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For anyone the current tried to carry off —

and the quiet ones who waded in after them.
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WREN

They walked me to the river the way you walk a dog you mean to leave somewhere far from home.

Three of them, spread in a loose arc at my back so I couldn't break for the trees, and Torvald in front with the rope. Not a rope for my wrists. A rope for the far bank, if I reached it. That was the mercy in it, and the joke. He would throw me a line I could not possibly catch, and then he could tell my father's ghost he had thrown me a line.

The Ninemile ran high and brown and loud. Snowmelt off the peaks had it up over the willows, dragging whole cottonwoods down the middle of the current with their roots in the air like drowned men reaching. At the Chute the whole river narrowed to a throat of rock and poured through white. You could hear it from a quarter mile off. It did not sound like water. It sounded like something eating.

"You can still say it," Torvald said. He didn't look at me. He was a decent man, Torvald, in the way of men who do terrible things for their alpha and sleep fine. "Say the boy did it in your care and you covered for him because you loved him. Corwin will call it grief. You'll take a season's shame and come home."

The boy. Renard. Corwin's son, twenty-eight years old and already practicing the particular smile of a man who has decided the truth is a thing that happens to other people.

"I didn't kill Aldous," I said. My voice came out level. That surprised me. Everything in me was shaking except my voice. "Renard killed Aldous. I found the body and I said so, and that is the whole of it."

"Then there's the river," Torvald said, and I understood that he had known there would be, all along.

I want to tell you I fought. I had been the best tracker the Kettle River Pack ever ran, and I was fast, and I knew that country better than any of them. But they had marked me at the ceremony three days back — held me down in the long hall while old Neve pressed the packless brand of scent into me, that cold severing that unstitches you from everything you are, so that any wolf who crossed my trail after would read one word off me and one word only: nobody. Since then my wolf had gone to a coal at the bottom of me, banked, unreachable. I couldn't shift. A body that can't shift can't do much against four that can.

And there was the other thing they didn't know. Two ribs, cracked, from the same night they took me down in the hall. Breathe deep and a white wire pulled tight along my side. Swim, and it would sing.

"Down the bank," Torvald said.

I went down the bank.

The stones were slick and freezing under my bare feet — they'd taken my boots, my coat, everything but the thin shift, because a body found downstream in a dead woman's boots raises questions and a body found in nothing raises only pity. The cold came up through my soles and into my teeth. Above me the tamaracks on the ridge had gone gold, every needle of them lit by the last of the sun, and I remember thinking it was an obscene amount of beauty to die under. I counted them. I counted the gold trees on the ridgeline, seven, eight, nine, because if I counted I would not scream, and I had promised myself in the long hall that they would not get the screaming.

"There's the far bank," Torvald called, and threw the rope.

He threw it short. Of course he threw it short. It slapped the water six feet out and the current took it sideways like a striking snake and he never even had to pretend to be sorry.

"Swim, Wren," he said, quiet, almost kind. "Best you can. If the river wants you it wants you. That's not on us."

That's not on us. I have thought about those four words more than any others in my life.

I looked at the Chute one more time. I looked at the throat of it, the white pour, the log jammed crossways at the head of the race with its bark scoured off to bone. And I did the only free thing left to me, which was to not wait for a shove. I stepped off the stone myself.

The cold was not cold. That is the thing no one tells you. It went past cold into a kind of enormous white noise that swallowed my whole body at once, and the river took me the way you'd take a leaf, without malice and without pause, and turned me over, and I lost which way was up.

Then the current found the Chute and everything became violence.

I have no clean memory of it. I have pieces. The rock wall coming at my shoulder and the crunch of it and no pain, only a bright sound. The world going dark-green and roaring, then bursting up into gold light and one whooping breath, then dark-green again. My braid whipping across my face like a rope somebody else was pulling. The cracked ribs letting go all their fire at once when the water squeezed me through the narrows, and the small animal part of me that had counted the trees now just wanting air, wanting it past dignity, past everything, my mouth opening on its own to beg the river for it and getting the river instead.

I went under at the tailout, where the race spread and slowed and deepened into the long green pool below the Chute, and I did not come back up.

I was so tired. That was the trap of it, the last soft lie the water tells you. You've been fighting and the fighting hasn't worked and here at the bottom of the green it is quiet, and warm, almost, in the way the cold had gone warm, and there is a floor of round stones the exact color of my own eyes, my mother used to say, river-ice grey, and I could just — rest on them. Just for a moment. Everyone would understand. That's not on us.

