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DEDICATION

For everyone who has ever been told they were easy to leave.

May you never measure your worth by another person's fear, silence, or failure to choose you.

May you build a life that stands on its own strength, discover the courage to trust only when trust has been earned, and remember that love is never diminished by self-respect.

And when your heart finally says yes, may it be because it is free—not because it is afraid to be alone.

EPIGRAPH

A rejected heart does not stop loving because it is weak.

It learns to survive because it must.

The rarest claim is not the one fate writes into blood,

but the one two hearts choose after every reason to walk away.

—The Bloodclaim Chronicles of Wrathmere
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EPILOGUE

CAST OF CHARACTERS

IRIS CALDER — A net-mender and boat-repairer who has worked the Wrathmere docks alone for five years. Rejected by Torin at her Moon Choosing on his dying father's command, she rebuilt her life from nothing rather than ask the pack for anything again.

TORIN WRATH — Alpha of Wrathmere Pack. Obeyed his father's dying decree rather than fight for Iris, and has spent five years trying to answer for that silence without knowing whether answering was even still his to offer.

COBB — Iris's dock apprentice, fourteen at the story's opening. Found his way to her stall three years ago and has never quite left.

PERRIN SABLE — Wrathmere's healer and Iris's closest friend. Keeps the old healing house records and rarely says a comfortable thing when an honest one will do.

CERIDWEN LOCKE — Senior Claimant of the Bloodclaim Court. Lost her own mate to a reopened claim destabilized by political rivals, and has spent every year since guarding other bonds against the same fate.

GARRICK ASHMOOR — Torin's Beta. Sworn to uphold the old Alpha's law, and increasingly certain that upholding it and serving the valley have stopped being the same thing.

OSRIC — A Wrathmere elder loyal to the old Alpha's decree, and the valley's fiercest voice against reopening the claim.

SORREL — A dockside neighbor of Iris's, mother to a young family on the southern flats.

BELLAMY — An elderly fisherman at the northern landing, gruff and long-memorised.

RENN — Proprietor of the northern line-shop, an old rival-turned-friend of Iris's trade.

FENWICK — A local boat owner and regular customer of Iris's mending work.

A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

❦

Dear Reader,

Frozen Heart, Burning Claim Ignites is the fifth and final book in The Ember and Ice Series. Like the four books before it, this one stand entirely on its own — new pack, new mechanic, new protagonists, new territory. You don't need to have read Wren's story, or Isolde's, or Elowen's, or Vesper's to find your footing here. If you have read them, I hope you'll recognize the thread that ties this series together: every book asks what it costs to be chosen, and what it costs more to choose for yourself.

This is a slow-burn rejected-mate story, and I wrote it because I wanted to spend real time with a question, I don't think romance always sits with long enough: what happens after the humiliation, after the walking away, after a woman builds an entire life specifically so she'll never again need anyone's permission to have one? I didn't want Iris's strength and her eventual choosing of Torin to be in tension with each other. I wanted them to be the same thing, examined from two different angles.

A note on content: this book includes emotionally intense scenes involving natural disaster and flood-related peril, political sabotage, and the grief of a secondary character who lost a partner to violence in her backstory (referenced, not depicted). There is no on-page violence toward the protagonists, no secret baby, no love triangle, and no instant forgiveness — Iris takes the whole book to decide whether Torin has earned back what he lost, and I hope that pacing is honest rather than frustrating.

Thank you for trusting me with your reading time. I hope Wrathmere holds up.

––––––––

Warmly, 

Clara Ashvale
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PROLOGUE
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THE BLOODCLAIM COURT smelled of wet stone and tallow smoke, and I had spent five years making sure I never had to learn that smell again.

I knew it anyway. My body remembered it the way it remembered rope burn.

The Bloodclaim chamber sat below the Alpha House, cut straight into the hillside, and the stone never fully dried even in high summer. Water beaded on the walls and ran in thin threads toward drains worn smooth by two hundred years of feet. Someone had lit tallow candles along the bench rail instead of proper lamps, and the smoke of them hung low near the ceiling, gray and greasy, the kind of smell that got into wool and stayed there for days.

I had worn my work clothes. Perrin had argued for something finer, something that said I took the proceedings seriously, and I had told her that my nets and my hands were the only things about me that had ever been honest with this pack, and I wasn't going to lie to the Court in a borrowed dress.

I stood at the center of the chamber with my hands folded in front of me, the way Perrin had told me to stand, and the mark on my collarbone burned like a coal pressed flat against the bone. It had stopped being a mark two weeks ago. It was a wound now, spreading past the collar of my dress in thin red lines, and every person in that chamber could see it if they looked, and every person in that chamber was looking.

