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A name. A roof. A child. The breath in her own chest, if the pack decided she had used more than her share.

She taught me this in the birthing room of the Coldfen healing house, with her sleeves pushed to the elbow and blood drying brown on her wrists, while a Luna screamed three rooms away and the council waited in the corridor to learn whether they had an heir or a funeral.

I was nine. I held the lamp.

“Watch the hands, Sable,” my mother said. Not the face. The hands. A frightened woman lies with her mouth and tells the truth with her fingers. She showed me how a grip on the bed rail told you whether a woman would fight or fade. How a flat palm pressed to the belly meant the mother had already decided to save the child before herself.

I learned to read hands before I learned to read the moon.

We were fen-born, my mother and I. Not pack-blood, not properly. Coldfen sat where the river forgot to be a river and became a marsh instead, a wide grey breathing thing of reed islands and black water and standing pools that smelled of iron and rot. The pack lived on the high ground, in the timber halls along the dry ridge. We lived in the wet, in the midwife’s cottage on its stilts, because someone had to live close to the women, and no one of rank wanted to.

The pack came to us when they were dying or being born. The rest of the time we did not exist.

My mother delivered every pup born in Coldfen for thirty years. Highborn and low, ranked and ranks. She caught the Beta’s twins and the Omega’s stillbirth in the same week and washed both with the same care. She held the secret of who could carry and who could not, who had lost what in the dark, which Luna had wept and which had not. A midwife in a wolf pack holds more truths than the council. She just isn’t allowed to speak them.

“They will use you,” she told me. “For your hands. Never mistake being needed for being wanted. The day you forget the difference is the day you start dying.”

I did not understand her then.

I understood her the night she died.

It was the cold season, the fen frozen at its skin and black beneath, and the Alpha’s youngest sister labored too early and too long. My mother went out across the ice with her bag and her knife and did not come back the same. She saved the woman. She saved the child. And when her own heart stumbled three nights later, the same council that had pounded on our door at midnight could not be troubled to send a healer up the ridge.

Why would they. We were the healers.

I sat with her until her hands went still. I read them to the last. They said: I am not afraid. They said: finish what I started. They said: do not become a vessel for these people, Sable, no matter how they ask.

I buried her in the reed island where her mother was buried, where the water would take her slowly back into the fen that made us. I was nineteen. I had her bag, her knife, her cottage on its stilts, and her place in a pack that needed my hands and did not see my face.

For three years I told myself that was enough. I caught the pups. I stitched the wounded. I kept the women’s secrets and asked for nothing, because asking was how you learned the exact shape of what they would refuse you.

I told myself I had made peace with being a thing that was used.

I had not. I had only made silence.

I did not know, that frozen winter when I buried my mother, that the fen kept its own accounts. That the old water under the ice remembered every oath spoken over a laboring woman. That a midwife’s words, said at the threshold between the living and the not-yet-living, carried a weight the council had forgotten and the bloodlines had bred out.

I did not know I carried that weight in my own throat.

I did not know that one night, in a birthing room not unlike the one where I held the lamp at nine years old, I would open my mouth to save a dying woman and her child, and speak something older than the pack, and bind myself to a man who had never once looked at my face.

I did not know any of it.

I only knew my mother’s last lesson, and I had already half-forgotten it.

Watch the hands.

Mine were about to do something I could not take back.
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The summons came the way bad news always came to the fen: by boy, by boat, in the hour when the light goes the color of a bruise.

I was on my knees on the cottage porch when I heard the pole knocking the channel posts. Sorting the day’s cut — silverleaf in one basket, fenwort in another, the bitter blue caps that stopped a fever drying on the rail above me. The marsh smelled the way it always smelled at dusk. Iron from the standing pools. Wet rope. The green rot of last year’s reeds going soft under the new growth.

Three smells I knew better than my own name.

The boy in the boat was Coll, the Beta’s runner, ten years old and already learning to keep his eyes off a fen-woman’s face. He stopped the punt against my ladder and would not climb up.

“Healer.” He looked at the water. “The Luna’s time has come.”

I was already reaching for the bag.

“She’s early,” I said.

“She’s bad.” Coll’s hands gripped the pole too tight. Watch the hands. He was more frightened than a runner should be for a routine birth. “The house healer can’t turn it. Riedel sent me himself.”

Riedel was the Beta. Riedel did not send for me. The ridge had its own healer now, a ranked woman named Ysolde who had trained in a proper pack to the south and made no secret of what she thought of marsh medicine. For two years she had caught the highborn pups and left me the rest. For Riedel to send a boy across the dark water meant Ysolde had reached the end of what she knew.

It meant the Luna was going to die.

I climbed down into the boat. The cold came up through the boards and into my feet. Coll poled us out into the channel, away from the lamp-glow of my cottage, into the wide black breathing dark of the fen at night, and I sat in the bow with my mother’s bag in my lap and my mother’s knife against my hip and tried to remember everything she had ever taught me about a labor gone wrong.

The Luna’s name was Maren. I had never spoken to her. I had seen her twice, both times from a distance, both times being walked between two larger people as if she might blow away. She had come to Coldfen the autumn before as a bride of alliance, traded from a mountain pack to seal a border, and the pack had received her the way packs receive a foreign Luna — politely, and never warmly. She was small and pale and too young, and she had conceived within the season, which was the only thing Coldfen had wanted from her.