Some part of me that was not tired snarled.

It came up out of the banked coal at the bottom of me, the part they'd tried to brand out, and it was not clever and it was not brave. It was only an animal that did not consent to die at the bottom of a river because four men had decided it should. It put my hands flat on the round stones and it pushed. My ribs screamed. I let them. I got my feet on the bottom and I shoved off it toward where the gold was, and the light came closer, closer, and did not quite—

—and my face broke the surface and I got half a breath, half, before the pool's slow turn carried me into the sweeper.

The cottonwood had come down in some earlier flood and lodged along the far bank with all its branches combed downstream underwater, a great black rack of them just under the surface, and the current pushed me into it and the branches took hold of my shift and my hair and my arm and held me there with the water piling against my back, pressing me down, folding me under, and I could not push against that. There was nothing to push against. There was only the endless polite weight of the whole river deciding, at last, unhurried, to keep me.

My grip on the branch failed. The cold had unspooled my hands. I felt the last of the air leave me in a long stupid ribbon of silver going up past my open eyes toward the gold I was not going to reach, and I thought, absurdly, with a kind of far-off tenderness: nobody. They had made me nobody, and now nobody would drown, and no law in three territories would so much as raise its head.

I stopped fighting. Not from peace. From arithmetic. There was no more to spend.

And then the water above me broke.

Something huge came down through the surface in a boil of white and dark, a shape too big and too fast and too there to be river, and I felt it before I understood it — a heat in that killing cold, a hand closing around my wrist, my whole forearm, closing like the jaws of something that had decided the opposite of what everyone else had decided about me. The branches did not want to give me up. The something did not care what the branches wanted. There was a wrench that lit every cracked bone in me and then the terrible tearing pressure of the water was behind me instead of on me and I was moving, hauled sideways and up, up, the gold rushing at me, and I broke the surface against a body that was solid as the far bank I never reached.

I could not breathe. My chest was a stone. I clawed at the arm across me and it only tightened, and a voice, low and rough and close against my ear, said one word — not swim, not say it, not that's not on us — it said, "Live."

Like an order. Like it was the most natural thing in the world to give a drowned nobody an order and expect to be obeyed.

Then the bank came up under us, mud and cold stone, and he rolled me onto it face-down and struck me once between the shoulder blades with the flat of his hand and the river came up out of me in a rush that tore my throat, and I breathed. God help me, I breathed. It hurt worse than drowning. I curled around the pain of it and hauled in one more, and another, coughing river and bile onto the stones, and every breath was a nail and I welcomed every nail.

I got my eyes open. The world was on its side. Gold trees, grey water, and above me, blotting out the last of the light, a man on his knees in the shallows with the river streaming off him, breathing as hard as I was, watching me with eyes the flat gold-brown of the stones on the bottom of the pool.

I did not know him. I would have known any wolf of my pack by scent even half-drowned, and I would have known any wolf of the neighbor packs by rumor, and I knew, in that fogged and dying-animal way, that I knew nothing off this one at all. No pack sat on him. No territory. He smelled of woodsmoke and cold water and pine pitch and, under it, something I had no name for, something that turned over in the coal at the bottom of me and made it flare.

"You're a long way from anywhere," he said. His voice had gone quieter now that I was breathing, like a man who'd raised it only because he had to. "Nobody comes over the Chute on purpose."

I tried to answer. What came out was river.

He looked upstream then, toward the throat of the race, toward the far bank where — I knew without seeing — four men were watching the pool to be certain it kept its meal. Something in his face changed. It didn't harden. It went still, the way the woods go still when the biggest thing in them stops moving, and every smaller thing feels it and holds its breath.

"There were people on that bank," he said. Not a question.

I got my hand up. I got two fingers around his sodden sleeve, because I had learned in one long hall that the difference between living and not can be whether somebody stays, and I did not have the air to say stay, so I held the sleeve and I looked at him and I put everything I had left into the look.

His jaw moved. For a moment I thought he'd pull free and stand and leave me to the mud, and I braced for it, because that was what the world did.

Instead he shifted his grip, slid one arm under my knees and one behind my back, and stood up out of the river with me against his chest as though I weighed nothing, as though I were not a marked and packless nobody the whole border would look through, as though I were something a man might carry somewhere warm.

