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The night they bonded me to the Alpha’s son, no one was watching.

I was six. He was eight. We stood on the Counting Stone with the fog coming up off the Slake in long white ropes, and old Markwarden Sedge laid our hands together and said the words that were supposed to make a thing that would last our whole lives.

A mate-bond, made early. A promise tied in childhood that the Seeing would deepen as we grew.

That was how Thornwick made its strongest pairs. You bonded the children of two good houses and you let the years thicken the cord between them until it could not be cut.

It worked when both children were seen.

It did not work for me.

I remember the cold of his palm. I remember that he looked past my shoulder at the water the whole time, because a heron had lifted off the reeds and he wanted to watch it fly. I remember Sedge’s voice going on above us, and the smell of wet peat, and my own mother standing at the edge of the Stone with her hands pressed flat against her skirt.

She was the only one looking at me.

Everyone else was looking at him. At Doran Vael, the Alpha’s son, the boy with the wide shoulders already coming and the laugh that pulled people toward him like a tide. The Seeing in Thornwick is a real thing, not a story. We are bound to each other by being held in one another’s attention. A pup that the pack watches grows strong inside the pack’s regard. A pup that no one watches goes thin.

I was a pup no one watched.

So the bond they tied that night had only one anchor. His hand was on mine, but his eyes were on the heron, and a bond needs to be seen from both sides or it is not a bond at all. It is a knot tied around an empty place.

By the time we were ten, Doran did not remember he had been bonded to anyone. By the time we were fifteen, I had learned to move through Thornwick the way water moves through reeds, around everyone, touching no one, and no one’s eyes ever caught on me long enough to hold.

I told myself it did not hurt.

I told myself a great many things in those years, kneeling at the eel-traps in the gray hours, hauling the long woven cages dripping out of the channels while the rest of the pack slept warm and counted in their houses. I told myself that to be unseen was a small kind of freedom. That I could take the best fish and no one would know. That I could listen at any door and no one would turn.

What I did not tell myself, because it was the truest thing and the truest things were the ones I could not afford, was this:

I would have traded every quiet hour I owned to be looked at once, on purpose, by someone who meant it.

To be seen and not have the eyes slide off.

I did not know, that gray morning when the first house in the Slakeside row went silent and no one but me noticed it had gone, that the thing which had been done to me — the thing the pack had done by never looking — was about to become the only thing that could save them.

I did not know that being Unseen was a door.

I only knew that the mist had a new smell in it that morning. Iron and cold tallow. And that when I came up out of the channel with my traps and looked at the eight houses standing dark along the water, one of them had a door open that should have been shut, and inside it, nothing moved.

I should have walked past. I had spent my whole life walking past.

Instead I set down my traps in the reeds, and I went to look.

That was the morning it began. The morning the pack started to disappear, one quiet house at a time, and the only wolf who could see it happen was the one they had all agreed not to see.

My name is Wrenna Thaw.

For nineteen years, almost no one said it.

This is the story of the year they had to learn it.
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The Slake gave up its eels best in the hour before dawn, when the water lay flat and black and the mist had not yet burned off the channels.

I worked that hour because it was mine. No one else wanted it. The ranked warriors slept. The Markwardens slept. The good houses with their counted children slept behind shutters, and I went down to the water alone with my hauling-pole and my coil of line, and the cold did not ask me who I was.

I knelt at the lip of the first channel and put my hands into the water to find the trap-line.

The cold bit to the bone. I had stopped feeling it years ago, or stopped letting myself name the feeling, which in the Slake amounts to the same thing.

My fingers closed on the woven cord. I braced my heels in the peat and pulled.

The trap came up heavy, dripping, the willow staves dark with slime, and inside it three eels turned in slow knots, fat as my forearm. A good haul. I tipped them into my creel and rebaited the cage with a fish-head from my pouch and lowered it back into the dark.

Pine smoke moved across the water from the houses uphill. Someone had a fire going early. Under the smoke ran the other smells of the Slake at dawn — wet peat, the green rot of reeds, the cold mineral breath of the channels themselves. Three smells I knew better than my own name. They had raised me as much as my mother had.

I moved to the second trap.

The mist did its work around me. That is the thing about Thornwick fog — it is not gentle. It does not soften. It hides. A wolf can stand a hand’s breadth from another wolf in the Slake mist and never be seen, and the pack had built its whole law around that fact, because in a place where you can vanish so easily, the most important thing becomes being counted. Being held in the pack’s sight.

I had not been counted in a long time.

I hauled the second trap. Two eels and a water-rat that had got in after the bait and drowned. I threw the rat to the herons and took the eels.

Across the channel, a curlew called once and went quiet.

I should explain what I mean when I say no one saw me, because outlanders think it is a figure of speech and it is not.

In Thornwick, the bond between any two wolves — friend, kin, mate — is made of attention. We call it the Seeing. To be truly seen by another, named and held in their regard, is to be tied to them. The pack as a whole sees its members the same way. A pup the pack watches grows strong in its watching. The Alpha at the center is seen by everyone, and so the Alpha is strongest of all.

And a wolf no one watches?

A wolf no one watches goes thin. Not in the body. In the pack’s awareness. Eyes begin to slide off her. Voices forget her name in the middle of saying it. She can stand in the center of the moot and not be called on, walk through a feast and not be offered bread, kneel at the Counting Stone and have the Markwarden’s gaze pass over her to the next in line.

We have a word for a wolf who has gone all the way thin.

Unseen.

I was not all the way there. I had my mother, while she lived, and her looking had kept a thread of me anchored in the world. But she had been three years dead that spring, and without her eyes on me I had felt myself going quieter every season, lighter, harder to catch.

I told myself it did not matter.

I had eels. I had the gray hour. I had the channels that did not care whether I was counted.

