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The night I learned my own name was the night I gave it away.

I was small then, small enough to sit under the rolls-table with my knees against my chest while the scribes worked above me. The table was old oak, scarred by three hundred years of pen-knives, and the wood smelled of ink and lamp-oil and the faint sourness of the gum they boiled to bind the pages. I knew that smell the way other children knew the smell of bread. It was the smell of where I belonged, which is to say, the smell of a room full of other people’s lives.

My mother kept the rolls before me. She was a quiet woman with cracked hands, and she taught me the work without ever once asking if I wanted it. That was how things were decided in the sept-house. They were decided, and then you were told.

“A scribe does not have a story,” she said to me once. “A scribe holds them.”

I believed her. I believed her the way you believe the floor will be there when you put your foot down.

The rolls were the bloodline of the Drennan Pack written out in a hand so small it looked like the tracks of birds. Every pup born on Ashmoor Heights went into them. Their Naming Night, the wolf-name sung over them by the King’s own throat, the house they were sworn to, the day they died. We were the memory of the pack. Without us, a wolf was only a rumor of itself.

I learned to write before I learned to run. By the time I was twelve I could copy a death-line so cleanly you could not tell my hand from my mother’s, and by the time I was sixteen I had Named the dead in the rolls more times than I could count, though of course I never sang. The singing belonged to the King. The writing belonged to me.

That was the order of things. The King spoke a life into the pack, and I wrote it down so it could not be unspoken.

I tell you this so you understand what I was before. I was a hand that held a pen. I was the quiet at the edge of the lamp. When men came into the sept-house to argue their bloodlines, they argued over my head, and I wrote down whatever was decided, and not once did any of them look at me as though I were a person who might have an opinion about whose name went where.

I did not mind. That is the part I need you to believe, because everything after turns on it. I did not mind being unseen. I thought it was safe. I thought a woman whom no one looked at was a woman no one could take anything from.

I was wrong about that, the way you can be wrong about the one thing you have built your whole life on top of.

The wind on the Heights never stopped. That is the first thing anyone says about Ashmoor. It came off the high moor in long gray waves and it bent the heather flat and it found every gap in every wall, and at night it sounded like something walking the roof that could not get in. I grew up under that sound. I learned to sleep inside it. When I left the Heights, years later, the silence of a windless place kept me awake for a month.

But I am ahead of myself. A scribe should never be ahead of herself.

I was twenty-three the year the King took a treaty-mate. I had known Corin Drennan since we were both too young to know what we were. He was the Alpha’s son and I was the scribe’s daughter, and there is a kind of friendship that grows in the cracks between ranks, in the hours when no one is watching, that is more honest than any friendship between equals. He used to come to the sept-house when he could not sleep. He would sit across the rolls-table from me and not speak, and I would not speak, and we would let the wind do the talking.

I knew the exact weight of his silence. I knew it better than I knew my own face.

I will not pretend I did not love him. I am too old now for that kind of lie. I loved him the way you love the one warm thing in a cold house, helplessly and without permission. And there was a season — one short season, between the late frost and the first heather — when I let myself believe he might love me too. He came to me on a night the wind had finally dropped, and the quiet between us broke, and for a little while I was not a hand that held a pen. I was a woman who was looked at. I was a story being written instead of a story being kept.

Then his father died, and Corin became King, and the Severn closed around him like a fist.

The Severn are the seven sworn houses of the Drennan Pack, and they do not love. They calculate. The Heights had gone three winters hungry, and the lowland packs held the river-passes, and a King who would not bind himself to a stronger house was a King the Severn would not keep. They brought him a treaty-mate from the Coldwater Pack, a woman named Ilse whose bloodline could feed the Heights through ten winters, and they told him the price of his crown, and he paid it.

He paid it in front of the whole pack, on the standing-stones at the top of the moor, where every binding is sealed.

I was there. I had to be there. A binding goes into the rolls, and the rolls are mine, so I stood at the edge of the stones in the wind with my book open and my pen ready to write the line that would end me, and I watched him take Ilse’s hands, and I waited for him to look at me.

He did not look at me.

That is the whole of it. That is the wound, if you want it plain. Not that he chose her. He had no choice; I knew that even then. The wound was that he could not even spend one glance on me, because to look at me would have been to admit there was something to look away from. So he kept his eyes on the stones, and he said the words, and I wrote them down in my small clean hand, and the ink dried, and it was done.

I did not weep. A scribe does not weep on the rolls. The water spoils the ink.

I wrote the binding-line, and I closed the book, and I walked down off the moor with the wind pushing at my back like a hand that wanted me gone.

I did not yet know about the child.