"Don't do that again," he said, and I didn't know if he meant don't drown or don't grab a stranger's sleeve like he's the last solid thing in the world. Then, lower, more to the dark than to me: "Neither of us needed this."

The gold trees wheeled overhead as he turned. My eyes were closing on their own. The last thing I saw before they did was the far bank across the pool, four figures small against the darkening timber, and one of them turning away — not running, not shouting, just turning away, satisfied — and I thought, going down into the black behind my eyes, that they would go home and say the river took me, and they would not be wrong, and they would not be right, and no one would ever know the difference.

Except this one. This packless stranger with river-stone eyes, walking me up the bank away from the men who came to watch me die.

He knew.
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Chapter Two
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CAEL

I had gone down to the river to check the weir, and that is the truth I keep coming back to, because it is so small. A man's whole life turns on a fish trap. I had built the weir in the slack water below the Chute so I wouldn't have to trade for meat at Ford's more than once a month, and I went down at dusk to see what the high water had left me, and I heard the men before I saw them.

Voices carry over that pool in the evening. I stood in the willows with the weir-basket in my hand and I listened to four wolves discuss a drowning as though it were weather. If the river wants her it wants her. That's not on us. I had heard that exact music before, in another life, from men who wore better coats and used cleaner words for the same thing. It is the oldest song in the world, the one that goes: someone had to, and it wasn't going to be me.

I told myself it was not my business. I had spent seven years making nothing my business. A packless man at the seam of three territories survives on precisely one skill, and it is not fighting, and it is not tracking, though I can do both. It is the skill of not being there. Of being a rumor, a wisp of smoke over a far ridge, a set of boot prints that lead nowhere. Four wolves from the Kettle River watching a marked exile drown was the kind of thing that, if a man interfered with it, would give it a face. My face. And my face is the one thing in the world I cannot afford to give away.

So I stood in the willows and I watched a woman step off a rock into the Ninemile at snowmelt, on purpose, not waiting to be pushed, and something about that — the not waiting — got its hand around my sternum and would not let go.

She went into the Chute. She should have died in the Chute. Most would. But she came off the tailout still moving, still clawing, and I saw her small pale shape drive up off the bottom of the pool toward the light with the last of whatever she had, and I was already setting the basket down. I want to be honest about the order of things. I did not decide and then move. My body was moving and my mind ran after it, shouting, the whole way, all the good sense of seven careful years, don't, don't, don't give them a face, and my body went into the river anyway, because some older law than caution had looked at that woman refusing to sink and answered before I could stop it.

The sweeper had her by the time I reached her. That black rack of drowned branches — I knew it, I'd cut deadfall off that bank a dozen times — and the river had folded her into it and was leaning its whole weight on her, patient as a landslide. I got a lungful and went under into the green and the branches raked me and I found her wrist. Thin. Cold past cold. I closed my hand around her whole forearm and I pulled the way you pull against a thing that means to keep what it has, and the branches gouged furrows down her arm giving her up, and then she was loose and I had her and the current tried to take us both and I would not let it.

I got her to the bank. I struck the water out of her. She breathed — that first horrible tearing breath that sounds like a saw and means everything — and I knelt there in the shallows with the cold going into my knees and I looked at what I had done.

I had given them a face.

And then she opened her eyes, and I forgot about faces.

Grey. Pale grey with a darker ring at the edge, the exact grey of the stones on the floor of that pool, and they found mine and held on with a strength her drowned little body had no right to. There was a scar through one eyebrow, an old white crescent. Her hair had come out of its braid and lay plastered dark across her face and she reached up out of all that dying and took two fingers of my sleeve, and she looked at me, and I understood the look the way you understand a language you were born speaking and swore you'd forgotten. Stay, it said. You are the last solid thing. Stay.

It was then that her scent reached me.

The river had scoured most of it off her, and over the top of what was left lay that flat cold nothing they brand into an exile, the packless mark, meant to tell every wolf who crossed her that she belonged to no one and could be treated accordingly. I read past it. Under the river and under the brand there was her, the true scent of her, and when it reached the back of my throat the whole world went narrow and bright and terribly, unbearably simple, and every hair on my body stood up, and the wolf in me that I keep on a chain in the dark lunged the length of that chain and said, in a voice I had never once heard it use in thirty-one years: ours.