I hauled the third trap, and the fourth, working down the row, and the light came up thin and white behind the mist, and that was when I lifted my head and looked at the Slakeside houses standing along the bank, and saw that the door of the eighth house hung open.

The Hesker house.

Old Bryda Hesker lived there alone, a reed-weaver, half-blind, who had been kind to me once when I was small — had pressed a heel of honey-bread into my hand at a Naming feast when everyone else’s eyes were on the children being counted. I had never forgotten it. You do not forget the few who look at you.

Her door should not have been open. Not in the cold. Not before dawn.

I stood up out of the channel with the water running off my arms.

“Bryda?” I called.

The mist ate the word.

No one answered. No smoke came from the Hesker chimney, though every other house on the row had its dawn fire lit. The house stood dark and open and still, and from it came a smell that did not belong on the Slake.

Iron. And cold tallow, the way a candle smells after it has been pinched out.

I knew, standing there with my creel of eels and my dripping arms, that I should go and wake a warden. That was what you did. You did not walk alone into a silent house that smelled of iron. You raised the pack.

But the pack would not hear me.

I had tried, before, to raise alarms. I had stood at the edge of the moot with news and watched the Markwarden’s eyes travel past me to the man behind. When you are going thin, your voice goes thin with you. They do not refuse to listen. It is worse than that. They simply do not register that you have spoken.

So there was no one to wake who would wake for me.

There was only me, and the open door, and the smell.

I set my creel down in the reeds where the herons would not reach it. I set my hauling-pole beside it.

And I walked up the bank toward the Hesker house, the way I had walked toward everything my whole life — alone, unwatched, with no one’s eyes at my back to catch me if I fell.

The door stood open on a single dark room. The hearth was cold. Bryda’s loom stood in the corner with a half-woven mat still strung on it, the reed-shuttle dropped on the floor below as if she had set it down between one pass and the next.

Her bed was empty. The blanket was thrown back.

There was no blood. No sign of a struggle. No body.

Only the iron smell, strong here, and under it the tallow, and on the floor by the bed a single mark I did not understand — a smear of something dark and fine-grained, gray-black, pressed into the boards in the rough shape of a hand. Not a wolf’s print. A hand’s. Spread flat, fingers wide, as if someone had laid their palm down hard against the floor.

I crouched and touched the edge of it. It came away on my fingertip dry and powdery. Ash, almost. But colder than ash, and it left no smell on my skin at all, which was wrong, because everything in the Slake smells of something.

I did not know what I was looking at.

I knew only that Bryda Hesker was gone, that her door had been opened from the inside and left that way, that no one in the eight houses along the water had woken or marked it, and that the smell in the room was the smell of a candle pinched out by a careful hand.

Behind me, up the hill, the pack began to stir for the morning. I heard a door bang. A child’s voice. The ordinary sounds of a pack that did not know it had lost a member in the night.

They would not know. That was the thing settling cold in my chest as I crouched there with the gray ash on my fingertip.

If a wolf went missing from a good house, the pack would feel the hole torn in its Seeing and rise up howling. But Bryda Hesker was old and half-blind and lived alone at the thin end of the row, and the pack’s eyes had been sliding off her for years, the way they slid off me. She had been half-Unseen already.

So when she vanished, the pack felt nothing.

The hole where she had been was a hole no one had been looking at.

I stood up in the cold room. Through the open door the mist was burning gold at its edges as the sun came, and the eight houses stood along the bright water, and I understood, the way you understand a thing in your gut before your mind has words for it, that this was not the last empty house I was going to find.

And that I was the only one who would see them go.
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I went to the moot anyway.

That was the foolish thing, the thing my mother would have warned me against. I knew how it would go. I had known how it would go for nineteen years. But Bryda was gone, and someone had to be told, and there was no one else who knew, so I climbed the hill with the gray ash still on my fingertip and the eel-creel left in the reeds, and I walked into the Reedmoot while the Markwardens were taking the morning Counting.

The moot was the old council ground, a wide trodden circle ringed by the seven Standing Reeds — tall stones, not reeds at all, but we called them reeds because the first pack had cut them to look like the marsh that fed us. In the center stood the Counting Stone, flat and worn, where the wardens called the pack’s names each morning to keep the Seeing strong.

They were halfway through when I came in. Markwarden Sedge stood at the Stone, old now, his voice cracked, calling the houses in their order, and the named wolves answered, and with each answer I felt the thing the Counting did — the small tightening of the pack’s attention, each name pulling its wolf a little more solidly into the world.

I stood at the edge of the circle and waited for a gap.

No one looked at me. That was ordinary. A pup brushed past my leg chasing another and did not see me to apologize. Two warriors talked across the place where I stood as if I were a post.

Sedge reached the end of the Slakeside houses. “Hesker,” he called.

Silence.

He waited the space of a breath, the way wardens do, and then — and this is the thing, this is the thing that turned my stomach — he simply went on. “Marrow,” he called next, and the Marrow woman answered, and the Counting rolled forward, and the silence where Bryda’s answer should have been closed over without a ripple.

He had not even frowned.

Bryda Hesker had not answered the Counting and the warden had not noticed.

She had gone so thin in the pack’s eyes that her absence made no more sound than her presence had.

I stepped forward into the circle.

“Markwarden,” I said. “The Hesker house is empty. Bryda is gone. The door was open from the inside and there was a smell of iron and a hand-mark in gray ash on the floor.”

I said it clearly. I said it loud. I had practiced saying things clearly and loudly my whole life, against the day it might matter.

Sedge’s eyes moved across me.

Not to me. Across me, the way your eyes cross an empty doorway, registering the space and finding nothing to hold. He turned his head to call the next house, and his gaze passed over the place where I stood speaking and went on to the wolves behind me, and he
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