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The night they came for my mother, the wind off the slate cliffs smelled of salt and wet iron.

I was nine.

She put me inside the hollow of a fallen cedar and pressed her palm flat against my mouth so I would not cry.

"Listen to me, Wren."

Her hand was cold. Her hand was always warm.

"Whatever you hear, you stay. Whatever you smell, you stay. If a wolf comes, you do not move. If a man comes, you do not move."

I nodded under her hand.

"There is a thread inside you," she said. "I sewed it there when you were small. You will not feel it. You will not know it. One day someone will. When that day comes, you remember that I put it there because I loved you. Not because I wanted to give you a kingdom."

I did not understand any of this.

I understood her face.

She kissed my forehead and put bark and moss across the hollow until the world went dark.

I heard the runners come through the trees. I heard my mother's voice once, low and steady, the way she spoke to a fevered child. I heard a sound I would later learn was a throat opening.

I did not move.

I did not move when the wolves circled the cedar twice and sniffed and turned away because she had rubbed pine resin into my hair.

I did not move when the rain began.

I did not move when morning came and a pack runner from the northern hills found me by accident and asked me my name and I could not remember it for three days.

By the time I remembered, my mother was ash in someone else's fire and the southern packs had a new story to tell each other. They said the last carrier of the Heartline had died on a slate cliff in the rain, and the line was broken forever, and the kings to come would be born hollow.

It was a tidy story. People love tidy stories.

I grew up in the north. I grew up quiet. I learned the names of plants and the angles of bone. I learned to stitch a torn ear and pack a puncture wound and not flinch when a wolf snapped near my hand. I learned to be useful, because useful girls were not sent away.

I forgot my mother's voice.

I did not forget her hand on my mouth.

For eleven years no one asked me about a thread.

Then the Alpha King came north to die quietly, and the world I had made out of plants and bone and silence cracked down the middle like a frozen lake under a boot.

This is the part where I should say I was afraid.

I was not afraid.

I was furious.
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The Healer of Stoneveil

I knelt beside a patch of silverleaf and cut the stems cleanly, one and one and one.

The morning light came thin off the slate cliffs. The wind off the sea carried salt up the cliff path and into the herb garden behind the infirmary, and the silverleaf bent under it like a row of small, patient women.

I worked without gloves. Silverleaf burns the skin of most wolves and even some humans, but my fingers had been ruined for that kind of warning years ago. They were stained green at the cuticles, brown at the knuckles, calloused along the side of my right thumb where I held a needle.

A useful set of hands.

The pack called me Healer Calder if they were being formal. Wren if they were being friendly. Girl if they were drunk.

I had been called worse.

"Wren."

Pell, the kitchen boy, came around the corner of the infirmary at a half-run, which meant something was either bleeding or burning. He was twelve. His ears stuck out under his cap. He had the long, leggy shape of a pup who has not yet decided whether he is going to be tall or merely awkward.

"What is it."

"Council horn."

I stopped cutting.

The council horn at Stoneveil was a brass thing the size of a man's thigh, hung in the watch tower above the cliff hall. It was sounded for three reasons. A death in the alpha's family. A wolf gone rogue. A visitor from another pack who could not be turned away.

It had not sounded in my eleven years here.

"Which note," I said.

Pell blinked. "I don't—"

"One blast or two."

"Three."

I sat back on my heels. Pine needles clung to the hem of my skirt. Mist moved low between the trees behind the garden wall, thin and white.

Three was the visitor note.

Three meant someone had come up the cliff road with enough rank that Alpha Brandt could not refuse them shelter.

"Get the linens off the upper line," I said. "All of them. Fold them on the warming bench. Tell Mira to put the kettle on the high hook, not the low one. Tell her I said so."

"What about the silverleaf—"

"Leave it."

I stood. My knees popped. I was twenty years old and my knees popped like an old woman's, because I knelt in gardens and beside cots and over sick pups for hours every day, and bone remembers.

I walked the path up to the hall.

The cliff hall at Stoneveil is built into the rock face. From the sea it looks like part of the cliff. From the land it looks like a long low house with a slate roof and three chimneys, none of them straight. We are not a wealthy pack. We are a quiet pack. We hunt in the high ridges, we fish off the sheltered cove, we trade smoked meat and tanned hides for grain. The packs farther south sometimes forget we exist.

I had always considered this a kindness.

