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This is the story I was given of my own beginning, the way Old Ress always told it, the way I am telling it to you now because nobody else on this island remembers it better than she does, and she taught it to me the way you teach a child the shape of the only home she will ever get.

There was a storm in the third week of the herring run, the year I was born to no one anyone could name.

It came up out of the southwest the way the bad ones always do here, fast and quiet at first, the gulls going inland a full day before the sky knew what it meant to do. Old Ress was walking the shore-watch that night because her knees had not yet gone bad and because the watch was hers before it was ever mine, and she said the wind came in off the Narrows like something that had been holding its breath.

A boat broke up on the Drum Cave rocks before midnight.

She found the wreckage at first light, when the tide pulled back far enough to let her walk the strait floor without drowning for it. Rope. A shattered oar. A length of sailcloth gone gray with salt. And wedged into the lee of a boulder, out of the worst of the spray, a bundle wrapped in sealskin with a knot in it that Old Ress said she had never seen tied that way before or since.

Inside the sealskin was me.

I was three days old, maybe four. No one came looking. No boat matched the description anyone on the Far Shore could give, no pack to the north or south sent word of a daughter lost to the sea, and after the first season of asking, Drumholm stopped asking. Old Ress kept me instead, because she said a thing washed up on your own shore belongs to you whether the law agrees or not, and because she had buried a daughter of her own the winter before and her arms knew what to do with a baby better than her house knew what to do with the quiet.

She named me for the channel that brought me. Merrin. It means the sea-edge, the place where the water gives something back.

I tell you this first because you need to understand what this island believes about beginnings before I tell you what it believes about claiming, and the two are not separate stories here. They are the same stone, looked at from two sides.

Drumholm sits on a spine of granite called the Drum, and the Drum sits in the middle of the Narrows like a closed fist, cut off from the Far Shore twice a day by water and joined to it twice a day by the same water pulling back. We call the strait floor the causeway when the tide allows it and the sea when it doesn’t, and we have learned, the way you learn anything that can kill you if you misjudge it, to never forget which one it currently is.

At the heart of the island, past the net sheds and the long climb up from the landing, there is a chapel cut into the granite itself, older than anyone’s memory of who cut it. Inside, worn into the bedrock floor by feet and tide and time, there are two hollows shaped like a man’s foot and a woman’s foot, set close together, side by side, the way you’d stand if someone you trusted told you to hold still and not be afraid.

We call them the Wedding Stones.

The law of Drumholm says a true mate-bond is not given and it is not taken. It is set. At the exact turn of dead-low tide, when the Narrows empties all the way down to bare rock and the whole strait holds its breath for the few minutes before the sea decides to come back, two wolves may walk to the chapel and put their bare feet into the stones.

If the choosing is real on both sides, the feet seat home as easy as a key finding its lock, and the bond closes over you like water closing over a stone dropped from a height, and it does not break again. Not by distance. Not by years. Not by death, some of the old council records claim, though I have never met anyone who could prove that one either way.

If the choosing is not real — if even one foot is set there by fear, or duty, or someone else’s hand pressing down on the back of a knee — the stone will not take it. The foot simply will not go. You can push until the bones in your ankle complain. You can have three grown wolves leaning their whole weight on a shoulder. The granite does not care how strong you are. It was not built to be strong against. It was built to know the difference between a person choosing and a person being chosen for.

And there is a cost for forgetting that difference, which is the part of the story Old Ress always told quietly, with her hands still, the way you tell a child the part that is meant to actually be heard.

Try to force a seating, and the island remembers whose hands did it. The forcer’s own shift goes wrong afterward, in some small way that never fully rights itself again — a stiffness low in the wolf gait, a hitch you can see across a field at fifty yards if you know what you’re looking at. Drumholm has a word for that kind of limp. We call it a told limp, because it tells on you for the rest of your life, whether you ever admit to the why of it or not.

I grew up walking past that chapel on my way to mend nets and walk the low-tide watch, and for twenty-three years I did not let myself think very hard about what it would feel like to stand in those stones with someone, because I had decided very young, the way you decide things before you are old enough to know you are deciding them, that the stones were not built with someone like me in mind.