I would know within the month. I would feel the change in me before any healer could have named it, a tide turning in a country I had thought was only mine. And I would understand, all at once and far too late, what I was carrying down off that moor.

Not just a child. A claim.

Because there is a law on Ashmoor older than the Severn, older than the rolls, older than my mother’s mother. A pup of the King’s blood, born outside a binding and not Named by the King’s voice, belongs to no house — which means it belongs to whichever house takes it first. An unnamed pup of the royal line is not a child. It is a key. It opens the crown.

The Severn would have sung that name in a heartbeat. Not to love my child. To own it. To hold the King’s own blood as a debt against him for the rest of his life.

I knew that the way I knew the floor would be there.

So I did the only thing a scribe knows how to do. I went to the rolls, and I found the line where my own name was written — Sable Reyne, daughter of the rolls, sworn to no house — and I did what no scribe is ever permitted to do.

I unwrote it.

I scraped my own name off the bloodline of the Drennan Pack until the page was clean, until there was no Sable Reyne to have borne a child, until the memory of the pack forgot I had ever existed. And then I walked off Ashmoor Heights into the windless lowlands, carrying the one story I would never be allowed to keep.

I told myself it was the child I was protecting.

It was years before I understood I had been protecting the lie. That a woman no one looks at is a woman no one can take anything from. That my place was to hold other lives and never to have one held.

This is the story of how that lie came undone. How I went back up onto the Heights with the wind walking the roof, and stood again at the standing-stones, and made them write a name they did not want to write.

But a scribe should never be ahead of herself.

Let me begin where it truly began — not on the moor, but in the sept-house, the morning after the binding, with the ink still drying and the whole of my old life about to end.
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The morning after the binding, I went to the sept-house early, the way I always did, because there was no other way I knew how to be.

The wind had come back in the night. It pushed against the door as I opened it, and the lamp-flames bent sideways before I got the latch down. The rolls-room smelled of cold ash and old gum. I lit the second lamp. I set out my pen-knife and my ink-cake and my little dish of rainwater, and I sat down at the oak table where my mother had sat, and her mother before her, and I opened the book to the line I had written the day before.

The binding of Corin Drennan, King of the Heights, to Ilse of Coldwater.

My own hand looked back at me. Clean. Even. A scribe’s hand does not shake, and mine had not shaken, and that was somehow the worst of it. I had written the end of myself as neatly as a grocery list.

I made myself read it through. That is the discipline of the work — you check the line, you check the spelling of the houses, you check that the witness-names are all accounted for. I checked. It was correct. There is no comfort in being correct, but there is a kind of stillness in it, and I took the stillness because it was all there was.

Elder Maddox came in while I was checking. He was the oldest of the sept-scribes, a dry stick of a man with ink worked so deep into the creases of his fingers that they would bury him with it. He did not greet me. He never did. He set his own lamp down at the far end of the table and looked at the open book over my shoulder.

“Good hand,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“You stood the binding well.” He said it the way you might say a horse had taken a fence cleanly. Not unkind. Just a man noting that a tool had done its work. “Some would have made a scene. Given what you and the boy were, before.”

I went very still.

I had not known he knew. I had thought no one knew. That was the thing I had built my safety on — that Corin and I had happened in the cracks, in the hours no one watched. To hear an old man say it plainly, in the cold morning, in the room where I kept the memory of the pack, was to feel a wall I had leaned on my whole life turn out to be a curtain.

“There was nothing before,” I said.

Maddox grunted. He sat. He drew his own book toward him and uncapped his ink, and I thought that was the end of it, and then he said, not looking at me: “A scribe holds the stories. She does not get to be in one. Your mother understood that. See that you do.”

It was the same thing my mother had told me under this table when I was small. A scribe does not have a story. She holds them.

I had spent my whole life inside that sentence. It had felt like a wall I could lean on. Now, with the ink of my own ending still drying on the page, it felt like a hand on the back of my neck, holding my face down toward the work.

I said nothing. I checked the line again. The line was correct.

I worked through the morning. Houses came in to argue, as they did the day after any binding, because a King’s marriage rearranges every claim on the Heights and every house wanted its rearrangement written down first. I wrote what I was told. They argued over my head. Lord Faukner of the Severn put his fist on the table to make a point about water-rights and the rainwater dish jumped and a fleck of it landed on the page and I blotted it before it could spoil the ink, and no one noticed I had done it, and that was correct, too. A scribe is the hand that keeps the water off the ink. No one is meant to notice the hand.

By midday my back ached and my eyes burned, and I went out into the wind to clear them.

The sept-house sat below the Alpha House on the shoulder of the moor, and from its step you could see the
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