke arrive to see it.

They came at the run, the males freed at the turn-of-night signal with four hours of moon left by the old protocol, the lodge women behind them with the door unbarred and Doina at the front of those with her skillet still in her hand because she had not thought to set it down, and Radomir Cazacu ran at the head of the males with the chain-galls raw on both his wrists, because he had come off his ring the instant it opened and run up the mountain without stopping to tend the marks the iron had left, and nobody said a word about the galls, and every wolf in the valley saw them, the alpha who had chained himself first and run hardest, wearing the cuffs’ marks up the road like the rest of us wore our wounds.

And they came into the quarry’s blazing yard and stopped together to read it.

The trade’s yard broken open. The convoy’s trucks dead where they’d been funneled. The crew down on the grit under the sodium lights. Sorin at the flatbed, Bogdan on the frozen ground with his account closed, the feed conveyor still and the crusher at the head of it ticking and cooling with a sound every wolf there could hear and nobody would name. Six freed women by Nekane’s aid trucks, Ruxa among them, upright and furious with a length of chain in her fist while the others rested in blankets. And in the middle of it, the wolfless mechanic, on his feet only because Anica had one arm around him and Birgit had come down off the gantry to take the other side, a broken-handed, broken-ribbed, blood-in-the-eye man held upright between two she-wolves who had run the Long Moon clear-headed at his flanks, and the valley read the result in silence, and the silence pressed close enough to feel physical.

They read the yard with their noses: dead crew, dosed chaos, six women’s fear easing after the chains opened. Through it ran a scentless path where I had moved. They could not smell me. They could smell every consequence. Conversation failed table by table until every body faced the mechanic held upright between Anica and Birgit. I stayed there while Vasile’s fist rose to his chest.

Vasile, who had snorted at Bogdan’s coupon joke and then shown up with a hammer, was near the front, and he looked at the yard and then at me and then he started it with one small act: he put his fist to his chest, the old pack sign a wolf makes to the point after a good hunt, and he made it to me, the wolfless mechanic, and other men saw him do it and some of them made it too, not all, not yet, but enough, a scatter of fists going to chests across a quarry yard, and Radomir saw it and did not stop it and did not join it, because his was a different sign and it would come in the yard where it belonged.

The freed women walked into the pack’s torchlight one at a time and were received. Most of it remained theirs; a woman’s first minutes free are hers and not mine to spend.

They came out under their own power. Anica had cut the chains and secured them and told them to wait, and when the pack came she did not carry them out and the pack did not haul them out, they walked out, each on her own feet, into the torchlight, in their own time, and the pack received each one the way you receive a returning wolf, without ceremony and without pity, a blanket held open, a name said, a place made at a fire. They came home under their own power, and the yard honored that by letting each woman decide when to accept a hand.

Ruxa’s mother made a sound when her girl came into the light that I will hear until I die, a sound with no words in it, sixteen days of a mother’s terror breaking loose in one sound, and Ruxa walked into her mother’s arms still holding the chain, and her mother did not tell her to put it down. Nothing else belonged in that reunion. Ioana moved among them the whole time with her list, crossing names. Her scarred ankles gave every quiet assurance an authority none of us could imitate. Ioana fulfilled the purpose she’d sharpened a knife for: she came up the road on her own feet and freed her own list. In that yard she became more useful than any fighter, living proof the women could look at and believe they’d become, a woman who had been where they’d been and was here now with a list and a knife and a chair at a table waiting.

Then Costel Barbu ended the discussion about whether there would be a Run.

Somebody, one of the shoulders, said it, said we should get the wounded home, the moon’s near down, and Costel, eighty-eight, had made the climb in the passenger seat of Vasile’s truck and crossed the yard leaning on Vasile’s arm. He looked at the moon riding low toward the ridge and said six words in his broken old-country English, “It is still the Moon,” and that was all, and it was law, because Coldsmoke has run this ridge on this night for a hundred and nineteen years and the moon was not down yet, and a war does not cancel the Run, the Run is the thing the war was for.

So the line formed on the quarry road, in the yard lights and the last of the bone-colored moon, and the run order followed the marks, as it always had.

And Anica Preda took the point.

She stood at point, the first she-wolf there in living memory. Her chosen mark remained uncovered. Every wolf close enough could smell the braided scent over Bogdan’s flat dead brand.

Dumitru, big enough to contest, measured her from two places back. Anica met his eyes. He lowered his and fell into the body. Nobody else moved.

Birgit fell in at the shoulder, a defected ridge scout in Coldsmoke’s line on merit nobody argued, her own chosen mark alive on her neck and her restored nose the reason half of them were alive to run at all, and behind them the body and the tail formed up, and Radomir, Coldsmoke’s pack alpha and leader, fell into the body behind Birgit with his chain-galls raw. He did not own the point to give. Bogdan had held it before the ring; Anica had taken his shoulder place there, killed him at the quarry, and now stepped to point for the first time by the plain reading of marks and deeds. The line was made.

I had learned the line by heart from outside it. On the quarry road, Anica took point and Birgit the shoulder. The body formed behind them without argument.

And it ran.

The line took the quarry road and then the ridge, up into the last of the moon, Anica at the point with her black braid flying, the body she had never let herself inhabit finally inhabited, running the mountain at the head of her people, and Birgit at her shoulder with her nose in the wind reading the whole range as she ran, and behind them Radomir in the body where the pack leader had placed himself by choice, and the tail behind that, and the line poured up the ridge into the moonset the way it had for a hundred and nineteen years except that everything about who stood where had changed, and I stood at the quarry gate where I had killed a man an hour before. Birgit had gone to run and Anica to lead. Pure stubbornness, two mortal feet, and the gate held me while the line I had remade passed uphill.

I leaned against the quarry gate while my marks ran past. The old ache came with them. So did pride. Doina stood beside me with the skillet in her hand and watched the line disappear uphill.

Near dawn, Anica came off the point-run still cycling and climbed into the loft carrying a basin.

She stripped without ceremony, black hair wild from the ridge, skin flushed from heat and exertion. Then she saw me try to rise and put one palm against my good shoulder.

“Stay down.”

“I still lead.”

“Lead from the blanket. Your ribs are purple.”

I caught her wrist and brought her astride my uninjured thigh instead of my hips. “Here. No penetration. No pressure on the ribs. You move when I tell you.”

Her disgust at the limitation lasted one breath. Want replaced it when I slid my good hand between her legs. She was swollen and slick from carrying the Long Moon through battle and the Run.

“Point looked good on you,” I said.

“Point was busy wanting this.”

I pressed two fingers inside her and held them still. “Then take it carefully.”

Anica rolled her hips against my thigh and hand. The position kept her weight away from every wound. I controlled the angle with my thumb at her clit and my fingers curled deep. She worked herself over me under my direction, eyes locked on mine.

