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The night they cut the King's voice, I was seven, and I was hiding under the herb table in my mother's stillroom counting the drips from a hanging bundle of marsh-thyme.

I remember the count because the count was the only thing that did not change.

One. Two. The third drip never fell. It clung to the leaf and would not let go.

Outside, the fen had gone wrong. Not loud-wrong. Quiet-wrong, which is worse. The frogs that should have been screaming were not screaming. The wind that should have moved the reeds lay flat across the water like a held breath.

My mother stood at the window with her back to me, and her hand was on her own throat.

"Stay under there, Wren," she said. "Whatever you hear. Whatever you don't hear."

I did not understand the second part until later.

They brought him through the marsh on a low barge because his horse would not carry him anymore. Alpha-blood frightens horses when it spills. I did not see the wound that night. I only felt it, the way I felt everything I was not supposed to be able to feel.

A pulse moving through the water toward our door. Not a heartbeat. A heartbeat has a shape, a question and an answer, lub and dub. This was only the question. Asked again and again into a dark that gave nothing back.

My mother let them in.

There were four of them, fen-guard in oiled leather, and between them a boy. Older than me, maybe eleven, maybe twelve, with the long bones of a wolf who would be enormous and the white face of a wolf who might not live long enough to find out.

They had wrapped his throat. The wrapping was already dark.

"The council says no healer is to touch him," said the tallest guard. "The council says a king who cannot speak the rite cannot keep the throne, and a throne empty is cleaner than a throne shamed."

My mother did not look up from the boy. "Then the council can explain to the moon why it let an Alpha bleed out on a healer's floor."

"You'd cross the council for him?"

"I'd cross the council for anyone on my floor," she said. "He's just the one who's here."

They left him. Of course they left him. They had done the cutting and they wanted no part of the dying, and dying was what they expected.

My mother knelt. She unwrapped the throat. I will not describe what the council's blade had done, because I was seven and I have spent the rest of my life trying not to see it, and because it is his to tell and he has no voice to tell it with.

But I will tell you what I did.

I came out from under the table.

"Wren—"

I did not listen. I have never been good at listening to the things I am supposed to listen to. I went to the boy and I put my hand flat against his chest, over the breastbone, the way I put my hand on the rabbits that came to the stillroom door half-dead from the foxes, the way I put my hand on anything that had stopped asking and answering.

And I heard him.

Not with my ears. The boy could make no sound; the blade had seen to that. But under my palm there was a pulse that was not a heartbeat, the same question I had felt crossing the water, asked into the dark — and the dark, which was me, gave it back.

I did not know the word for what I did then. I know it now. The fen-healers have an old word, half-forgotten, that the council burned out of the books because it frightened them. Hand-song. The silent pulse a healer can hear through touch, and answer.

His eyes opened.

Grey wolves have eyes like wet flint, and his caught the one candle and held it, and he looked at me — not at my mother, the healer, the one with skill in her hands — at me, the child with her palm on his chest. He looked at me as if he had heard something too.

I had no voice-mark on my throat. Every wolf is born with one, the place where the true voice lives, the place where the rite-vow is spoken at the moon to seal a mate-bond. Mine had never come in. The midwife had told my mother to grieve me early. A wolf without a voice-mark cannot be claimed, cannot be Luna, cannot be chosen out loud before the pack. Voiceless, they called me. They meant: unbindable. They meant: alone, always, at the edge of every bond.

So I knew, kneeling there, that the boy with the cut throat and I were the same kind of broken. He could not speak the vow. I could not be spoken to. Two halves of a silence.

His hand moved. It found my wrist. He could not say thank you. He could not say anything, ever again.

He pressed my palm harder against his chest, and the question under my hand changed.

For the first time it had an answer.

My mother pulled me back gently and finished her work and the boy lived, and in the morning the fen-guard came and took him away to be hidden, because a maimed heir is a danger to whoever maimed him, and Saltreach had enemies who would use a half-king like a knife.

I did not see him again for nineteen years.

But I kept the answer. I kept it under my palm all that time, the way you keep the warmth of a stone you carried in winter, and when the council finally summoned me to the King's hall to heal a wound no one else could touch, I knew before I crossed the threshold whose chest I would be kneeling over.

I knew, and my own unmarked throat ached, and I went anyway.

I have never been good at listening to the things I am supposed to listen to.
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Silverleaf at the Low Tide
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Silverleaf only grows where the salt and the fresh water argue, and they argue worst at the low tide, so I was knee-deep in cold fen-mud before the sun was properly up.

I cut the stems cleanly, close to the root, the way my mother taught me before the marsh fever took her. Leave the root and the plant comes back. Tear it and it sulks for a season. There is a great deal you can learn about people from how they harvest.

The basket on my hip was half full. The mist moved low between the reeds, thin and white, and the only sound was the suck and release of the mud around my boots and the far-off complaint of a heron that thought the whole marsh belonged to it.

I liked the marsh at this hour. No one came to the edge of Saltreach to find a voiceless healer at low tide. I could be exactly what I was, which was good with my hands and bad at being looked at.

Pine-tar from the boat-sheds. Cut silverleaf, green and faintly bitter. Cold mud. Those three smells were the smell of my whole life, and I did not yet know I was about to lose them.

"Wren Calloway."

I did not startle. Startling is for people who can be surprised, and I had heard him coming for twenty paces, not with my ears but with the other way, the way I do not talk about. A wolf's pulse moves
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