Alpha Brandt was on the cliff hall porch when I came up. He was a broad-shouldered man in his fifties with a beard going to iron and a mouth that did not move much. His mate, Luna Anneth, stood beside him in a grey wool dress with her arms crossed. Their daughter Lira, sixteen and sharp-tongued, was pressed to the porch rail with her eyes on the cliff road.

"How bad," I said.

Brandt's jaw worked. "Wren. Go inside."

"How bad."

"Go inside, healer."

Anneth did not look at me. Anneth had been kind to me since the day the runner brought me down from the high hills with no name in my mouth. Anneth had taught me to braid my hair and to sit at a table without flinching. Anneth had stitched my first apron with her own hands.

Anneth did not look at me now.

That was when I knew.

The riders came up the cliff road in a column of six.

The first five were council wolves. I recognized the cut of their grey cloaks and the bone clasps at their throats. Council wolves are senior enforcers. They serve the High Council in the southern capital and they go where they are sent and they take what they are told to take.

The sixth rider was alone.

He rode a black horse with a winter coat. He wore no cloak. His shirt was open at the throat under a leather jerkin and his hair was the color of wet ash, cut shorter than was fashionable in the south, falling into his eyes. He was younger than I had pictured, and harder. His face had a stripped-down look, like a man who had not slept in a season.

I had never seen him before in my life. I knew who he was the moment he came up the road.

You always know.

The mate bond is not a story the pack invents to amuse itself. The mate bond is a fact of the body, like hunger or cold. It is not romantic in the moment. It is not soft. It hits the way a low note hits a chest cavity, and the chest cavity has no opinion on the matter. The chest cavity simply rings.

Mine rang.

He pulled up the horse at the foot of the porch steps and looked at Alpha Brandt and not at me.

"Alpha Brandt of Stoneveil."

"Your Majesty."

"I require quarters. I require quiet. I require a healer."

His voice was lower than I expected, and flatter. He spoke like a man giving an inventory.

Brandt bowed his head. "All of these the pack offers freely."

"For three months."

Anneth's head turned, just a fraction. Three months was not a visit. Three months was a relocation.

The Alpha King swung off the horse. He moved like a man who had been hurt and was not telling anyone where. His council wolves dismounted behind him in a clean line. The lead enforcer, a long-faced man with a silver pin at his throat, took a step forward.

"His Majesty has come north for the air."

There was a pause on the porch.

The air, in our part of the world, is sea wind and pine resin and woodsmoke. It is not famous for being curative. It is famous for being cold.

The enforcer's mouth did not move.

"For the air," Brandt agreed slowly.

"And for the discretion of your pack."

"And the discretion."

The Alpha King had still not looked at me.

I was standing two paces behind Anneth, in a grey apron with green stains at the cuticles and a knife at my belt for cutting herbs. I was not anyone he would have been told to look at. I was the local healer. I was the girl who came up when the council horn sounded because someone might be bleeding.

His head turned.

Our eyes met across the porch.

He did not flinch. He did not breathe out. He did not do any of the things the stories say a man does when his mate stands in front of him for the first time.

He went very still.

The stillness of a wolf that has heard something a long way off and is deciding whether to run toward it or away from it.

Then Elder Mirrow, who had come up behind the alphas without my noticing, snapped his fingers once at my elbow.

I startled.

I dropped my eyes.

"Your Majesty," Elder Mirrow said. "This is our healer, Wren Calder. She will see to your needs while you are in the cliff hall."

"Calder."

The Alpha King said my surname softly, the way a man tests a word he has only ever read.

"Yes, sire," Mirrow said.

"From where."

"Found pup, sire. Eleven winters back. Brought down from the high hills by a runner. No pack origin known."

He looked at me again.

I held my breath.

"Wren Calder," he said. "You will attend me in the east wing this evening. Bring whatever you bring."

He turned and went up the porch steps and into the cliff hall without waiting for a reply.

The council wolves followed him in a line.

I stood with my apron knotted in my left hand and the chest cavity of me still ringing, low and stupid, like a bell that did not know better.

Anneth turned her head then.

She looked at me for a long moment.

Then she said, quietly, "Wren. Walk with me."

I walked with her.

We did not go back inside.

We went out along the cliff path until we were past the hearing of the porch and the hall and the council wolves who had stayed outside to tend the horses. The wind off the sea was loud. The wind off the sea was loud on purpose.

"You felt it," Anneth said.

I did not answer.

"Wren. I have known you since you were a child with mud in your hair. You felt it."

"Yes."