“Faster,” she said.

“No. You spent the night commanding a line. Here you follow.”

Her jaw tightened with pleasure. She obeyed.

The slow friction undid her more efficiently than the speed she wanted. Her pussy soaked my hand and thigh. I watched the fighter’s control fail by degrees: her hands opening on the blanket, the hard line leaving her mouth, the first low sound she stopped trying to swallow.

“Come home,” I said.

Anica came around my fingers. Her body clenched and shuddered above me while I kept the same pressure through every contraction. She laughed once in the middle of it, the sound broken by relief.

When her legs steadied, she took my wet hand, cleaned each finger with her mouth, and watched what that did to me.

“Your turn,” she said.

I shook my head. “My terms. Hand only.”

She settled beside my good hip, wrapped her fingers around my cock, and let me cover her hand with mine. I set the stroke. She supplied the grip. No one had to pretend my body was unbroken or that broken meant useless.

Birgit lay across the loft under a blanket, allegedly guarding us. One green eye opened.

“Quiet operation,” she murmured. “Very discreet.”

Anica threw a boot without interrupting the rhythm. Birgit caught it, hugged it to her chest, and went back to sleep.

The laugh pulled at my ribs and nearly cost me control. I tightened my hand over Anica’s.

“Keep going.”

She did. I came across her palm and my lower stomach in short hot pulses, her hand holding me through the last one. Afterward she used the basin to wash us both, practical and gentle despite how much she hated needing to be.

She lay against my good side with one hand curled around the damp cloth while the line returned below.

Below the loft, wolves returned from the moonset line in twos and threes. Boots crossed the yard, voices traded the run’s turns, and Vasile said, “Both of the alpha’s marks ran ahead of Radomir tonight.” Someone answered him with a low agreement. The rank word passed beneath our window, meant for the man whose marks had taken point and shoulder, but nobody carried it up the ladder or said it to my face.


Chapter 31: The Yard

The pack buried its dead and its shame in the same gray morning. Where they put each body carried the verdict.

The trade’s dead did not go into the ground at all. Vukas’s crew was burned on the quarry pads where they’d fallen, no graves in the valley for the men who came to harvest it, the smoke of them going up off the high country into the cold while the freed women watched from the trucks, and there was no ceremony in it and no cruelty in it either, it was disposal, as refuse left by men who came to sell your daughters, and nobody said a word over it, and that silence carried the judgment.

Bogdan went into the ground, because he was pack-born and the valley keeps its own even when its own has damned itself, but he went in outside the line’s path.

I learned the custom by seeing where they dug. There is a route the run order takes over the burial ground on the ridge, the same route for a hundred and nineteen years, and the pack’s honored dead lie along it, the old point-holders and the mothers and the ones who died well, so the line runs over them every full moon and the dead are part of the running still, part of the pack forever, and that is the honor, to be run over by your own people’s feet in the moonlight for as long as there is a pack to run. And Bogdan Iancu was buried off it, to the side, in the ground but out of the path, in the cold anonymous corner where the line’s feet will never fall, where he will lie under the mountain and the run will never once touch him, deliberately forgotten, and it is the pack’s oldest quiet sentence, their oldest substitute for trial, verdict, and gallows, they simply dig your grave three feet to the left of belonging, and everyone who saw where they put him understood exactly what had been said about him without a word being spoken. There was no speech and no curse over Bogdan. There didn’t need to be. The valley had said everything by where it put the shovel, and the saying was final, and it was the only kind of justice this valley has ever had or needed, dirt in the right or the wrong place, dug by hand.

Anica attended. She stood at the edge of it in the gray morning and said nothing and did not throw a handful of earth and did not turn away either, she stayed until the last shovel of frozen dirt went on, watching them bury the man who had branded her at twenty and the eight years he’d cost her going into the ground three feet off the path, and from a distance I kept my eyes on her back without going to her, because I have learned that there are things a person has to stand at the edge of alone, and that the kindest response is to remain present and not close the distance until they turn, and she stood a long time, and I kept the same long vigil, and when she finally turned she found me already looking, and she came to me across the burial ground and did not say anything and I answered with the same silence. She put her forehead against my shoulder for one breath and then straightened.

We walked back from the burial ground after the others had gone. The cold had stiffened the blood on my brow dressing, and every uneven step pulled at the ribs. Anica matched the slow pace without making it look like she was matching anything.

“I thought there would be more,” she said.

“At the grave?”

“In me.” She kept her eyes on the trail. “I scheduled hating him for eight years. I thought when the dirt went down I’d feel the empty place where the schedule had been. There isn’t one. There’s breakfast. The young ones need their footwork corrected. Your bandage is leaking. The day kept all its ordinary jobs.”

“Disappointing of it.”

“Extremely.” Her hand came to the small of my back when the trail dipped. “I don’t forgive the years. I also don’t have to carry him through the next hour to prove I remember them.”

That was the closest she came to naming freedom that morning. At the yard gate she took my chin in one hand, inspected the brow dressing, and sent me toward Nekane before she went to find the women coming down from the aid trucks. The day had ordinary jobs. She meant to own every one of hers.

The freed women spent the day choosing, and each choice showed what the war had returned to them, because none of their futures resolved neatly, but every choice belonged to them.

Ruxa went home to her mother, and then, by noon, she was back behind the feed-store counter in Tilden, ringing up co-op oil and chicken scratch with sixteen days of fear behind her and no attempt to hide it, and when I stopped in she looked at me across the counter with the same quick smile she’d always had and a spine in her that had not been there in October, standing wider, watching the door, and she rang up my wire and said, “You look worse than I feel, Reznik, and I got kidnapped,” and it was a joke and it was recovery and it was Ruxa telling everyone in town by simply being at her counter that the trade had not gotten to keep her. Her going back to work by noon did more to un-frighten Tilden than any number of dead men on a quarry pad.

Ioana stayed. She did it formally, the old-country way, asking my mother rather than me. It was my mother’s house and table, and Ioana understood the custom better than I did. She asked Doina, in words, whether there was a place for her at the table for good, and my mother looked at her a long moment with the good ear turned, and then said, “There’s been a chair with your name growing on it for four weeks, girl, you’re slow.” The table gained a permanent chair, and Ioana went to the stove and started cooking as if she’d always been at it, which by then she nearly had.

Two of the six went home down the pass, to a pack three valleys over that was theirs, and Radomir sent them with an escort and a truck of supply and a share of what the quarry had yielded, because a pack that frees women and sends them off empty is a pack that has learned nothing, and they went, free, home.

The woman assigned to Bogdan went north, alone by her own choosing, to a sister who ran with a pack up near the line, and she would not take an escort of men, understandably, so Anica drove her, personally, all the way to the county line, the enforcer and the freed woman in a truck cab for three hours, and I do not know what they said to each other on that drive and I never asked, because some things are not mine, and Anica came back that night and said only, “She’ll be all right. She’s got a sister and a temper. Good combination.” She left it there.

