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No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Disclaimer

This story is a paranormal romance with an emotional core. It contains themes some readers may find heavy: wrongful exile, grief, betrayal by community, poisoning and illness, and moments of peril. Violence is present but not graphic, and intimacy is warm rather than explicit. There is a guaranteed happily-ever-after.

For everyone who was told to be quiet — and learned that the ones who stayed silent were never the strong ones in the room.
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Chapter One
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The snare had taken a marten instead of a hare, and the marten was still alive.

I crouched in the frost-stiffened bracken and worked the wire loose from its hind leg while it screamed at me, a thin metal sound that scraped the inside of my skull. Its teeth found the meat of my thumb twice before I got the loop off. I let it. Pain was just information. The leg wasn't broken, only pinched bloodless, and when I opened my hands the animal poured itself into the underbrush like spilled ink and was gone.

I sucked the bite clean and spat red into the leaves. Three years alone had taught me that a body kept its own accounts. You paid for carelessness in blood, in cold, in the long hours a fever took to break when there was no one to sit the night with you. I had learned to pay on time.

"You're welcome," I told the empty forest, and the forest, as always, said nothing back.

The light was going amber and thin through the pines. I gathered the sprung snare, because good wire was harder to come by than dinner, and started up the game trail toward the shack with an empty belly and a torn hand and the particular flat calm that had become the whole shape of my life. Cold spring behind the ridge. Trapline along the north slope. Herb beds I'd clawed out of stony soil one season at a time. A roof that only leaked in the corner where I'd stopped sleeping. It was not much. It was mine, which was more than could be said of anything I'd owned before, when I'd belonged to a pack that decided one grey morning it would rather I didn't exist.

I smelled the wolf before I saw it.

Not the wildland smell — not fox-musk or the winter reek of a lynx or the clean animal nothing of deer. Wolf. Pack-wolf, which was worse, because there was only one pack whose scent could carry that particular thread of woodsmoke and tanned hide and the specific resin they burned in the longhouse on cold nights, and I had spent three years training myself not to remember it.

Hemlock Ridge.

My whole spine went to wire. The marten bite throbbed once, hard, in time with my pulse.

I did not run, because running is what prey does and I had promised myself a long time ago that whatever else they'd made me, they hadn't made me that. I set my feet. I put the sprung snare down slow and quiet in the frost so my hands were empty. And I lifted my chin toward the dark under the trees where the scent was thickening, and I waited for whatever the Ridge had finally sent to finish what the Silencing had started.

What came out of the treeline was not an executioner.

It was a man, half-shifted and losing the fight to hold even that — sandy hair matted with sweat, a chipped canine bared in a grimace, one arm wrapped around a bundle he was carrying against his chest the way you carry something you've already half decided you can't save. He stumbled into the last of the light and went down on one knee not ten feet from me, and the bundle in his arms made a sound.

A child's sound. High, wet, wrong.

"Healer," the man said. His voice cracked on it. "Please. You're the healer."

I didn't move. "You crossed the stones."

"I know what I crossed." He got the word out through his teeth. Up close I could place him now — younger than me by a hair, a warrior's build gone gaunt, and a face I half-remembered from the edges of the pack I'd been thrown out of, one of the boys who'd been too new to matter when I was cast out. Dashiel. They'd called him Dash. He hadn't been anyone then. He was somebody's Beta now; you could hear it in the way even his begging kept its shoulders square. "I know exactly what I crossed, and what it'll cost me, and I did it anyway, so before you tell me to turn around, look at him. Just look."

He tilted the bundle toward me.

I have never in my life been able to not look. That was the whole trouble with me. It was the reason I'd become a healer and the reason I'd been easy to blame, that I would always, always look, even when looking was the thing that undid me. So I crossed the ten feet of frozen ground I'd promised myself I would never cross for these people, and I knelt, and I looked.

A boy. Nine, maybe ten. Fever-slack, lips the grey-blue of a drowned thing, breath going in and out of him in little scraping increments like the marten's leg dragging through the wire. Not injured. There wasn't a mark on him. Which was, of everything, the part that stopped my heart.

Because a wolf-child doesn't sicken like this. We don't. Fever burns itself out in us in a night; broken bones knit in a week; the shift scours us clean of ordinary rot. For a pup to be dying with no wound on him, something had to be in him that his own blood couldn't fight.