She closed her eyes.

She did not look surprised. She looked the way a person looks when a thing they have been quietly dreading for years finally arrives and there is at last nothing left to dread.

"All right," she said.

"All right what."

"Listen to me, girl."

She opened her eyes.

"That man up at the hall is dying. He does not know he is dying. His council knows. They have not told him in the south because if it gets out, the council that came up the road with him will not survive the journey home, and neither will he. They have brought him here so that when it happens, it happens far from the capital. Do you understand what I am telling you."

"He's the Alpha King."

"He's twenty-six years old, Wren, and he is bleeding out from the inside for reasons no healer in three packs has been able to name. They are calling it the hollow sickness."

I had heard the term twice in my life. Once from a trader. Once from my mother, in a dream I had stopped having when I was twelve.

"The line cannot replace him until he has an heir," Anneth said.

"He has no mate?"

"He has no get."

It was not the same thing.

The wind moved her hair across her mouth and she pushed it back with a knuckle.

"They say he is infertile," she said. "They say he has been since his crowning. There has not been a king born hollow in five generations, and the council is choking on him. They came up here to let him die quiet, Wren. They came up here because if a king must die without an heir, better he die where no one important is watching."

I looked out at the sea.

The sea did not care.

"And now you," Anneth said.

"And now me."

"Yes."

"I'm a found pup. I'm a healer. I'm—" I stopped.

She waited.

I did not say the rest.

I did not say: my mother put a thread inside me. I did not say: the bell of my chest just rang for a man who is supposed to be unable to father a child. I did not say: my mother died in the rain because someone in the south did not want what she was carrying.

I did not say it because I had spent eleven years not saying it.

Anneth touched my elbow.

"You will attend him tonight," she said. "You will be a healer. You will be useful. You will say nothing of what you felt on the porch, and he will say nothing of what he felt, and we will all see what kind of season this becomes. Do you hear me, Wren."

"I hear you."

"Good girl."

She turned and walked back along the cliff path toward the hall.

I stayed at the edge of the rock for another minute.

The sea kept being the sea.

I had not been afraid in eleven years. I had been small and quiet and careful and useful, and afraid was a thing other people did.

I was not afraid now either.

I was something else.

I went back to the hall to gather my kit.
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What He Did Not Know

The east wing of the cliff hall had not been used in three winters.

Mira and the under-girls had spent the morning beating the dust out of the wool curtains and laying new rushes across the slate floors. The room they had given the Alpha King was the long room at the end of the corridor, the one with the window that looked north over the cove. It had a fire already in the grate. It had a bed with new linens. It had a writing table and two chairs and a stand for water.

It did not have him in it when I came up at dusk.

It had one of his council wolves.

He was standing inside the door with his arms behind his back. The long-faced one with the silver pin. He watched me come up the corridor with a kit bag in my left hand and a roll of clean cloth under my right arm.

"Healer."

"Sir."

"Counselor Veyra. I serve His Majesty."

"You'll be welcome to step outside, Counselor."

"I will not."

I stopped two paces from him.

I had stitched drunk hunters in the back room of the cliff hall and pulled a tusk shard out of an alpha's thigh while he swore at the ceiling, and I had never in my life been told I could not work in a room.

"Counselor," I said.

"His Majesty's care is conducted under observation. This is a standing order of the council. It will not be lifted for a found pup with a knife."

He had a very flat way of speaking. The way some men say healer the way you say cleaning woman.

I lifted the kit bag.

"Then I will work and you will observe," I said. "But you will stand against the far wall, Counselor, and you will not speak while I take his pulse. If you speak while I take his pulse you will throw off the count, and if you throw off the count I cannot help him, and if I cannot help him you will explain to your council why their king worsened on the first night under a found pup's hands."

His mouth moved at one corner.

It might have been amusement.

I took it as permission and went past him into the room.

The Alpha King was sitting in the second chair, the one nearer the fire. He had taken off the leather jerkin and was in a plain linen shirt with the collar open. His sleeves were pushed to the elbows. His forearms were ridged with old scars I did not want to look at and did want to look at, in equal measure.

He had been waiting.

I set the kit on the writing table and put the cloth roll beside it.

"Your Majesty."

"Healer."

"I am going to ask you questions. You are going to answer them. If you would rather not answer, you will say so, and I will work around it."

"Acceptable."

"How long have you been bleeding."

The room went still.

Behind me Counselor Veyra made a sound that was not quite a word.