I knelt in the river holding a stranger and I felt the floor go out of my life.

I know what it is. I am not a boy; I know the old stories and I know my own blood. There is a bond that comes down onto certain wolves without asking, rare as a white stag, and it does not care what you have planned. It chooses, and then it is simply true, the way north is true. It had chosen. It had reached down into the one life in three territories least able to hold it — a dead man's life, a life built entirely out of not being found — and it had chosen a marked exile the Kettle River Pack had just spent an evening drowning, and it had made her mine, and me hers, in the space of one breath she stole back from a river.

"You're a long way from anywhere," I heard myself say, stupidly, because the alternative was to say the true thing and the true thing could not be said. "Nobody comes over the Chute on purpose."

She tried to answer and coughed river.

I looked upstream to buy myself a second away from those eyes, and I saw them. The far bank. Four figures at the head of the pool in the last light, and even at that distance I could read the shape of what they were doing, which was waiting. Waiting to be sure. And one of them, as I watched, turned away — not in horror, not in flight, but in the small satisfied way of a man crossing a task off a list — and my old life turned over in its grave and stretched.

I know that turning-away. I used to be the thing at the other end of it. I used to be the reason men could turn away satisfied, so that a whole council could tell itself its hands were clean because there was one dead man far up a mountain doing the dirty part.

"There were people on that bank," I said. It came out flatter than I meant. It came out in the old voice, the one I keep buried with everything else, and I heard it happen and could not stop it.

She got her hand back on my sleeve. Two fingers. And she looked at me and put the whole of herself into the look, and I felt the bond tighten like a line coming taut, and I understood that whatever I decided in the next moment I would be deciding for the rest of a life I had been very carefully not living.

The sane thing, the safe thing, the thing that seven years of discipline screamed for, was to set her down on the warm mud where she could crawl to help if she was able, and stand, and walk back into being smoke. Let the country take its course. A packless woman was no one's to save and no one's to avenge, and a packless man who saved her had, for no reason a sane man could name, painted a target on the only wall he had left to hide behind.

I picked her up instead.

She weighed nothing. Skin and river and cracked ribs — I felt one grate as I lifted her and she made a sound in her throat and turned her face into my chest, and the wolf on its chain made a sound back that I hoped she was too far gone to hear. She was shaking so hard I could feel her teeth. I turned my back on the four figures across the water and started up the bank toward the trees, toward the old game trail that climbs to the bench where my cabin sits in its little clearing at the exact meeting of three territories, the one square of ground in the whole high country that belongs to no pack and therefore to me.

"Don't do that again," I told her, and I don't know to this hour which thing I meant. Then, because I needed to hear myself say something true and could not say the truest thing, I said it to the dark instead of to her: "Neither of us needed this."

She had gone limp against me, out cold or nearly, and the gold was almost gone off the ridge, and I carried her up through the tamaracks with the river falling away behind us, still eating, still loud, and I made myself a set of promises with every step the way I'd once made them climbing other trails with other burdens.

I would warm her and mend her ribs and feed her until she could stand. I would learn nothing about her that I could be made to give up. I would not touch her, would not let the bond off its chain, would give it not one inch, because a bond wants a life and I do not have a life to give it, I have a hiding place, and you cannot raise anything in a hiding place. And the moment the passes were clear enough for a healed wolf to travel, I would point her at some horizon far from here where the Kettle River never reached, and I would watch her go, and I would go back to being smoke, and this — the weight of her, the impossible right feel of the weight of her — this would be a thing that happened once, in the cold, that I never told a living soul.

I believed every word of it. That is the part I can't forgive myself for now — how completely I believed I could carry her up out of that river and set her down again unchanged.

Her cabin, I would come to call it in my head, before the winter was out. The bed by the stove would become her bed. The whole shape of my careful nothing was already, that first night, quietly rearranging itself around a woman whose name I did not yet know, and I climbed the last of the trail in the dark and shouldered my own door open and I did not feel it happening.

I laid her down by the banked fire and I built it up until the light of it moved on her face, and she surfaced just far enough to find my eyes one more time before she went under into real sleep, and her mouth moved, and no sound came, but I have learned to read a mouth in the dark. Thank you, it said.

Nobody had thanked me in seven years. The last people to see my face had been people I'd come to kill.