"How long," I said. My voice had gone somewhere very cold and very steady, the healer's place, the only room in myself I'd never let them take.

"Six days. Maybe seven." Dash swallowed. "He's the fourth. The others—" He stopped. "There've been others."

"Open his mouth for me."

Dash's hands were shaking too hard, so I did it myself, thumb hooked gentle under the boy's jaw, and I peeled back the slack lower lip and tipped his face toward the dying light, and there it was.

A line along the gum where it met the tooth. Thin. The colour of ash, of pewter, of the underside of a storm. Not the red of infection or the white of blood-loss. Grey. A grey I had seen exactly once before in my life, three years ago, kneeling over a dying Alpha in a room full of people who would decide, before the week was out, that I had put it there.

The whole forest tilted.

"No," I said, very quietly, to no one.

"What?" Dash's head came up. "You know it? You know what it is?"

I did know. That was the thing about it, the thing that had rotted three years of solitude into place around me like frost climbing a window: I had always known what it was. I'd told them what it was. I had stood in the council hall with Cormac Kade's grey-gummed body not yet cold and I had said the word out loud — poison — and every face in that hall had looked at the pack's newest, youngest healer, the girl who'd mixed the old Alpha's draughts, the girl who'd sat his sickroom, the girl who knew exactly which plants stopped a heart, and they had heard poison and thought poisoner, and no one — not one wolf in that hall — had opened their mouth to say it might be anyone but me.

The pack had chosen silence. And the silence had chosen me.

"Healer." Dash's voice pulled me back up out of three years down. "Wren. Please. His name's Bo. He's—he doesn't have anyone, his mother went last winter, he's just a pup, and I've got no one left to bring him to. You're the last door. I rode two days and crossed a line that gets me killed to knock on it. So I'm asking you. Can you help him?"

The right answer was no.

The right answer was that these were the people who had watched me dragged to the boundary stones and stripped from the mind-link one wolf at a time until the inside of my skull went to a silence so total I'd thought at first that I'd gone deaf, and then understood it was worse, that I could hear the whole world fine, it was only that no one in it would ever speak to me again. These were the people whose Alpha had felt something for me — I knew he had, I'd felt the answering pull the night before, that terrible tightening under the breastbone, that oh, it's you — and who had stood on the council steps the next morning with his father's grey mouth still behind his eyes and said the word that unmade me and had not, in three years, sent so much as a season's greeting to see whether I'd frozen or starved.

They had chosen silence for me. I owed them the same.

But the pup made the scraping sound again, and his small grey lips shaped nothing, and I was already reaching into my satchel for the charcoal and the little I had left of the root, because I had never in my life been able to not look, and God help me, I never would.

"Build a fire," I said. "Not there — there, in the lee of the rock, where the wind won't scatter the smoke. I need water hot, not boiling. And I need you to stop talking."

Dash moved like a man given his life back. He built the fire.

I got two fingers of charcoal-water down the boy's throat and held his jaw closed until he swallowed by reflex, and I crushed the last knuckle of spurroot I owned between two stones and I worked it into a paste and thumbed it up under his tongue where the flesh drank fastest, and I did every small useless enormous thing there was to do, and all the while the part of me that was still, three years later, a healer of the Hemlock Ridge Pack counted in the back of my head — six days, seven, that's late, that's very late, the fourth, he said the fourth — and the part of me that had learned to keep its own accounts counted something else.

Four sick. He'd said the fourth. He'd said others.

That wasn't one poisoning. One poisoning is a murder. Four is a hand still working.

Someone was doing it again.

The fire caught and threw its small warmth over the three of us, the exiled healer and the desperate Beta and the pup dying of the grey, and I sat back on my heels and looked at the smoke going up into the darkening pines, up toward the ridgeline, up toward the pack I had sworn on the cold stones I would never think about again, and I understood two things at once with the flat clean certainty I trusted more than hope.

The first was that this child might live until morning, and might not.

The second was worse, and it settled into me like cold water finding the low place, unhurried, sure of its road: whoever had killed Cormac Kade had never stopped. They had only waited. And they had started again — and the thing about a poison that came from the high ground, that seeped down through the runoff and the shared water and the long roots of the pines, was that it did not care about boundary stones. It did not know I was exiled. It was coming down the mountain the only way water knows how to come, and my cold spring behind the ridge was fed by the same snow-melt as the Ridge's cistern, and I had drunk from it that very morning.