Two quarry women had not decided by dusk. Doina opened the small back room to both and asked no questions. Their choices could wait until morning, or spring.

Ruxa carried anger beneath the smile. Ioana still slept with a knife. Two women needed a warm room and more time before they named where home might be. Doina left the back-room door open and put fresh towels on both beds without asking for an answer.

The yard learned to receive that freedom without crowding it. Doina put a kettle on and assigned work to anyone who stared. Anica took the outside position by the gate so no curious body-rank wolf could drift too close without meeting her eyes first. Birgit walked the route from aid truck to house with each woman who wanted company and stayed ten feet back for each one who did not. She made no jokes until one of the women asked why the scout kept sniffing the bread basket. Then she delivered a solemn report on Ioana’s yeast, and a room that had forgotten laughter managed a little.

I stayed near the garage frame with my bad hand strapped up, available and deliberately useless. Every instinct in me wanted to fix, carry, explain, or offer. The women had been carried and explained to enough. Being ready when asked and quiet when not asked took more discipline than hauling a spring-box lid alone. It also cost less skin, which Nekane pointed out when she caught me trying to lift a crate one-handed and took it away.

Petru got the pack’s version of a medal: chalk and public pretense, better than a ribbon.

He was up, slung and hip-hitched and limping, when he had no business being up, and while he pretended to be busy at the far rail somebody chalked his ring-name onto the shoulder-rank board, moved it up a place, where every rail had a view of it, and Petru pretended not to watch them do it and watched them do it, and when it was done he grunted and looked away and his ears were red, and that is how the valley gives a medal, it moves your name up a board and lets you pretend you didn’t see, and Petru Danciu wore that chalk mark better than any ribbon, and posted himself back on my mother’s porch that same night, limping, because that is who Petru is.

Before he could reach the porch, Nekane caught him at the yard gate.

“Bed,” she said.

“Watch.”

“Bed.”

“I can sit a watch.”

“You can reopen three layers of stitching and make me sew you again while explaining to Doina why her porch is covered in your blood. Bed.”

Petru looked toward me for support. It was the first time a shoulder-rank wolf had appealed to the wolfless mechanic against the healer, and it showed poor judgment.

“I like the porch clean,” I said.

He called both of us cowards and let Emil take him inside. Two hours later I found him propped in the front window with a rifle across his lap, technically in bed and able to see the porch. Nekane found him five minutes after I did and closed the curtains.

Petru had survived to insult Emil and lose an argument about stitches.

At the new garage frame, Vasile and Grozav raised the first roof truss after the burial. Grozav had spent years laughing when Bogdan laughed. He stood on the ladder now with one end of my roof on his shoulder and waited for my signal.

“Half an inch north,” I said.

He shifted it. “Here?”

“There. Hold.”

The truss settled plumb against the square. Nobody apologized for old mornings. They put a roof over the place those mornings had happened and followed the mechanic’s measurements while they did it. The truss sat plumb over the rebuilt wall.

Then, at noon, in the full yard, Radomir said my name.

The pack assembled from every house, because there was business to redistribute after a treason and a war, Anica already at point after the Long Moon Run, the changed run order needing public acknowledgment in daylight, and a season ago I would have watched such a gathering from the garage door at the bottom of the ridge, outside the fence. This time I was inside it, at the rail, because Anica had put me there and nobody had moved me, and Radomir stood up before the pack to do the business, and the first thing he did, before the point, before any other business, was call me forward.

“Reznik,” he said.

Just the surname. But in the tone. The tone the yard had never heard aimed at a Reznik in living memory. Cups stopped halfway up; shoulders squared toward him, because a tone carries further in a valley of noses than any word, and I walked forward into the middle of the yard with my taped hand and my cracked ribs and my brow stitched, the wolfless mechanic, and stood where the pack could look at me, all of them, my least practiced skill in the world.

The new roof truss was visible over their shoulders. Ruxa stood beside her mother, planted wider than she had before the taking. Petru had escaped the curtained window long enough to lean in the doorway, one hand on Emil’s shoulder and most of his weight pretending not to be there. Costel watched with his cloudy eyes fixed on me. My mother’s coat pocket remained empty for now, and she held her chin high.

Every face belonged to a moment when I had been outside their attention or beneath it. The same mouths had called me furniture, asked for a repair without using my name, laughed because Bogdan expected laughter. None of those facts disappeared when Radomir changed his tone. Respect did not rewrite the years. It stood beside them and made the next year possible.

My bad hand throbbed inside the wrapping. I used the pain to keep my feet planted. Being looked at still felt like exposure, but Anica’s chosen mark reached me from the front rank, braided and alive, and Birgit’s answered at her shoulder. Two women with options had placed themselves where I could see them. I could endure the rest of the yard for the length of a name.

Radomir looked at me, but before he gave me the practical terms, he acknowledged in daylight what the Long Moon line had already established.

“The point ran at the head of us before moonset,” Radomir said. “It belongs to Anica by the strongest chosen mark in the line and by what every wolf on that quarry road witnessed. This yard is not awarding it again. This yard is recognizing the point it already followed.”

Anica stood at the head of the new order. Birgit held the shoulder place she had earned at the quarry, and Petru’s chalked name remained one line higher. Radomir faced those visible positions and named what the night had already established.

Then Radomir turned to me and did the practical part.

“The garage rebuilds at pack cost,” he said. “All of it, better than it was, the pack’s hands and the pack’s money. And the pack’s fleet runs through your bays now, contract, real money, every truck on this ridge. The first-year retainer is nineteen thousand two hundred dollars, paid now for the work already done and the winter work coming. The county gets its eighteen thousand seven hundred forty before the week is out. The balance buys parts for the first truck.”

Silence held around the number. The debt that had lived in my head all autumn had become part of an earned wage in front of the people who had watched me earn it.

For a few seconds the yard went away. I saw the notice under the chokecherry jar, my mother’s thumb holding the county letter down as if paper might run. I saw seventy dollars in my shirt pocket and the sum that refused to shrink. Then the yard returned around me, new timber stacked beside the slab, three pack trucks waiting for work, and a contract that paid for labor instead of pity.

My mother stood at the rail with her good ear turned. She did not cry. Doina Reznik considers tears an inefficient use of water. She took the folded contract Radomir held out, checked the amount herself, then handed it to Ioana to check again. Only after both women counted the same number did she tuck it into her coat.

“The county gets exactly what it is owed,” she said. “Not one late fee they invent after Tuesday.”

Radomir nodded as if receiving an order from the point. “Exactly what is owed.”

“And this is for work.”

“Fleet work already done, winter service, emergency callouts, and rebuild supervision. Reznik earned it.”