I had no bloodline. No kin who would come asking if anyone ever pressed a hand down on the back of my knee. No standing in the Bellmoot’s books beyond the line that says found, infant, sealskin, no claim made. In a place that measures a person’s worth partly by who would avenge her, I had worked out early what that meant for a girl with no one behind her.

It meant I was the safest thing on the island to take.

This is the part of the story Old Ress never had to tell me, because I learned it on my own, the way you learn the truest things — not from being told, but from the particular quality of the silence in a room when your name comes up and no one offers to be the one who’d come looking.

I am telling you all of this now, before anything else, because somewhere out past the Narrows tonight the tide is already turning toward dead-low, the way it does twice a day whether anyone is ready for it or not, and somewhere on this island, right now, the stones are deciding something for somebody.

I did not know yet that it would be me.
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The Low-Tide Watch
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I walked the strait floor at first light because the tide allowed it, and because the herring nets along the Drum side had taken storm damage two days running, and because walking the dead ground between two waters was the one part of my day that nobody else wanted.

Cold rock under bare feet wakes a person up faster than anything I’ve found since.

The causeway in early light looked like the inside of something. Wet granite, black where the water still pooled in the low places, pale gray everywhere the wind had already dried it. Gulls worked the tide line ahead of me, picking at what the storm left, and somewhere behind the Drum the cave took the last push of the outgoing water and gave back that long low sound the island is named for, a boom you feel under your sternum before you hear it in your ears.

I found the first tear in the herring net forty yards out, a clean rip where a spar must have come loose and dragged.

I knelt and worked the cord between my fingers, testing how far the damage ran, and let my mind go where it always went on the watch, which was nowhere in particular. That was the use of the work. Mending doesn’t ask anything of you except your hands and enough attention not to put a hook through your own thumb. I could think about nothing at all out here, and for an hour at a stretch, nothing at all was a kindness.

Gorse grew low and stubborn along the upper rim of the strait, gold even this early in the season, and the wind brought its smell down to me in pieces, sharp and a little sweet, mixed under the heavier salt of the wrack line.

I cut the worst of the tear loose and started a new mesh from the good cord on either side. My hands knew the pattern without me watching them do it. Three over, two under, draw it snug, set the next. Old Ress taught me the knot before she taught me my letters, and some mornings I thought that told you something true about which one this island actually valued.

A shadow crossed the rock near my knee and I looked up to see Pell, one of the younger pack wolves, jogging the causeway path above the tide line with a folded paper in his hand.

“Bellmoot notice,” he called down, not stopping. “Posted at the landing. They want everyone up by midday.”

“What for?”

“Didn’t read it close. Something about Torin.” He said the name the easy way the rest of the pack got to say it, like a person they had some claim to know. “First Bellkeeper’s posting it himself, so it’s not nothing.”

He kept jogging. I watched him go, then went back to the net, because whatever the Bellmoot wanted to announce at midday would still want announcing whether or not I sat here imagining the shapes of it first.

I had learned that particular discipline a long time ago. Don’t reach for a thing before it’s offered. Don’t let your face show that you’re waiting on anything, because waiting shows itself in small ways — a held breath, a held shoulder — and showing it gives people something to either pity or use, and Drumholm had given me plenty of practice telling the two apart.

The new Alpha. Three months now since old Calder Bask had gone down hard with the wasting cough that took half the elder line that winter, three months since his son had stood at the Bellmoot tower and taken the weight of it in front of the whole pack with a steadiness that surprised some people and surprised me not at all, because I had watched Torin Bask work a sinking boat off the Drum rocks two winters back with the same steadiness, hauling men twice his weight out of black water like it was simply the next thing that needed doing.

I had spoken to him exactly four times in my life. I kept the count without meaning to.

By the time I’d closed the tear and moved to the second net, the water had turned and begun its slow climb back across the strait floor, the way it always does, patient and total, erasing every footprint I’d left in an hour the way it erases everyone’s. I worked until the cold reached my ankles, then gathered my kit and started for the landing path, because the watch ends when the sea says it ends and not a minute before or after.

