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The Deepwell had answered every true Alpha of Hawthorn Vale for two hundred years.

It did not answer Coven Merest.

I stood at the back of the well-house with my hands full of wet cress, and I watched a grown man press his palm flat to the black water and wait for it to climb.

It did not climb.

The spring sat in its stone throat the way it always sat, dark and patient, giving back nothing but the smell of cold rock and old iron. Coven kept his hand there. He was good at keeping his hand somewhere it was not wanted. He had kept it on the high seat of this pack for nine years, and the Vale had not thrown him off, so I think he believed the water would learn, the way the rest of us had learned, that it was easier to give him what he asked for than to make him take it.

The water did not learn.

I knew the sound a rising spring makes. I had heard it my whole life. A small live mutter, a swelling, the surface lifting under your hand like a breath drawn in. The Deepwell made no such sound for him. It lay flat. The five Wellwardens stood in their grey along the curved wall, and not one of them looked at the water. They looked at Coven’s face. They had decided, long before that night, that his face was the safer thing to read.

I should have looked away too. A spring-tender who watches an Alpha fail at the one thing that proves him is a spring-tender who is about to lose her place, her roof, and possibly her teeth.

I did not look away.

I want to be honest about that, because so much of what came after grew from this one refusal. I stood at the back of the well-house in my wet apron with cress dripping down my wrist, and I watched the water tell the truth, and I did not pretend with the rest of them that it had told a different one.

Coven took his hand from the well. He shook the cold off his fingers like a man flicking away an insult. He turned to the Wardens and he smiled, and his smile said what his hand could not make the water say.

“The Vale is settled,” he told them. “The spring is settled. Mark it down.”

Warden Esker marked it down.

I watched the pen move. I watched a lie become a record. I had cut cress in the lower beds since I was nine years old, and I had been taught the same thing the water was taught that night: that what Coven wanted written would be written, and the rest of us were only the channel his will ran through on its way to becoming true.

That was the lie I believed. I want to name it now, here, before any of the rest. I believed I was runoff. I believed I was the water that drains away unused, the part of the spring nobody comes back for, the channel and never the source. I had believed it so long it did not feel like a belief. It felt like the shape of the world.

I was wrong about almost everything that night.

I was wrong about Coven, who I thought was simply greedy, and who turned out to be something worse and more reasonable than greed.

I was wrong about Aldric Merest, who had stood at this same well nine years before and refused me in front of the whole pack, and who I had spent nine years hating with the clean, useful hatred you can build a life on.

I was wrong, most of all, about the Deepwell, and about what it remembered, and about whose hand it had been waiting two hundred years to answer.

But that comes later. Let me start where it started, on the night the water would not rise for a false Alpha, with cress in my hands and my mother three years in the ground and the whole Vale agreeing in the dark to believe a thing the spring had just refused to confirm.

Esker finished writing. He capped the ink. The Wardens filed out into the cold, and Coven went with them, and the well-house emptied until it was only me and the water and the single tallow lamp burning low in its niche.

I set my cress down on the stone ledge.

I did not mean to do what I did next. I have asked myself a hundred times whether I knew, even then, some part of me, under the part that believed I was runoff. I do not think I did. I think I was only tired, and angry, and alone with a spring that had just been called a liar to its face.

I knelt at the lip of the Deepwell where Coven had knelt.

I put my hand to the black water.

And the water rose to meet me.
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The water rose to my knuckles and stopped, trembling, as if it were as frightened as I was.

I pulled my hand back.

The surface settled. It dropped, slow, to where it had been, and the smell of cold iron came up off it stronger than before, the way a spring smells after rain even when there has been no rain. My heart did something I had no name for. Not the racing they put in the old songs. Something heavier. A stone turning over in deep mud.

I looked at the door. It was shut. The lamp guttered.

I had imagined it. That was the first thing I told myself, and I told it to myself with great firmness, the way you speak to a child who has woken from a dream. Springs do not rise for cress-cutters. The Deepwell answered the Alpha line, and the Alpha line was Merest, and I was a Holt, which was barely a name at all, a name people said quickly so they could get to the next one.

I picked up my cress.

I left.

The night outside the well-house was the kind of cold that lives in chalk country, a wet cold that comes up out of the ground instead of down out of the sky. Hawthorn Vale lay in its long valley under a low moon, the beech hangers black on the slopes, the spring-channels catching what light there was and carrying it down through the dark in thin bright threads. I knew every one of those channels. I had cleared them of leaf-rot and dead cress and drowned voles since before I was tall enough to reach the sluice handles. The water of the Vale ran through five hundred small stone runs before it reached the river, and I had knelt in most of them.

That was my place in the pack. I kept the water moving. When a channel silted, I cleared it. When a well-house cracked, I packed it. When the watercress in the lower beds grew too thick and choked itself, I cut it back and carried it up to the kitchens, and the kitchens fed it to wolves who did not know my name and would not have used it if they had.

I was twenty-five years old and I had been runoff my whole life.

I walked the lower channel home with my cress-basket on my hip. Behind me the well-house held its secret, or held my madness, and I did not know yet which it was.

My cottage sat at the bottom of the Vale where the springs gathered before the river took them. It was a low place. Damp. Good for cress and bad for chests, my mother used to say, and she had died of her chest three winters back in the small back room where she had taught me to read water the way other mothers taught their daughters to read faces.

