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The water came up the night I was born, and it did not answer my mother.

That is the first thing anyone ever told me about myself, and they told it like a warning. The tide rose higher than the Tide Table had marked for that moon. It came over the low sluice and into the birthing house and my mother lay in two inches of cold estuary water while she pushed me into the world, and the whole time she kept turning her head toward the door, waiting for my father to feel her and come.

He never came.

He was a Calderwych wolf, and Calderwych wolves feel their own. When a mate is in pain the bond goes taut, like a line drawn up out of deep water, and it pulls you home whether you want to go or not. My mother had that pull her whole life. She used to say my father could find her in the dark across the whole Reach, that the bond between them rang like a struck pot the moment one of them hurt.

It did not ring that night.

He was three reed-islands downriver, mending a fish weir with his brother, and he felt nothing. No pull. No alarm. Nothing drew him home. By the time the water went down and someone walked out to fetch him, my mother had been holding me for an hour in the cold, and I had not cried, and she had decided something about me that everyone in the pack would go on deciding for the rest of my life.

There was something wrong with the bond.

Not his fault, they said later, kindly, the way people are kind when they have already made up their minds. The bond simply had not answered. And a bond that does not answer is a bond with a flaw in it, and a flaw in a bond is a flaw in the blood, and the blood, in Calderwych, is everything.

My mother died when I was four. Marsh fever, the slow kind that comes up through the feet in a wet spring. My father did not feel that either, or if he did he was already so used to not feeling her that he mistook it for an ordinary ache. She was gone before he understood she was going.

After that he did not look at me much.

I think he was afraid of what he might not feel.

I grew up in the tide-reader’s house at the edge of the marsh, raised mostly by old Hessa, who read the water for the pack before me and taught me to read it after her. Hessa was not my blood. She did not pull toward me and she did not pretend to. But she fed me and she taught me and when I was small and the other children would not run with me because their parents said the unanswered girl was bad luck on the water, Hessa would put a sluice key in my hand and walk me out along the gates and teach me the only thing I have ever been good at.

She taught me the water.

The Reach is not the sea and it is not the river. It is the long brackish place where they argue, a country of mud and reed and drowned trees that floods twice a day and drains twice a day and never decides what it is. Most wolves are afraid of it. The tide can take a grown man off a mudflat in the time it takes to whistle. But the water has a logic, if you watch it long enough, and I watched it longer than anyone because I had nothing else to watch. I learned the set of the currents and the smell of a coming flood and the sound the sluice gates make when the pressure builds wrong behind them. I learned to read the marsh the way other wolves read each other.

Because I could not read them at all.

That is the thing I have never been able to explain to anyone who has the bond-sense. They feel each other. Across a room, across the Reach, a Calderwych wolf knows when kin is near, knows joy from grief by the weight of the pull, knows their mate from a thousand strangers the instant the Answering wakes. They live inside a web I cannot touch. I see them lean toward each other like reeds in a current I cannot feel, and I stand on the bank, dry, and watch.

I do not feel the pull.

I have never felt the pull.

When I was sixteen the pack held the Tide-Choosing for my year, the night the young wolves walk the gates at low water and wait to feel the Answering wake for whoever the moon has set against them. Every wolf my age felt something. One girl wept. One boy laughed out loud and ran down the bank to a girl he had hated the day before. The bonds woke all up and down the line like lamps coming on in windows.

I stood at the third gate and felt the cold come up through my boots.

That was all.

I told no one. I walked home along the sluice in the dark, and Hessa was waiting, and she looked at my face and did not ask, because she already knew. She put the kettle on. She did not say it would happen later. She did not say I was not broken. She was too honest for that. She only said the one thing she ever said when the not-feeling got too heavy to carry.

“The water doesn’t pull either,” she said. “And the water holds the whole Reach up.”

I did not understand her then.

I was twenty-five before I understood her, and by then she was dead, and the Alpha was looking at me the way my mother had looked at the door, and the whole pack was trying to decide what I was.

But that is the end of the story.

The beginning is a morning in early spring, with the ice going out of the channels and a new Alpha freshly seated in the Reach, and a body in the low marsh that the tide should not have left where it left it.

The beginning is the morning everything I knew about myself turned out to be the wrong way around.
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The morning the new Alpha came to my door, I was already out on the mud, and I was already angry, because the tide had done something it was not supposed to do.

I had walked the gates at first light the way I did every low water. Frost still silvered the reeds. The channels lay flat and pewter-colored, draining slow, and the air smelled of the three things the Reach always smells of in early spring: cold salt, rotting reed, and the green bite of new growth pushing up through last year’s dead. I knew those smells the way I knew my own hands. I had logged the tide for nine years. I could tell you to the half-hour when the water would turn, and I was never wrong, because the water was the one thing in the Reach that never lied to me.

That morning the water had lied.

I found the body at the second gate, in the slack pool below the sluice, and the wrongness of it stopped me before the death of it did.

The tide should not have left him there.

A body that goes into the Reach above the second gate goes out with the ebb. Every time. The current takes it down the main channel and out toward the bar, and you find it three days later snagged in the drowned forest if you find it at all. The water does not leave a man in the slack pool below the second gate. The water has never once left a man there in all the years I have read it.