I looked at the grey line on a stranger's child's gums, and I understood that for the first time in three years, the safest thing in the world was not to be alone.

"Dash," I said.

He looked up from the fire, hollow-eyed, waiting.

"When you say there've been others." I kept my voice in the cold room. "How many is others?"

He was quiet a moment. The fire spat.

"Eleven," he said. "Eleven dead since the leaves turned. And the Alpha can't stop it, and the council's turning on itself, and there's not a healer left on the Ridge who can tell me why my pack is dying in their beds with no mark on them." He looked at the boy, and then at me, and something in his ruined face went to the bottom of a very deep well. "You looked at him for ten seconds and you knew. Didn't you. You already know what this is."

The pup breathed. Up the mountain, in the dark, eleven graves and a twelfth being dug.

"Yes," I said. "I know exactly what it is."

And that was the moment — kneeling in the frost with another pack's child cooling and rallying under my hands, the smoke going up toward the only place on earth I had reason to hate — that I stopped being a woman the Ridge had thrown away.

I hadn't decided anything yet. I want that on the record. I hadn't decided a single thing.

But I had started to count.

* * *
[image: ]


We carried the boy to my shack because the cold would have finished what the poison started, and I sat the night the way I'd learned to sit them, which is to say alone even with someone in the room. Dash slept in the end, folded against the doorpost with his hand on the hilt of a knife he wouldn't need, and I stayed up feeding the fire and dripping charcoal-water between Bo's teeth on the hour and listening to the small terrible arithmetic of a child's breathing.

Sometime past the deepest part of the dark, it changed. Deepened. The scraping smoothed. His lips came up out of that drowned grey a half-shade toward living, and his fever broke over my wrist in a sweat that stank, blessedly, of ordinary sickness and not of the sweet-metal underneath. He'd live to morning. I couldn't promise him past it — I had a knuckle of root left and no more, and the grey line would climb back the moment my little defenses ran out — but he'd live to morning, and there had been years of my life when morning was the only promise anyone could keep.

I pressed the back of my hand to my own gums in the firelight. Habit. Fear, if I'm honest. The flesh came away clean. Not yet, then. Not yet.

Dash woke at the grey hour and read the boy's face before he read mine, which told me something about the kind of Beta he was. "He turned," he said, hoarse.

"He turned tonight. He'll turn again tomorrow, and the next, and one of those nights I won't have anything left to turn him with." I nodded at the empty twist of cloth where the root had been. "This grows in one place. Here. My hills. And there's not enough of it standing to save four sick pups, let alone eleven graves' worth of grief that hasn't stopped coming."

He was quiet, working out what I was and wasn't saying. "Then come," he said. "Come back and—"

"No."

The word landed flat and final in the little room. Dash flinched from it less than I expected. He looked at the boy, and the ash-smear of the dead fire, and then at me, steady, and he said the thing he'd been holding back all night, the thing that changed the shape of the ground under me for the second time in one dark.

"The Alpha doesn't know I'm here." He watched me take it. "Ronan didn't send me, Wren. I stole a horse and I crossed the stones on my own oath, because I'd rather die for guessing right than watch one more of my pack go grey while the only healer who understands it starves out here on principle. He doesn't know I found you." A muscle worked in his jaw. "But he's going to. Because you're right that there isn't enough root, and you're right that it's coming down the mountain, and sooner or later somebody up there is going to have to say your name out loud to save the rest of us."

I looked at the child breathing on my one narrow cot, and at the window where the light was coming up grey — everything came up grey now, I thought; the poison had gotten into the color of the sky — and I did not say what I was thinking, which was that the water in my spring and the water in their cistern came off the same snow.

I hadn't decided anything. I want that on the record.

But I had started to count, and the trouble with counting is that once you begin, you cannot stop until you reach the end.
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Chapter Two
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We buried Harl Sund at the grey hour, and I dug the last of the grave myself because an Alpha who cannot protect his pack can at least be seen to break the ground for them.

The cold made the digging honest. Harl had been a good warrior and a worse card player and had owed me a debt of splitwood he would now never pay, and when I lifted him down into the dark I felt the whole pack watching my back — not my face; they were careful, lately, not to watch my face — waiting to see whether their Alpha still had the shape of a man who could carry them or only the shape of a man carrying the dead. I set Harl in the earth and I straightened, and I said the words, and I did not let them see the thing that had lived under my breastbone for three years pull tight when the wind came down off the high ground carrying its thin sweet wrongness.