I let myself in. I hung the basket. I did not light a second lamp.

I sat on the edge of my mother’s old bed with my wet hands in my lap, and I made myself think about the thing I did not want to think about, which was Coven’s hand on the well and the flat dark water that would not climb for him.

The Welling was the oldest law of Hawthorn Vale. Older than the Wardens, older than the Merest line. Two hundred years ago, the songs said, the first true Alpha had knelt at the Deepwell and the spring had risen to meet his hand, and the Vale had known him by it, and ever since, no Alpha sat the high seat until the water named him. Blood was not enough. Strength was not enough. The spring had to answer.

Coven Merest had ruled for nine years.

The spring had never answered him.

I had not understood, until tonight, that those two facts could both be true at once. I had thought, like everyone, that Coven’s Welling had happened the way the record said it happened, that the water had risen for him the year his brother died and the high seat fell empty. I was twelve that year. I had not been let near the well-house. None of us had. The Welling had been held in private, the Wardens said, because the pack was grieving and a private rite was more seemly.

I had believed that for thirteen years.

Tonight I had watched Coven try to make the water rise in front of the Wardens, and fail, and order it written down that it had risen anyway.

There had been no private Welling thirteen years ago. There could not have been. The water did not answer him now and it had not answered him then. He had taken the high seat the way he took everything, by being the most willing person in the room to simply behave as though a thing were true until everyone else grew too tired to say it was not.

And the Wardens had let him.

I understood, sitting on my mother’s bed, that I now knew a thing that could get me killed. Coven did not punish people in the old loud way, with the pack assembled and the wrongdoer broken before them. That was Aldric’s father’s way, the way of the Alpha before Coven, and it had made the pack hate the high seat. Coven was cleverer. Coven made people disappear into reasonable explanations. A cress-cutter who drowned clearing a flooded channel. A girl who left in the night because she had family in the next valley, did she not, somewhere. He would not need to lift his hand. He would only need to mention to the right person that I had been in the well-house when I should not have been, and the Vale would supply the rest.

I should leave. That was the sensible thing. I had a name barely worth saying and a trade I could carry anywhere there was water, and I could be three valleys gone by the time anyone wondered.

But the water had risen for me.

I kept coming back to it, the way your tongue keeps going to a broken tooth. The water had risen for me, a Holt, runoff, the channel and never the source. If I had imagined it, I was losing my mind, and a person losing her mind should not flee alone into the dark. And if I had not imagined it—

I did not let myself finish that thought. It was too large. It had teeth.

I lay down in my clothes and I did not sleep, and the springs talked to themselves all night under the floor of the Vale, and somewhere up the valley the high seat held a man the water would not name, and somewhere—though I did not know it yet—a boat was coming up the river road carrying back the one person in the world I had taught myself never to think about.

Aldric Merest was coming home.

He had been gone nine years. He had left the morning after he rejected me at the Moon Choosing, left before I had finished understanding what had been done to me in front of the pack, gone east to the river packs to learn trade and law and whatever else exiled heirs learned, and in nine years he had not sent one word.

I had built a life on hating him. It was good clean hatred. It asked nothing of me and gave me a great deal. When the work was hard and the Vale was cold and the kitchens took my cress without taking my name, I could hate Aldric Merest, and the hating warmed me better than the work did.

I did not know, lying in the dark, that he was a day from the Vale.

I did not know that the water rising for me and Aldric coming home were the same event seen from two ends.

I only knew that I had touched the Deepwell and it had answered, and that this was either madness or the most dangerous truth in Hawthorn Vale, and that come morning I would have to go back to the lower beds and cut cress as though nothing in the world had changed.

So that is what I did.

I rose before light. I took my basket and my knife. I walked the lower channel down to the beds where the cress grew thickest, and I knelt in the cold running water, and I began to cut.

The Vale woke around me. Smoke from the kitchens. A horn from the high ground, two notes, the call that meant a rider on the river road. I did not look up. Riders came. The river road carried trade and news and sometimes trouble, and a cress-cutter’s business was the cress.

Then the horn sounded again, three notes, and three notes was not a rider.

Three notes was the Merest line.

I knelt in the water with my knife in my hand and the cold running over my wrists, and I understood, before I let myself understand it, who was coming up the river road.

The water around my knees began, very softly, to rise.
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I told myself the water rose because the morning sluice had opened upstream.

It had not. The sluice did not open until the kitchens called for it, and the kitchens had not called. I knelt in the lower beds and felt the cold climb from my knees to the middle of my thighs, slow and deliberate, and I made myself keep cutting, because a woman kneeling still in rising water is a woman someone notices.

The cress came away clean under my knife. I built it in the basket the way my mother had taught me, stems all one way, so it would not bruise. My hands knew the work without me. That was the gift of a trade you have done since you were nine. Your hands keep their promises even when the rest of you has gone somewhere far off and frightened.

Up the valley, the three notes died away.

I did not go to see. Half the Vale would go to see. The river road came in at the top of the valley by the Alpha House, and there would be a crowd already, the warriors and the kitchen folk and the children, everyone who had a reason to be seen welcoming the Merest heir home and everyone who only wanted the spectacle. Coven would be on the steps of the Alpha House in his grey, his face arranged. The Wardens would be ranged behind him. It would look like a homecoming.

It was not a homecoming
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