Her gaze found me. The fear she had kept under breakfast for a year loosened by one degree. That was all she allowed the yard. Her hand went to the pocket holding the contract and stayed there.

The contract paid for labor already done and winter work coming, exactly the distinction Doina needed. It mattered to me enough that my throat closed around the joke I had prepared.

“That’s the business. The rest of it, everyone here already knows, and I’m not going to insult it by saying it out loud in front of you, because you’d hate that worse than dying.” Radomir Cazacu came no closer to saying the other word, the one traveling the pass, and he was right not to say it, and the not-saying was the respect.

Costel wore the expression that had followed me since the bad Run, except that now there were tears in the milk-edged eyes and he let them sit there and did not wipe them. My mother stood at the rail with the skillet finally set down and her chin up. And every face at the rail turned toward me, a hundred noses that had classified me as worthless for twenty-seven years looking at me with the recognition I had wanted since childhood and feared, being needed by people with options. I could not bear it, I was never able to bear being looked at, and I did my only defense when kindness gets too big, I made a joke, flat, aimed at myself.

“You could’ve mentioned the auction problem before the war,” I said. “Would’ve slept better.”

And the yard laughed, every rail and table, the laugh of a pack that has decided to love a man and is relieved to be given permission to do it lightly, because a pack does not know how to say a heavy thing to a man’s face any better than I know how to hear one, and the joke gave all of us a door out of the unbearable, and I saw the gratitude on a hundred faces turn into a laugh they could survive, and it broke the unbearable kindness into something I could survive, and I visibly almost did not survive it anyway.

Anica’s hand found the small of my back where nobody could see it. The pressure said stay. I stayed until Radomir dismissed the yard.

At dusk I went down to the empty ring and flexed the taped ruin of my left hand. Two fingers answered badly. The grip would never be the same.

Emil joined me at the rail. He wound up toward a speech, thought better of it, and looked at the hand instead.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

“Constantly.”

He nodded. We watched snow settle into the packed dirt.


Chapter 32: The Table

By the second morning, one quarry woman had chosen the small back room for winter. The other asked for cash, a coat, and a ride to the Missoula bus depot. Her grown daughter in Idaho believed her dead. Birgit drove her before dawn, waited across the street until the bus pulled out, and returned with the clean thermos the woman had left on the bench.

Two nights after the Long Moon my mother’s table was full, and I stood at the stove cooking for all of it, and I counted the chairs, because I could not help counting the chairs.

In October there had been two. My mother and me and a tax notice between us, the kitchen too big and too quiet, a house with a debt and an empty table and one son who was the valley’s punchline. I had eaten a hundred meals across that empty table from my mother and neither of us had ever once said it was too quiet, because saying it would have made it real, and now I stood at the same stove in the same kitchen and there were ten.

Ten chairs. I counted them while the paprikash came up, the way I count everything, and every chair had a person growing into it. Mine nearest the stove, empty while I cooked. My mother at the head, where she has always been and always will be. Anica, who came to me at two in the morning with her hands shaking and now sat at my table with the point of the line on her neck. Birgit, too thin, funny though, stealing bites off my plate specifically and no one else’s, a habit she’d formed the first week and would keep for life. Nekane, who had ridden a war as a field medic and packed extra for me and stayed after for pie, her chestnut hair pinned with its usual pencil. Ioana, who had come out of a chain and up a road with a list and now owned the bread of that house by acclamation. Emil, adopted-brother-shaped, being tormented lovingly across the table. Costel at the elders’ end, half-blind and content, eating slow. Petru, propped and slung and fed by three people at once whether he wanted it or not, which he did not, and did. And a tenth chair, empty when we sat down and then not, because Ruxa came late.

She came late with her mother’s pie held out in front of her like an embassy. Her mother could not sit yet at a table where the story of her daughter’s chains might enter the air, but she refused to send Ruxa empty-handed. The pie spoke in her place.

Ruxa set it down and took the tenth chair, two nights removed from a chain camp. She checked the door by habit. Then she caught herself, turned the chair around, and put her back to it on purpose. Nobody praised the act. Everyone shifted six inches and swore there had always been room.

Birgit stole a bite from Ruxa’s plate. Ruxa slapped her hand away, laughed, and guarded the pie with both elbows. For a minute she was simply a young woman at a loud table defending dessert. We had gone up a mountain and bled to return such ordinary minutes to her.

I cooked for all of them and I cooked for each of them, because feeding people carries the words I cannot say, and I know what every one of them eats. Birgit has an inhuman tolerance for pepper, a thing that should not be possible in a body that size, and I made hers separate and hot enough to strip paint, and she ate it and asked for more and cried from it and called it perfect. Anica has a sweet tooth she would kill a witness over, and I made sure there was honey cake and I made sure nobody mentioned it, because mentioning it is how you lose teeth. Nekane takes a particular tea and I had it in the house. Ioana’s bread was on the table because it was always on the table now. And I moved around the kitchen feeding my war effort turned into my family, and my mother critiqued every dish, and its noise and warmth crowded every corner of the room, and I had built it out of an empty kitchen and a bad autumn without ever once deciding to, and I stood at the stove and let it wash over me and did not say any of it out loud, because it was too big to say and did not need saying, it was on every chair.

The teasing ran all night. A full table shows its love that way.

Birgit re-enacted every second of Emil’s breakdown performance at the chokepoint, standing up from the table to do it, the arm-waving and the cursing and the operatic catastrophe of the driveshaft, throwing herself into the part of a country mechanic having the worst night of a bad month, and she did it so well that Emil died twice, once from the accuracy and once from the audience, and put his face in his hands and begged her to stop and did not mean it, because Emil had done a brave thing and wanted the story told even while it killed him. Birgit knew that, and told it again, with a coda, and Petru laughed hard enough to pull his slung shoulder and swore at everyone for making him laugh and demanded she do it a third time.

And my mother, who had heard about half of any given sentence all night and answered the wrong half of most of them, started collecting stories about me, formally, the way she does, opening what I can only call a repertoire, an archive of my humiliations curated over twenty-seven years and now deployed for a captive audience. The time I was nine and decided I could fix the church organ and flooded the choir loft. The time I named an orphaned wolf-pup after a socket wrench and cried when he outgrew the name. The time I took apart my father’s good watch to see how it worked and could not get it back together and hid it for a week. And Anica leaned in to hear every single one with a focus she has never once given a tactical briefing, filing embarrassing facts about me like ammunition for a war she intended to wage slowly over years, and Birgit took notes, actual notes, and Ioana laughed into the bread, and Nekane laughed her low warm laugh into her tea with the pencil still holding her hair, and Costel, who has known me longest, corrected two of the stories toward greater embarrassment, and I stood at the stove being systematically dismantled by my own mother in front of the woman who held the point of the line and the woman who had ridden a war as my medic, and I could not stop them and would not have if I could, and happiness left me defenseless at the stove. Mockery lands differently when the right table gives it to you as love.