An heir. The pack had been three Alphas deep in a slow decline, the bloodline thinning, the borders pressing. Maren’s child was supposed to be the answer to all of it.

And now Maren was screaming on the ridge, and a Beta who had never acknowledged my existence had sent a child to fetch me through the dark.

We came up under the timber halls where the dry land began. The pack’s territory rose out of the fen in stages — first the boat docks on their pilings, then the long ridge of solid ground where the halls stood, then the dark wall of the pine ridge behind, the high border where the warriors ran. Lamps burned in every window of the Alpha House. That was wrong. A house at peace burns one lamp. A house burning every lamp is a house waiting for a death.

Coll tied off. I climbed the dock ladder and a Gamma I did not know took my arm — took it, gripped it, hurried me up the slope so fast my bag banged my knee — and that was wrong too. No one of rank had touched me in three years except to push me out of a doorway.

The smell hit me at the threshold of the Alpha House.

Blood. Too much of it. The hot copper reek of a birth that had become a bleeding. Under it, fear-sweat, the sour animal stink of a room full of wolves who could do nothing. And under that, faint, the green-rot fen smell I carried in on my own skin, the smell of the wet world I came from, suddenly here in the dry halls where it did not belong.

Ysolde met me in the corridor. Her sleeves were red to the elbow. Her face had gone the grey of a woman watching her reputation die with her patient.

“It’s breech,” she said, fast and low, pride forgotten. “I’ve turned it twice and it turns back. She’s torn inside. She’s losing too much. I can’t—” She stopped. Her hands were shaking. Watch the hands. Hers said: I have already lost. “The Alpha won’t leave the room. I told him to leave and he won’t.”

“Then I’ll work around him,” I said, and went in.

The birthing room of the Alpha House was a fine room, or had been, before tonight. Carved bed posts. A woven hanging on the wall showing the pack’s old border. Lamps in iron brackets. All of it splashed now, all of it wrong, and in the middle of it a girl who looked sixteen and was not, her dark hair soaked flat to her skull, her small body arched against a pain that had gone past sound.

And the Alpha.

I had never seen Alpha Corin Vane up close. Coldfen kept its Alpha at a height — he ran the high border, sat the council stone, came down among the wet folk never. He was bigger up close than rumor made him, and he was on his knees beside the bed with his mate’s hand crushed in both of his, and his face — I read his face the way my mother taught me to read hands, because his hands were busy.

His face said: I cannot lose her. It said: I do not know how to do this. It said: I am the most powerful man in this pack and I am useless in this room.

He looked up when I came in. Grey eyes, the flat grey of the fen ice. He looked at my bag, not my face.

“You’re the marsh healer.”

“Yes.”

“Ysolde says you can’t help her either.”

“Ysolde didn’t say that. Move your hands.”

He did not move his hands. He stared at me, and for one heartbeat the whole power of an Alpha pressed down on the room, the pressure that made ranked warriors drop their eyes and lesser wolves drop to their knees.

I had buried my mother in the cold ground while this man’s council let her die. I did not drop my eyes.

“Move your hands,” I said again, “or your mate and your child both die in the next hour, and you can spend the rest of your life knowing you held her wrist instead of letting me work.”

Something broke in his face. He let go of Maren’s hand and stood and got out of my way.

I knelt where he had knelt. The straw mattress was soaked through and warm. Bad. I put my flat palm low on Maren’s belly, the way my mother had shown me, and felt the child inside her shift the wrong way, and felt how high and tight everything had pulled, and felt the slow terrible give of a woman bleeding out from the inside.

Maren’s eyes found mine. She was past speaking. But her free hand came off the bed rail and found my wrist, and her fingers closed, and I read them.

They said: save my baby.

They did not say: save me.

She had already decided. The way the women always decided. The way my mother said they would.

“No,” I told her, quiet, just for her. “Both. We do both.”

I did not know yet that I had no way to keep that promise.

I did not know that the only way through the next hour ran straight through a door my mother had warned me never to open.

I opened my bag. I took out the knife.

“Hold the lamp,” I said to the Alpha of Coldfen, and the most powerful man in the pack picked up the lamp and held it where I pointed, and did exactly as I said.
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I had delivered breech pups before. Six of them, in three years, and lost two. The trick my mother taught me was patience the body did not have time for. You went in slow. You found the child’s hips in the dark of the woman’s body, by feel, by the map your hands had memorized on a hundred other women, and you coaxed and you turned and you did not pull, because pulling tore, and a torn woman bled, and a bleeding woman died.

Maren was already torn. Maren was already bleeding.

I had no time for slow.

“Ysolde.” She was at my shoulder, useless with grief, and I needed her hands. “Fenwort. Crushed, in water, on her tongue, now. It slows the blood.” She didn’t move. “Ysolde. You know your work. Do it.”

That reached her. She found my bag, found the dark blue root, and got to work, and that gave me both my hands.

I went in.

The child was turned wrong, hips down, one leg folded up. I found the small slick curve of a heel against my fingertips. Alive. Moving, but slow, the slow of a pup running out of time. I cupped the heel. I felt the womb clamp down around my wrist in a contraction strong enough to grind the small bones of my hand, and I breathed through it the way I made laboring women breathe, and when it eased I turned the child a half-turn it did not
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