But there he was, face down in a hand’s depth of cold water, one arm hooked over the lowest bar of the gate as if he had reached for it.

I knew him. Eward Sluice, one of the under-keepers, a heavy quiet man who minded the middle gates and brought Hessa river-trout when she was dying and never once said anything to me about the bond I did not have. I had liked him as much as I let myself like anyone.

I waded in. The cold went through my boots and up my legs like a blade. I got my hands under his shoulder and turned him, and his face came up gray and slack with the marsh water running out of his mouth, and I knew before I had him all the way over that he had been dead since the turn of the tide at least.

I did not feel grief the way the pack feels it.

I want to be honest about that, because everyone who has ever stood near me in a death has watched me to see whether I feel it right. I felt the cold and I felt the weight of him and I felt the small wrong logic of the water working at the back of my mind like a stone in a boot. What I did not feel was the thing the others would feel an hour from now when the news ran along the bond-web and every wolf in Calderwych flinched at the same moment. I would not flinch. I never did. A death moved through this pack like a wave and it passed through me as if I were a gap in the net.

So I did what I always did with the feeling I could not feel.

I worked.

I dragged Eward up out of the slack pool onto the mud where the tide would not take him. I looked at the gate. I looked at the set of the channel. I crouched in the freezing muck and read the water the way Hessa taught me, and the more I read it the less sense it made, because the only way a body comes to rest in the slack pool below the second gate is if the second gate was closed when he went in.

And the second gate had not been closed.

The log in my satchel said so in my own hand. Gates open, ebb running clear, last night’s tide ordinary. I had marked it myself at dusk. If the gate had been open all night, the current would have taken Eward down the main channel like everything else. For him to fetch up here, dead, the gate had to have been shut after he went into the water and opened again before I walked out at dawn.

Someone had worked the gate around a dead man.

I was still crouched there with that thought going cold in me when I heard boots on the bank behind me, and a voice I did not know said, “Don’t touch him again.”

I turned.

He stood on the rise above the gate with the grey morning behind him, and the first thing I noticed was that he was not afraid of the mud. The keepers who had grown soft in the Alpha House always picked their way along the dry crowns of the dikes. This man came straight down the bank into the soft ground as if the marsh were his own floor. He was big through the shoulders, dark-haired, with the kind of stillness that comes from a man who has learned not to waste movement. Not handsome the way the pack songs mean it. Worn. A scar pulled white through one eyebrow.

I did not know him.

That was strange in itself. I knew every face in Calderwych, the way you know the furniture in a house you cannot leave.

“This is a sluice matter,” I said. “Tide-reader’s ground. You can wait on the dike.”

Something moved across his face that I did not have a name for then. Later I would understand it. He was looking at me the way a man looks at a sound he has been hearing all his life and has only now found the source of.

“You’re the tide-reader,” he said.

“I’m the tide-reader.”

“Briar Vance.”

“You have the advantage of me,” I said.

“Rholt Mercer.” He came down the last of the bank and stopped on the other side of Eward’s body, and he looked down at the dead man for a long moment, and whatever he felt I could not feel it, but I saw it pass over him. “I was seated as Alpha of Calderwych eleven days ago,” he said. “I came out to meet the woman who keeps my water. I did not expect to meet her over a body.”

I had heard, of course, that the old Alpha was dead and a new one come up from a southern pack by some claim of blood I had not paid attention to. The doings of the Alpha House were a country I did not live in. I had pictured someone older. Someone soft.

I had not pictured a man who would walk into the mud.

“He didn’t drown by accident,” I said, because there was no point in softening it, and I have never been good at softening things. “The water didn’t put him here. Someone did.”

He went very still.

“Explain that,” he said.

So I explained it. The slack pool. The second gate. The log in my own hand. The single ugly fact that a body does not come to rest below the second gate unless someone closed the gate on a dead man and opened it again before dawn. I explained it the way I explain the water, flat and certain, because the water does not care how you feel about what it tells you.

When I finished he was quiet for a while. The tide had turned while I talked; I felt it the way I always did, not in my blood like the others but in the changed sound of the channels, the suck and gurgle of the water beginning to climb the gates again.

“You’re sure,” he said. It was not quite a question.

“I’m never wrong about the water,” I said. “It’s the only thing I’m never wrong about.”

He looked at me again with that strange attention, and then he said the thing that started everything, though neither of us knew it yet.

“Then I need you,” he said, “to read it for me. All of it. Because I came up to Calderwych eleven days ago and I have not stopped feeling that something in this pack is rotten under the waterline, and I think you may be the only person here who can see the bottom.”

I should have said no.

I had spent twenty-five years staying on the bank, dry, out of the web, where the pack’s troubles ran past me and did not catch. The unanswered girl. Bad luck on the water. Safe only because no one wanted her close enough to be caught by.

But he was looking at me as if I were a person and not a flaw, and the dead man between us had been kind to Hessa, and the water had lied for the first time in my life, and I wanted to know why.

“I’ll read it,” I said.

I did not feel the thing he felt when I said it.

I only saw it land on him, like a line going taut, and I had no idea yet what it meant.
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