Later, doing the dishes, just the two of us, my mother paid the first installment on the word.

She did it the way she does everything, sideways, into the dishwater, not looking at me, so it would not be a scene. She washed and I dried, one-handed, the crooked hand tucked, and she said, out of nothing, “Costel shouldn’t have said it in the yard. In front of everyone. His grandmother would have slapped him, and mine would have slapped his.”

I kept drying. My mother is a door that opens from the inside. Reaching for the guarded word would close her; waiting kept me at the threshold.

“For saying it?” I asked, mild, drying.

“Not for saying it,” she said. She stopped washing and looked at the dark ridge beyond the window. “It isn’t a shameful word, Ilya. It’s a guarded one. There’s a difference, and the difference is the rest, and the rest is winter-long.” She went back to the dishes. “When the pass closes, the snow’s in, and this house is quiet, I’ll tell you the rest.”

I accepted the terms. She had given me an appointment instead of a dodge, and I had learned to trust the difference.

“Winter, then,” I said.

“Winter,” she said, and handed me the last plate.

Every part of me wanted to press. I dried the last plate, put it in the rack, and let winter be the answer.

Late on the last night of that stretch, Birgit arranged seven pebbles along the springhouse sill and announced that each represented a privilege.

She tapped the first and proposed leaving the loft door open whenever Anica walked perimeter. Anica flicked the pebble out the window. The second involved Birgit stealing my red flannel. I objected. Both women ignored me and kept bargaining until only three pebbles remained.

Birgit chose to demonstrate the third. She backed toward the little stove, watching me, and drew her shirt over her head with an exaggerated slowness that revealed the freckles down her chest one strip at a time. The shirt caught around her ears. She recovered without dignity, hooked both thumbs in her tights, and tried to step free.

One foot tangled. Anica caught her around the waist before she hit the stove. They went down laughing on the braided rug, Birgit half naked across Anica’s lap and still arguing that the fall improved the demonstration.

I closed the loft door, turned the latch, and took the three surviving pebbles off the sill.

“New rule,” I said. “You don’t negotiate privileges you haven’t earned.”

Birgit pushed the shirt off her head. “How does one earn them?”

“By following instructions. Both of you, stay on the floor.”

The laughter changed temperature.

Anica released Birgit and settled sideways across my lap in my father’s old chair, black braid loose from dinner, her back against my chest and both feet planted on the rug. She arranged herself without instruction, hands open on the chair arms, taking rest as easily as she once took a fighting stance.

Birgit remained kneeling between my boots in her tights, small breasts bare and nipples hard in the stove heat. I gave her the pebbles.

“One in each hand,” I said. “Drop either and the privilege ends.”

Her fingers closed around them. “This household has become oppressively mineral-based.”

“Anica, undress where you are. Scout, keep the stones.”

Anica pulled her thermal over her head and worked the canvas down her hips without leaving my lap. I helped with one hand, drawing the fabric over the heavy curves of her ass until she sat naked against me. Her chosen mark rested beneath my mouth. She kept both palms open on the chair arms when the work was done.

I slid my good hand down her stomach and between her thighs. Heat and wetness met my fingers. Anica opened her knees farther, giving me access without a word.

“Birgit,” I said. “Open my belt with your mouth. Stones stay in your hands.”

The scout’s eyes widened. She bent between my knees, caught the leather tab in her teeth, and pulled until the buckle gave. Her hands remained closed at her sides. She worked the button next, then the zipper, laughing through her nose when the fabric resisted.

Anica watched from my lap. “Very advanced fieldcraft.”

Birgit freed my cock and looked up. “I adapt under pressure.”

“Use your mouth,” I told her.

She obeyed greedily. The restriction put her whole attention where it belonged. Her lips closed over the head while my fingers entered Anica. One woman rested against my chest and received the slow curl of my hand; the other knelt between my boots with my cock in her mouth and two useless pebbles locked in her fists.

I set both rhythms. My thumb circled Anica’s clit in long deliberate passes. My good foot pressed lightly between Birgit’s knees whenever I wanted her deeper. The old chair held all three of us in one close arrangement, wood creaking under Anica’s weight while Birgit’s copper crop moved below.

“Hands,” I said to Anica.

She left them open on the chair arms.

She had come into the chair already trusting it, willing to let me move her body while her hands rested empty in plain sight.

“Tell me what you want,” I said against her neck.

“Your fingers. Her mouth. The door locked because we’re staying instead of hiding.”

I pressed deeper. Her pussy tightened around me.

“And after?”

“Breakfast. The Run. Your boots beside ours until the snow goes.”

Her answer put our boots beside one another through spring.

Birgit moaned around my cock. I caught the back of her neck and held her at the depth I wanted, directing the slow pull of her mouth while my hand worked Anica toward the edge. Birgit’s stones clicked once against the chair legs but stayed in her grip.

“Don’t drop them,” I said.

She looked up, green eyes delighted, and took me deeper.

Anica’s fingers flexed against the wood. They did not close. I felt her climax gather in the wet clasp around my hand and tightened my arm across her waist.

“Come here,” I said. “In the chair where you rest now.”

Her body answered in long contractions. She kept both hands open while the pleasure rolled through her, forehead turning against my jaw, one low sound leaving with each pulse. I worked her through all of it. Birgit stayed on my cock until Anica’s thighs stopped trembling, binding the three of us into one act instead of waiting for a turn.

Then I hooked two fingers under Birgit’s chin and drew her mouth away.

“Show me the stones.”

She opened both hands. Two damp gray pebbles sat in her palms.

“Privilege earned,” I said. “Take the lamp downstairs.”

Her brows rose. “Downstairs?”

“You wanted the lower room.”

Anica stood from the chair, loose-limbed, and took the blanket. We descended into the lower springhouse together, leaving the loft bed untouched.

The stone room carried the spring through a waist-high trough along one wall. Water talked in the dark, clear and cold enough to hurt a hand. Birgit set the lantern on a shelf. Its reflection shook across the surface and climbed the masonry in moving bands.

I spread the folded horse blanket over the broad wooden lid of the storage chest, checked its latches, and told Birgit to lie back.

She climbed onto it face up, copper crop hanging over one edge, compact body stretched along the dark wood. I moved her farther from the trough until the chest legs caught against a floor seam. Anica took the stool by Birgit’s head at my direction and gathered the scout’s hair clear of the hinge.

“You left me unfinished,” Birgit said.

“I left you earning the room.”

“I performed admirably.”

“You obeyed admirably. Different skill.”