The path up from the strait runs past the old chapel, cut into the granite shoulder of the Drum, and I did what I always did when I passed it, which was nothing. I did not slow my steps. I did not look in through the low stone doorway at the two hollows worn into the floor inside, the ones shaped like a foot waiting for another foot. I had walked past that doorway perhaps four thousand times in twenty-three years and I had trained myself, the way you train a hand not to reach for a flame twice, not to let my eyes catch on it.

It was easier most days than people would think. Want is a muscle like any other. Mine had simply never been asked to do much work, and an unused muscle goes quiet.

Old Ress was at the net shed door when I came up, arms crossed over her apron, watching the path the way she always watched it, like counting heads was something her body did without consulting her about it first.

“You heard,” she said.

“Heard there’s a notice. Haven’t read it.”

“He’s choosing.” She said it plainly, the way she said most things, no decoration on it. “Or he’s meant to start choosing. Garrow’s pushing him toward it before the winter stores get counted, is my guess. A pack likes to see its Alpha settled before a hard season, and this one’s shaping up hard.”

I set my kit down inside the shed door and didn’t answer right away, because there was nothing in that sentence that had anything to do with me, and I had a long habit of not pretending otherwise even to myself.

“Suppose it’s Isla Tarrow they’ll put forward,” Old Ress went on, watching me with the particular attention she saved for moments she expected me to flinch and wanted to see whether I would. “Her mother’s been angling that direction since before he was Alpha.”

“Suppose it is.” I picked up the mending awl from the bench and turned it over in my hands, not because it needed anything done to it. “We should go hear the notice properly instead of guessing at it secondhand.”

She let me have the deflection. She always did, in the end, even when her eyes told me she’d clocked it for exactly what it was. That was the particular mercy of Old Ress. She would press a thing exactly as far as it needed pressing and then she would let it go, and in twenty-three years I had never once had to ask her to stop.

We walked up to the Bellmoot landing together in the gray middle of the morning, the gorse smell thinning out as we climbed away from the strait and the iron smell of the tide-bell tower coming up to meet it instead, that cold mineral note that hangs around any well-used bell, like the metal itself remembers every storm it ever warned the island about.

A good crowd had already gathered by the time we arrived. I kept to the back of it, the way I kept to the back of most gatherings, close enough to hear and far enough that no one’s eyes would naturally land on me first. Bryn stood near the tower steps already, arms folded, Torin’s oldest friend and now his Beta, watching the crowd settle with the particular alertness of a man counting a room for trouble before anyone else thought to.

Garrow Hask climbed the tower steps a few minutes later, First Bellkeeper, gray through the temples, a man built like something that had been standing in weather a very long time and had simply decided weather wasn’t going to be the thing that moved him.

He didn’t waste words. He rarely did.

“Drumholm.” His voice carried without him raising it, the way some voices learn to after enough years of being the one a crowd has to listen to. “Three months we’ve stood without a settled Alpha line, and three months is long enough. Our Alpha is young. Our stores are thinner than they were five winters back. The Far Shore has been testing our north fence twice this season already, more than in the five years before it combined.” He let that sit a moment. “A pack with no named Luna going into a hard winter is a pack the Far Shore reads as soft. I won’t stand up here and pretend that isn’t true, because every one of you already knows it is.”

I felt the crowd shift around me, that particular settling that happens when people hear a thing they’ve already been quietly thinking and someone finally says it out loud for them.

“I’m not here to name anyone today,” Garrow said. “That choice belongs to our Alpha, and to the stones, and I’d be the last man on this island to claim otherwise.” A pause, and something in it made the back of my neck go still in a way I couldn’t yet have explained. “But I’ll say this plainly, because plain is the only kind of speaking I trust. We do not have the luxury of waiting on this the way packs with full stores and quiet borders might. I’d ask our Alpha to weigh that. And I’d ask the rest of you to remember it, the next time you’re tempted to think a thing like this is only a matter of the heart.”

He stepped back. Torin came forward to the rail above us, and I watched him the way I let myself watch him exactly four times before, which is to
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