The Alpha King looked at me steadily.

"You are direct."

"I have a short evening, sire."

"Counselor."

"Sire."

"Step outside."

"Sire, the standing order—"

"Counselor. Step outside."

Veyra did not look at me as he left. He closed the door behind him with the deliberate softness of a man who would have preferred to slam it.

We were alone.

The fire cracked once in the grate.

"How long," I said again.

"Four months."

"Where."

"Stomach. Kidneys, the southern healers think. Sometimes the gums."

"Black blood or red."

"Both."

"How much at a time."

"Enough that I have learned to bleed into a basin."

He said it without any particular emphasis. He had clearly said it before, to other people, who had clearly not been able to help him. He had the dry flatness of a man who has run out of new ways to describe his own dying.

I came around the chair and knelt in front of him.

I did not ask permission to touch him.

I took his right wrist between my thumb and three fingers and found his pulse.

His pulse was wrong.

It was not weak. It was not fast. It was uneven in a way I had only ever felt once before, in a hunter who had been bitten by a marsh viper three days earlier and was about to die in my hands within the hour. The marsh hunter's pulse had skipped every fourth beat, the way a wheel skips when the rim is split.

The Alpha King's pulse skipped every fifth.

"How long have you been counting it yourself," I said.

His eyes sharpened.

It was the first expression I had seen on his face that was not careful.

"Two weeks."

"Every fifth?"

"Every fifth."

"It will be every fourth by midwinter."

"And then?"

"Then every third."

"And then?"

"And then we will not be having this conversation, sire."

He was quiet.

I let go of his wrist and sat back on my heels and looked up at him.

This was the moment, I think, that I understood what kind of man he was.

He did not flinch. He did not look away. He did not do me the small mercy of pretending I had said anything other than what I had said.

He nodded once, as if I had handed him a report he had been waiting for.

"Thank you," he said.

"For what."

"For not lying to me."

"I'm a poor liar, sire."

"Are you."

It was not a question. It was an observation, made by a man who had spent the day on a porch noticing things.

I felt my face heat.

I stood up too quickly. My knees popped. I went to the kit bag on the writing table and began to lay out what I had brought, because my hands needed something to do.

Dried silverleaf in a twist of cloth. A small horn of pine resin. A second twist of bitterroot, which is poison in any dose except the right one. A roll of fine linen. A small clay jar of honey from the high ridges, because honey from the high ridges does what honey from the low ridges cannot. A needle. Three lengths of gut thread. A bone spoon.

He watched me.

"You came prepared for a man who is already bleeding," he said.

"I came prepared for a man who has been hiding it."

A pause.

"Healer."

"Sire."

"What is your name."

"Wren Calder."

"Calder is not a southern name."

"I would not know, sire. I have not been south."

"Where were you found."

"In the high hills above this pack, eleven winters ago."

"How old were you when you were found."

"Nine."

"What do you remember of before."

I went very still over the kit.

It was a question no one had asked me in eleven years. The pack had decided, kindly and collectively, that the answer was not their business. Children washed up. Children grew. You did not ask the river where it had come from. You drank from it.

"Rain," I said.

He waited.

"And a hollow under a tree."

He waited.

"And a woman's hand on my mouth."

He did not push.

I bent over the kit again.

"Sire. I am going to want to look at your stomach. I am going to need to put my hand against the skin. If that is not acceptable I will work blind."

"Acceptable."

He stood and pulled the shirt out of the band of his trousers and lifted it.

His stomach was flat and hard the way a soldier's is. Three scars ran across it. One old, one older, one fresh enough to be still pink at the edges. None of them was the source of the bleeding.

I put my left hand flat against the skin below his ribs.

The chest cavity of me, the one that had rung on the porch in the morning, rang again. Low and stupid. I ignored it.

I pressed slowly upward with the heel of my hand, feeling for the shape of his liver, his spleen, the long curve of his stomach. I pressed for a long time. I did not look at his face.

His liver was where it should be.

His spleen was slightly enlarged but not alarmingly so.

His stomach was hot.

His stomach should not have been hot.

A man's stomach is the same temperature as his arm, more or less, with a finger's-width of variance. His stomach felt like a kettle that had been pulled from the fire half an hour ago.

I moved my hand lower, below the navel, into the soft hollow above the hipbone.

He drew breath.

"Sire?"

"Continue."

I pressed.

The heat there was worse.

The heat there was wrong in a way I had no name for.

I took
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