Her freckles darkened. I stepped between her open knees and lifted both rangy legs onto my shoulders. The new angle folded her toward me without turning her away. Her small breasts rose with each breath. Both chosen marks remained visible: hers under the lantern, Anica’s above her where the enforcer sat.

“Hands on the blanket beside you,” I said. “Look at me.”

Birgit obeyed. Her palms settled flat near her hips. Anica braced one hand behind the scout’s head so the chest edge could not bite when I moved her.

I ran my cock through Birgit’s wet pussy and let the head catch at her entrance.

“Tell me what this room smells like.”

Her nose worked. “Spring water. Wet stone. Old apples in the wood. Anica’s skin beside me. You between my legs.” Her hips lifted, trying to take me. “And me, waiting where you put me.”

“Stay waiting.”

I held her there until the impatience showed in every small movement. Then I pushed inside in one steady stroke. Birgit cried out toward the low stone ceiling. The sound came back from the spring, rougher than the loft’s soft echo.

Her legs stayed over my shoulders. I gripped the fronts of her thighs and set a controlled frontal rhythm, drawing almost out, then filling her while the chest held her square beneath me. Every stroke kept her face in view. The lantern shook gold across her freckles.

“This position enters the privilege list,” she gasped.

“No lists. Feel it.”

I drove deep enough to move her against Anica’s supporting hand. Anica adjusted once, cradling the back of Birgit’s head, then looked down at her.

“Eyes where he put them,” she said.

Birgit locked onto my face. Her report dissolved before it began. I shortened the strokes and held her folded, one arm trapping both legs against my shoulder while my good hand found her clit.

“There,” I said. “Stay open for me.”

Her pussy tightened around my cock. Cold breathed off the spring beneath the hot scent of the three of us. Birgit’s palms slid on the blanket and found purchase again.

“Ilya.”

She used my name without hiding behind a joke.

“Come looking at me.”

I pressed my thumb down and drove into her. The climax caught hard. Rapid contractions gripped my cock while her body shook against the chest. Her green eyes stayed on mine, wide and present. Anica held her head safely through every thrust, steady at her side.

I did not withdraw. I slowed just enough to make Birgit feel the aftershocks, then lowered one of her legs and leaned over her until our faces were inches apart.

“Where do you want me?” I asked.

“Inside. Keep it here. Keep all of it home.”

I gave her three full strokes and came deep in her. My cock pulsed while she wrapped the freed leg around my hip and held me close. Anica swept Birgit’s copper hair back from the chosen mark. I watched the scout’s face through every spurt, the finish legible in her clear green eyes.

When the last pulse eased, I stayed joined to her. Birgit breathed in the spring water, wet stone, Anica beside her, and me inside her, then smiled without turning it into a report.

“Privilege granted,” she said. “Lower springhouse, structurally secured.”

I glanced at the chest. It had not moved an inch.

“Provisional,” I said.

Anica tested one latch with her boot. “Adequate installation. Full approval pending breakfast.”

We went back upstairs naked, carrying the lantern and leaving the bed untouched. Nobody reached for a cleaning cloth. Birgit wrapped herself in the old quilt and stole the three pebbles from my hand. Anica opened the loaf Ioana had sent down, and I cut thick slices one-handed. We ate bread and cold honey cake on the rug beside the stove, knees touching in an uneven circle.

Birgit used the pebbles to weigh down the bread cloth.

“Those represented sacred household rights,” she said.

“Now they keep the bread soft,” Anica replied.

The stove gave one iron click. Below us, the spring ran around old stone, carrying our laughter through the dark.


Chapter 33: The Last Sweep

On the fortieth day, the snow ahead of the deep freeze came down over the valley, filling the upper pass and bringing the first of the quiet.

The garage reopened before the deep freeze, pack-built and better than it was, and the first thing I saw when I came down the ridge road that morning was the sign, and I stood in the cold and looked at it a long time.

Somebody had painted a new sign for the bays, and the somebody was Birgit, obviously, because along with REZNIK & SON, which my father had painted eleven years ago and which the pack’s carpenters had faithfully reproduced, there was a small moon in the corner, a little bone-white crescent, with a wrench laid through it, and it was not on the plans and nobody had approved it and Birgit had done it in the night with a delight she did not bother to hide, and I looked at that little moon with a wrench through it, my life turned into a joke a woman had painted on my father’s sign, and I left it, because it was true, and because leaving it was easier than admitting how much I liked it, and because a man’s shop should say what he is, and mine now said, in the corner, quietly, exactly what I was.

The first customer through the new bays was Sheriff Ray Purcell, making his first trip up the ridge road in years to get his cruiser’s heater looked at, which is always the reason, and while I had the dash apart he stood in the open bay and looked up the ridge road toward the high country for a long, long moment, longer than a man looks at a road for no reason, and he did not ask me one single thing, not about the quarry, not about the smoke Tilden had seen off the high country on the Long Moon, not about the out-of-county men who’d stopped buying fuel, nothing, and when I handed him back his keys with the heater fixed he looked at me for a second with those careful incurious eyes and there was something in them that was almost, not quite, but almost, respect, and he overtipped, badly, and drove back down to town, and that was Tilden’s entire acknowledgment of the war, an overtip and a long look at a road, and it was, in its way, a victory lap, and I took it as one.

Anica and I were sorting the ledger’s stolen trucks and fuel routes when Birgit stopped at the upstate entry.

O.K. Paid thirty in advance. Balance on delivery. Do not fail this one.

Birgit held the page beside the tread sketch from the quarry.

“One upstate tire set visited the quarry once,” she said. “Heavy vehicle. Wide run-flats with a cut across the right rear block. It looked at the operation and left before loading. Never returned.”

Birgit stopped with one finger on the tread sketch.

“Same tires,” she said. Her head turned toward the open bay, but no engine climbed the ridge road. “Not here. North and above us. Dog hide, hot rubber, aviation fuel. Moving away from the quarry.”

We left the ledger locked in the office safe. It had done its work as evidence. The three of us took the wrecker up the old haul-road while fresh snow began to dust the gravel.

The right rear track appeared at the quarry fork, wide run-flat blocks with a diagonal cut through one. The vehicle had come from upstate, visited Vukas once, and left without goods. Now it had returned after Vukas’s death and bypassed the garage entirely.

Birgit crouched beside the sign. “Armored utility truck. Heavy before, heavier now. Trailer behind it. Four dogs in the trailer, big ones. They got out at the quarry.”

“How do you know four?” Anica asked.

Birgit pointed to the snow beyond the ditch. Four sets of paw prints left the road in pairs, each stride nearly identical to its partner’s. The dogs had not milled or marked. Their handlers had walked them through a search grid.

The tracks quartered the quarry entrance, crossed Sorin’s old flatbed position, and climbed to the west shack. At every turn the paws held the same spacing. Leather muzzle oil and human commands had replaced curiosity. These animals searched where they were directed and ignored everything else.