Eleven now. Eleven graves since the leaves turned, and every one of them had gone the same road: no wound, no wound at all, only the slow greying and the failing shift and the fever that our blood should have burned off in a night and didn't. My father had died that way. I had stood over his grey mouth at twenty-seven with the whole council looking to me to name what killed him, and I had let them name it for me, and the name they chose had a face, and I had sent that face into the dark beyond the stones and told myself it was justice.

I did not think about her at Harl's grave. I want that understood. I had gotten very good, over three years, at not thinking about her. It was a skill like any other. You built the wall a stone at a time and you did not go near the places in it where the mortar had never set.

"Alpha." Cregan came up on my blind side the way he always did, quiet for a big man, the milk-white ruin of his left eye catching the dawn. He put a hand on my shoulder, heavy and warm, the silver signet cold through my shirt. "You dug enough. Let the young ones finish. It doesn't help them to see you with dirt to the elbow."

"It doesn't help them to see me clean while their kin go in the ground either."

"No." He said it gently, the way he said most things, the way that had steadied me through the worst year of my life when I was a boy pretending to be an Alpha and he was the one hand I trusted not to shake. "But there's a difference between a leader who grieves and a leader who despairs, and the pack can smell which is which. Come. The council's waiting, and they're frightened, and frightened wolves do stupid things if no one's in the chair."

He was right. He was always right; that was the thing about Cregan. Thirty years an enforcer for my father and then for me, and in all that time I had never once caught him wrong about the pack. So I let the young ones finish the grave, and I washed the dark soil off my hands in water that came down from the same cistern that fed us all, and I went to sit in the chair my father had sat in, and to hear my council tell me my people were dying and I could not stop it.

They were louder than yesterday. Fear does that.

"—third one this week from the low cabins, and my sister's boy won't eat, and I'm telling you it's in the water, it has to be in the water—"

"It's not the water, we've all drunk the water—"

"Then what, Osrin? What is it? Because I have buried a grandson and I would dearly love to know what I'm meant to be fighting—"

"Enough." I did not raise my voice. I had learned from my father that an Alpha who shouts has already lost the room. The hall quieted, eleven faces around the long table, and every one of them turned to me with the same question they'd stopped saying out loud because I had no answer for it: what are you going to do.

"We've sent to Rivenmoor," I said. "Alpha Sol is sending his healer and what herbs they can spare. Bren Sol has also—" I chose the words carefully, because I could feel Cregan wanting me to say them and I disliked, lately, how often I could feel that. "—renewed his offer of a closer alliance. His daughter. A bonding between our packs. He believes a united territory weathers a hard season better than two thin ones."

That set them murmuring, some warm, some wary. A bonding meant Rivenmoor's warriors and Rivenmoor's stores and Rivenmoor's healers, and it also meant a Luna in the empty chair beside mine, which the pack had wanted for three years and I had not been able to make myself want at all.

"Their healer won't stop this," said Maren.

She spoke from the end of the table where they'd made room for her out of respect and hoped she'd stay quiet. She rarely did. Old Maren, who had taught every healer this pack had produced in fifty years, folded down over her stick with her cloudy eyes fixed somewhere past all of us. "Rivenmoor's girl is a bone-setter and a birther. Good hands, small learning. She'll look at the grey and call it a wasting fever and salt the graves, same as ours have. This isn't a fever. I told you that at the first funeral and I'll tell you at the last."

"Then what is it, Maren?" I asked her. I asked her gently. She'd earned gentle.

And the old woman lifted her ruined eyes to me, and I watched her decide whether to say it, and I felt the wall in my chest go cold along a seam I'd thought was set. "You know what I think it is," she said. "You know what I've thought since your father. And you know who could tell you for certain in the time it takes to open a dying man's mouth, if there were anyone in this hall with the spine to say her name."

The silence that came down then was the oldest silence in the pack. It had a shape. We'd built it together, all of us, three years ago, and we had lived inside it so long we'd stopped noticing it was there, the way you stop hearing a river you've camped beside. No one said the name. It was taboo to say it inside the stones; I had made it taboo, with my own mouth, on the council steps. And under my breastbone the thing I called grief pulled so tight I had to set my hand flat on the table.

"That woman," Cregan said, into the quiet, "murdered your father."