I sat down on the floor with my back against the wood-box, close enough to catch her if the shaking turned to something worse, and I watched a stranger sleep in my hidden house, and I thought: I have made a terrible mistake, and I would make it again, and that is exactly how the terrible ones start.
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Chapter Three
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WREN

I woke because the room was warm, and warmth meant a fire, and a fire meant someone had built it, and someone building a fire near me while I slept was a problem I had to solve before I opened my eyes.

So I kept them shut and I did the thing my father taught me before he taught me anything else. I lay still and I read the room off the air.

Woodsmoke, resin — tamarack, not pine, burning slow in an iron stove. Bear grease and hot metal, so, cooking, or the memory of it. Cured hide. Old ash. Dried yarrow and something bitter that turned out later to be willow bark, steeping. Wet wool. Under all of it, the deep mineral cold of a place that stayed cold, a house dug half into a hillside with stone at its back. And the man.

I found the man last because my nose kept going to him first and I kept dragging it off, the way your tongue keeps going to a broken tooth. He was across the room and he was not asleep — a sleeping wolf breathes into his whole body and this one was breathing shallow and awake, holding still on purpose, the same game I was playing. Woodsmoke and cold water and pine pitch, and under that the thing I still had no name for, the thing that reached into the banked coal of me and made it want to sit up.

That frightened me more than anything else in the room. I was branded. My wolf was supposed to be a stone at the bottom of a well. And here it was, stirring, turning its head toward a stranger like a compass needle, and I did not understand it and I did not trust it, because the last time I had trusted something in myself it had been my certainty that Dara would speak for me, and Dara had stood in the long hall with her chipped-tooth mouth shut and studied the floor while they branded me.

I opened my eyes.

Low ceiling of peeled poles, gone amber with smoke. A loft over half the room, a ladder up to it. One window, small, the glass thick and greenish, grey light behind it — morning, or a day so overcast it might as well be. The stove, black and squat, ticking. And me in a narrow bed built into the wall with a pelt over me and, I discovered as I moved, almost nothing under it but a man's wool shirt three sizes too big, which meant he had taken the drowned shift off me and put me in this, and my whole body went rigid at the thought until I understood that a person who meant me harm does not first dress me warm.

The moving was a mistake. My side lit up. I'd known the ribs were cracked; now they'd been bound, snug, with strips of something soft, and the binding turned the fire down to a dull red but did not put it out. I hissed through my teeth despite myself.

He was on his feet at once and then, visibly, stopped himself, and stayed across the room by the wood-box with his hands loose at his sides, making himself no larger than a man his size could manage. He was big. That registered slowly, the way large things do when they're being careful — tall, heavy through the shoulders, and he moved with a quiet that a body that size has no business having, like the woods had taught it to him. Black hair, gone grey at one temple though he couldn't have been far past thirty. And the eyes. Gold-brown, flat, river-stone, watching me with an attention that had nothing hungry in it and nothing soft either. Just watching, the way you watch weather you have to travel through.

"Don't sit up fast," he said. "Two ribs. Left side. They'll knit."

"I know what they are." It came out rougher than I meant, my throat still raw with river. "I cracked them before I came to your river."

Something moved behind his eyes at before I came to your river, and was gone.

I catalogued the room again with my eyes open now, and I found the door, and I found that between me and the door there was the length of the whole cabin and a man who could cross it faster than I could get my ruined body upright, and I made myself breathe against the panic of that arithmetic, in for a count, out for a count, the way you do.

"You're wondering can you make the door," he said. Not unkind. Just accurate. "You can't. Not today. Probably not for three, four days. You went through the Chute and then a sweeper had you, and you drowned, properly drowned, I had to strike it out of you. Your body spent everything it had. If you bolt for that door you'll make it to the wood-box and fall down and open the ribs, and then I'll have to mend those again, and I'd rather not." He paused. "I'm not going to touch you. I haven't. I won't. You're safe to sleep, which is the only thing you should be doing."

Safe. The word landed wrong. I had been told I was safe by people who were about to make me anything but. I had learned that the ones who say you're safe are as often as not the ones you need to watch.

"Say that's true," I said. "Say I'm safe. Then answer me one thing and I'll believe the rest."

"Ask."

"Where's your pack?"

The question every wolf can answer in a heartbeat. Where's your pack — meaning who are you, whose law sits on you, who will come if I hurt you, who will come if you hurt me. It is the first question and the last. I had watched wolves fight and die over the answer to
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