One line followed the route my null had taken through the crusher yard.

The dogs could not smell me. Their paws still found the physical disturbances I’d left: a blood spot below the conveyor, a boot scrape by the breaker, the bent grit where Vukas had broken my ribs. Somebody had brought trained animals into the dead trade’s yard and taught them the shape of my movement from what remained.

“They aren’t collecting anything,” Anica said. “They’re studying you.”

An engine turned over above us.

Birgit was already moving. We climbed into the wrecker, took the quarry switchback hard, and met the black utility truck coming down at the narrow shelf where the cut wall leaves barely enough room for one vehicle. A vented steel trailer rode behind it. The marked right rear tire passed once through my headlights before both vehicles stopped nose to nose.

Four heavy-shouldered dogs stood behind the trailer slats in fitted leather muzzles. They did not bark. Every head turned toward me at once, then toward Anica when she got out beside the wrecker. Human scent filled the utility cab: gun oil, winter road, close-shaved driver, another man staying low in the passenger seat. Neither carried pack scent.

The driver did not get out. He raised a small camera behind the windshield and photographed my splint, Anica’s chosen mark, Birgit leaning out to read the trailer, and the wrecker blocking his descent.

Anica walked forward until the dogs tightened as one body behind the slats. A click sounded from the cab. All four sat.

The driver’s discipline told me more than a name would have. He had come to look, count, test the road, and leave. The dogs were tools rather than a warning displayed for theater. He did not offer terms or pretend his visit was business.

I set the wrecker’s brake and waited.

The standoff lasted forty seconds. Snow ticked on both hoods. Birgit read the warm air from the trailer and murmured beside me, “Four dogs. Two handlers. No freight. Camera case. Maps. They spent thirty minutes in the yard.”

The driver put the utility truck in reverse. He backed the trailer uphill through the switchback without once touching the shoulder, professional and slow. At the next turnout he swung around, climbed toward the north access, and vanished into the whitening pass before I could close the distance without risking the wrecker on fresh ice.

We inspected the place where the truck had waited. A tripod had bitten three neat points into the snow above the quarry. Long-lens photographs had been taken of the crusher, west shack, haul-road funnel, and every approach we had used. One dog had shed a short black hair beside the tripod. Birgit sealed it in a clean parts envelope and wrote only the date and place.

The ledger gave us a paid entry and an unmatched tire set. The snow gave us the rest: the upstate vehicle had returned, trained dogs had mapped our ground, and somebody beyond Vukas now knew our faces.

No threat had been spoken. That made it harder to price.

Fresh snow covered the vehicle’s tracks while we drove home.

The burn country gave us the other sign, and it did not speak at all.

Before dawn on that same fortieth day, Birgit and I had crossed the old fire scar on the last supply sweep before the deep freeze closed the high country for the winter, and we found where something had wintered a week. A sleeping-hollow, but not a hollow dug in snow, a hollow melted down through the new snow to the bare grass beneath, an oval of thawed ground in the middle of a white field, melted by body heat, by a body that ran hot enough to melt the first hard freeze down to grass and lie in it, days old and cold now but unmistakable. A cache of marrow bones near it, cracked, neatly, each one opened clean the way you open a bone you mean to eat all of, careful, not the mess a wolf makes, something with hands, or something with a wolf’s jaws and a person’s patience. And one line of prints leaving it, barefoot, bare human feet on the frozen crust, the gait wrong, the stride too long and the toes spread and dug, going off across the burn toward the high country and not coming back, the same prints we’d seen the night of the recon, older cousin to them, the thing that had watched us from the standing dead.

The melt held the pressed outline of a curled body larger than a dog and smaller than a bear. The deer bones had been opened one at a time and cleaned, then stacked beside the hollow.

At my shoulder height, a broken branch held a tuft of tawny-gold fur. I could not tell whether it had snagged there or been placed.

Birgit put it to her nose. Her brows drew together.

“Not wolf. Not deer, cat, or bear.” She tried again, longer. “I can’t name it.”

We did not follow the barefoot prints into the closing high country. I pocketed the tuft and turned home.

We drove down off the high country as the light went. Big flakes struck the windshield by the upper bend, then thickened into a steady white curtain. Birgit held the tuft of fur in one gloved hand and watched the road vanish behind us. By the second switchback, snow had erased our tracks.


Chapter 34: The Road Both Ways

The first hard freeze came down on the forty-first day, four days after the Long Moon. My life on the far side of the autumn had only begun to show its shape: work, warmth, a hand still swollen inside its splint, and more people in my kitchen than the chairs had been built for.

The rebuilt garage had opened the day before. Its timber was new enough to bleed resin beside the stove, the roof still flashed bright where snow had not dulled it, and the bays were already full. Three pack trucks waited for winter service under the fleet contract. Real work. Honest money. Radomir had paid the first-year retainer at once, earned against repairs already done and the winter queue waiting in my book.

My mother carried the payment to the county on the fortieth morning. I offered to drive. She looked at the splint, asked whether I planned to steer with my teeth, and took Ioana instead.

They returned before noon with the arrears stamped paid. Doina put the receipt in the drawer where the notices had lived, closed it, opened it again, and checked that the paper remained there. The auction threat was dead before it reached the New Year.

I stood at the kitchen window while she performed that small inspection and remembered her hand pinning the first notice beneath the chokecherry jar. The house sounded different with the number gone. Same stove. Same plank floor. Same wind against the porch boards. The difference was entirely in us.

“Balance zero,” I said.

“I can subtract,” she said.

“I’ve seen your grocery accounts. Evidence is mixed.”

She pointed the wooden spoon at the door. “Go be useless somewhere else.”

Then she put a goose in the oven at noon. She had saved it for a winter emergency or a wedding and refused to say which category applied. By supper the smell reached the garage. Everybody who caught it found a reason to come uphill, carrying bread, cider, or an innocent expression. My mother fed them all and never once used the word paid. Her meaning came through perfectly.

My left hand had not healed. Nekane warned that two fingers would stiffen and the grip might lose a third of its strength once the bones knitted crooked. For now it stayed splinted against my chest, hot at night, swollen by noon, and useless whenever I forgot and tried to reach with it. I practiced bracing a wrench differently under her supervision. The first attempt rolled the tool onto the floor. The second held.

“Again,” she said.

“I liked you better when you only insulted both hands.”

“You had two to waste then.”

She taught me to lock the wrench against my forearm and turn from the shoulder instead of closing the damaged grip. The motion was slower and felt wrong. It also moved the bolt.

“Again,” she said.

“You said that already.”

“Your hand failed to learn from hearing it.”

The pencil held her chestnut hair above a face that had not slept enough since the quarry. She steadied my splinted wrist without squeezing and made me repeat the turn until the bolt came free clean. Her hands remained clinical. The look she gave me when I managed it did not.