He didn't say it cruelly. That was the terrible reasonableness of Cregan; he never had to be cruel. "I know it grieves you to remember it, Alpha, all of you. I know Maren loved the girl, taught her, sees the child where the rest of us see the crime. But we did not exile her on a whim. We exiled her over Cormac's body. And the notion that we'd now go crawling past the stones to fetch her back and put her hands in our sick — hands that already stopped one heart in this pack—" He shook his iron-grey head slowly. "That's not mercy. That's inviting the wolf that ate your lambs to guard the fold because the winter's cold. I'll die before I counsel it, and so should any of you who buried kin on her account."

Around the table, heads came down. Not in disagreement. In the old shame that looked, from the outside, exactly like agreement. It always had. That was how we'd done it the first time — not with a vote of cruelty but with a room full of good people finding the floor very interesting while one girl was dragged out into the cold.

I opened my mouth. I don't know, to this day, what I meant to say.

The hall doors banged open on the wind, and Dash came in.

He looked like three days of hard riding and no sleep, mud to the thigh, his horse's lather still on his sleeves, and he crossed the whole length of the hall under the stares of the council and stopped in front of my chair and dropped to one knee — not in ceremony, in exhaustion — and lifted his face to mine, and I knew before he spoke that he had done something that could not be undone.

"Alpha," Dash said. "I have to tell you where I've been. And you're not going to like it, and I'll take whatever comes. But hear the whole thing first, because it matters more than I do."

"Get up," I said. "Say it standing."

He got up. He was shaking, and not from the cold.

"I went across the stones," he said. "West, into the wildlands. To find the exiled healer." The council came out of their chairs in a wave of noise and he rode over it, louder, ragged. "Bo was dying — Mila's boy, the orphan, he's nine years old and he had the grey and he was six hours from a grave, so I put him on my saddle and I carried him to the one person left alive who I thought might know what this is." His eyes came back to mine and held, and there was something in them I hadn't earned and didn't deserve, which was hope. "She took one look in his mouth, Ronan. One look. And she knew. She named it in ten seconds where our healers have stood over it for a season and shrugged. The boy turned in the night. He's alive right now because of her hands."

The hall was chaos. Cregan was on his feet, his good eye hard as flint, saying my name — Alpha, Alpha, you cannot — and Maren was laughing, a dry cracked sound with tears in it, and the council was shouting, and I heard almost none of it.

Because Dash had said her name.

He'd said it plain, in the middle of the hall, inside the stones, the taboo I'd built with my own mouth snapped clean across like a green stick — Wren — and at the sound of it the thing under my breastbone that I had called grief for three years came apart all at once into what it had always been, and I understood, sitting in my father's chair with my pack dying around me, that I had never once in three years managed to not think about her. I had only learned to call it something else.

"She's alive," I said. My voice came out wrong. "She's — Bo's alive."

"They both are." Dash watched me. He knew. Betas always know. "The question is how many more will be, and for how long, because she told me there isn't enough of the medicine growing wild to save eleven graves' worth of sick, and it's coming down the mountain, and she's right that sooner or later somebody up here is going to have to say her name to save the rest of us." He let that sit. Then, quieter, the blade of it: "I already did. So it might as well be you next."

"You reckless boy." Cregan's voice cut across the hall, and it was still not cruel, and that was the worst of it. He came around the table toward Dash slow, using the pause the way he used everything, to gather the room to him. "You took a dying child across the boundary and put him in the hands of the one wolf we have every reason to believe brews death for sport, and you call it hope. If that pup lives, you'll say she saved him. And if she'd wanted him dead — if she wanted all of us dead, out there nursing three years of spite — what better way than to be begged back in as our savior, with our sick lined up on cots and our throats bare?" He turned his good eye on me. "I buried men who followed your father across the stones on that woman's account. I will not watch you open the gate a second time and call it medicine."

"Bo is nine," Dash said, low. "He didn't murder anybody either. He's just dying. Same as the rest."

"Every one of them is somebody's Bo." Cregan spread his heavy hands. "That is precisely why we don't gamble them."

"You're both frightened," Maren said from the end of the table, "and only one of you is honest about it." She hauled herself up on her stick, and the effort of it cost her; I saw the tremor run down her arm, saw the grey at the corner of her own mouth that she'd been careful to keep turned from the light, and something in me went very still. "I sat Cormac's death. Cregan, you were there, you'll remember I was there. And I have said the same thing at eleven gravesides and I'll say it once more before I'm
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