Then she moved from tools to field medicine, because a one-handed man who walks into wolf fights needs to know how to keep his blood inside him. She laid a pressure dressing, gauze, and a tourniquet on the bench and made me bandage my own forearm using my teeth, my good hand, and the edge of the vise. The first wrap slipped. She cut it off without mercy. The second held pressure clean, and she made me repeat it until I could cinch the tourniquet one-handed without looking down.

“If the good hand is the one bleeding?” I asked.

“Then use your teeth faster,” she said. “Again.”

The crooked grip ahead frightened me more in the garage than it had in the fight. The quarry had required one night of courage. A changed hand required a new way to do every ordinary job. Nekane did not promise it would be easy or tell me I would be unchanged. She showed me the next grip and waited until I could make it.

Anica held her first postwar training session in the ring before noon. Six young wolves waited at the rail, twice the number she had invited. She taught the diagonal and the short counter in the freezing dirt, patient and exacting, spending competence in daylight without checking who watched. The ring had been the place she avoided. On the forty-first day, people queued to learn from its point-holder.

Birgit arranged work with both packs that morning, the range’s tracker whenever either side needed a nose beyond its own ground. She called it double-dipping. Anica called it being paid twice for one mouth.

Sigrid rode down near noon and returned Birgit’s old ridge compass in person. No tally, payment, or negotiation came with it. She put the compass into Birgit’s hand and closed the scout’s fingers around it.

“The Luna says the saddle remains open to you,” Sigrid said. Then she looked at me. “When the pass clears, she’ll ride down a third time. Have the answer to your question ready.”

I had never asked Solveig a question aloud. Sigrid offered nothing more and rode home.

Birgit celebrated her new work by standing at the garage door and naming five scents: fresh pine resin, snow coming over the pass, goose fat from the house, oil on my good hand, and Anica’s soap on her borrowed scarf.

Ruxa came up from the feed store with a parts order and stayed to try the footwork. Ioana and my mother argued over the goose as if they had shared the kitchen for years instead of weeks. Petru limped through a watch he had been ordered not to walk. Emil brought the breakdown truck in for an inspection it did not need and waited until I told him again that he had sold the lie clean. The first repair under the new roof belonged to Vasile’s plow truck. A drive belt had walked half off its pulley because the mounting bracket was bent, an old fault made urgent by the weather coming down. Vasile had once snorted at the coupon joke. Now he held the work light over my shoulder and waited for my diagnosis without looking through me.

I showed Emil how to take the load while I aligned the bracket with my good hand. Birgit called the belt’s hot-rubber smell from the doorway before it smoked. Anica came down from the ring to brace the hood against the wind, still in her red thermal, braid dark with melted snow. Four people did a repair I would once have torn myself apart doing alone.

When the engine turned over, the belt ran true.

“Good work, Reznik,” Vasile said.

My surname landed in the new bay without mockery attached. I bent over the tool tray and pretended the socket selection required my entire attention.

“He’s doing the looked-at thing,” Birgit told Vasile.

“I am selecting a socket.”

“For the bolt already installed. Rare advanced method.”

Anica took the useless socket from my hand and replaced it with my coffee. Nobody made the kindness solemn. That helped.

News traveled faster than snow. At dawn after the quarry, a ridge hauler called a cousin two states east. Truckers carried the story south and north before the fires on the pads cooled: a wolfless mechanic, six chains opened, the heat trade crushed in its own yard. The details changed at every fuel stop, but the useful center held.

Near noon on the forty-first day, the story sent someone up Coldsmoke Pass.

She came up the pass road in the deep cold, a road-worn lone wolf carrying eleven hundred miles of fear. Nobody drives alone through winter unless staying has become deadlier than the road. She spent two hours over one cup of coffee in Carol Teague’s diner, testing whether the rumor she’d chased across two states was safe to approach. Carol misses nothing and says less; she sent word up the ridge about a stranger asking quiet questions about the mechanic. We were ready when the woman reached my mother’s table, where everything arrives now.

She carried eleven hundred miles of exhaustion and old grief, with no lie in her.

“Our Luna is killing her own people and cannot stop,” she said. “We’ve buried four. Chains failed. Distance failed. Then a trucker told us about a wolfless mechanic near whom a she-wolf keeps her own head.” She set both hands on the table. “I drove here to ask whether the rumor is true.”

“It’s true,” Anica said. Her answer came flat and immediate. “If he goes, we go together.”

The messenger looked from her chosen mark to Birgit’s, then to my splinted hand. Doina put stew in front of her before she could answer.

“Eat,” my mother said.

I gave her Ioana’s back room and told her we would speak after she slept. Ioana took her to the bed and left stew warming by the stove.

Late on the forty-first day, under a winter sky with no full moon in it, Coldsmoke formed the new order for a training circuit.

This hour belonged to teaching the line how to move in its changed shape before the next moon asked it for real.

Anica took the point with the ease of a woman finally occupying the place her body had earned years ago. Her black braid lay down her back, and the chosen mark at her neck carried clean on the frozen air. Birgit settled at the shoulder, copper crop bright against the snow, the ridge scout’s restored nose ranging beyond the yard. Petru limped into his held place in the body out of pure spite. Emil stood one position higher in the tail and had already made sure everyone knew it twice.

Radomir remained on the porch as pack leader, giving Anica the ground without hovering over it. When she raised one hand, the point, shoulders, body, and tail settled around her in a movement already becoming habit. Nobody shifted. This was footwork, spacing, signals, and a hard run over frozen ground in human shape, rehearsal for the permanent order rather than a second proof-event stolen from the moon.

I stood at the yard’s rail.

The garage door at the bottom of the ridge had been my old place, outside the fence where the wolfless watched. Now my mother stood beside me with her good ear toward the line, her skillet left home for once. Nekane held my other side, close to the wrapped hand without touching it, chestnut hair pinned by its pencil. We occupied the rail where the alpha’s family had always stood.

Before the training line moved, every wolf in it turned toward me. Their noses found only the familiar hole in the air. Their eyes stayed. Anica at point and Birgit at shoulder carried chosen braids with no forced scent beneath them, two restored women at the front of an order once built from somebody else’s tally. The permanent change lived in their bodies and in where I was allowed to stand.

Being looked at by a whole pack remained nearly unbearable. I found Emil in the tail and said, loud enough to carry, “You’re out of step and the line hasn’t moved yet.”

The tail laughed. Emil turned purple. The kindness broke into something I could stand inside.

Anica caught my eye down the length of the line and gave me the flat nod she offered when the work was right.

Then the training line took the ridge. Birgit held the shoulder. Petru’s stubborn limp kept its place, and Emil disappeared into the timber with the tail.

Below the yard, Coldsmoke Pass ran black through the snow in both directions.
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