Three Claimants sat on the raised bench. Ceridwen Locke sat in the center, where she always sat, her spine straight as a mast, her face giving away exactly nothing. She was the only one of the three who had asked me a hard question in three days of testimony, and she was the only one whose questions I hadn't minded answering, because at least they weren't kind. Kindness from strangers was harder to stand than a fair fight.

The chamber behind the bench held maybe forty people. Pack members. Dock families I traded with. A handful of elders who remembered the old Alpha well enough to still call his decree just, whatever a Court eventually said about it. Cobb sat near the back with Perrin's hand on his shoulder, his arm still splinted from the flooding, watching me with the particular intensity of a boy who had decided, without being asked, that this was his fight too.

Torin stood on the other side of the chamber. Not near me. The Court required that. Six feet of stone floor between us, and it might as well have been the whole valley.

He was dressed plainer than I'd ever seen him stand before a Court — no ceremonial cloak, no marks of rank pinned to his collar, just a working shirt with his sleeves still rolled from whatever repair he'd been doing that morning before the summons came. I noticed the calluses on his hands from across the chamber, new ones, in places a man who'd spent five years behind a desk in the Alpha House wouldn't have any reason to develop. Three weeks of piling repair and net-hauling had left their mark on him the same way five years of the same work had left its mark on me, and something about that small, stubborn detail undid me more than any speech he could have made.

He was watching my collarbone too. I could feel it without looking at him. I had spent five years learning not to feel him in a room, and three weeks unlearning it, piling by piling, net by net, until I couldn't remember how I'd managed the trick in the first place.

"The petition before this Court," Ceridwen said, "concerns the reopening of a claim formally severed five years past, by the word of Alpha Wrath the elder, upon his deathbed, and accepted without contest by both parties at the time."

Accepted without contest. As if I had raised my hand. As if there had been a version of that night where I stood in front of the whole pack and said no, actually, I would rather you didn't.

"The petitioner has demonstrated sustained effort toward repair of the valley's protective wards, which this Court has verified independently." Ceridwen did not look at Torin when she said it. She looked at the paper in front of her, like the words cost her something to read aloud. "The respondent has not withdrawn her presence from these proceedings, though she has withdrawn in every other respect available to her."

That was true. I had told Perrin I was done with this three weeks ago. I had provisioned a boat. I had meant to be gone before the wards failed again.

I was still here. I didn't have a good answer for why, except that the marsh channel out of Wrathmere had closed itself the night I tried, water rising where there should have been a clear path, and I had understood, standing in my own flooding boat, that there was no outrunning a valley that was falling apart because of what lived inside my own skin.

"This Court has weighed testimony from Beta Garrick Ashmoor, from the pack healer Perrin Sable, from six petitioners representing the valley's affected households, and from the respondent herself, given three days past." Ceridwen set the paper down. "The Court is prepared to rule."

Three days past. I remembered sitting in the chair they'd set for me at the center of the chamber, my hands flat on my knees so they couldn't see them shake, while Ceridwen asked me question after question I hadn't wanted to answer. *Did the petitioner coerce you into any of the labor you performed alongside him these past weeks.* No. *Did you seek him out, or did he seek you.* He sought me. Every time. *If the Claimscar had never appeared, would you have sought him out yourself.* I hadn't answered that one for a long moment, and the silence had told the whole chamber more than any words I could have found.

I remembered Garrick's testimony too, stiff and formal, a Beta caught between an oath to a dead Alpha's law and loyalty to a living one, choosing his words like a man crossing thin ice. And Perrin's testimony, sharper than either of ours, laying out in a healer's plain language exactly what a fully burned Claimscar would mean — not just for me, not just for Torin, but for every household in the valley that depended on wards none of them had ever thought to question.

The burn along my collarbone spiked, hot enough that I had to stop my hand from going to it in front of everyone. Perrin had told me what that meant. The Claimscar was close. Days, maybe less.

I looked at Torin because I couldn't help it.

He wasn't looking at Ceridwen. He was looking at me, and there was nothing careful in his face at all, which was the thing that undid me more than anything he had said in the last three weeks of repaired pilings and quiet dock-work and one honest confession on a cold porch. He looked like a man watching a ruling that would decide the rest of his life, and he looked like he already knew what he wanted the ruling to be, and none of that mattered, because the ruling wasn't his to make.

It was going to be hers. And then it was going to be mine, whatever it was, whether I was ready for it or not.

Ceridwen drew a breath.

Behind her, the two junior Claimants sat with their hands folded, giving nothing away, and somewhere in the crowd I heard Cobb shift in his seat, the small creak of it loud in a chamber gone otherwise silent. Even the candle smoke seemed to hang still, as if the whole room had stopped breathing to hear what came next.

I thought, in that last suspended second, of the marsh channel closing itself against my boat three weeks back, water rising where there should have been a clear path out. I thought of Torin's hands on a piling next to mine, learning a trade he'd never needed to learn, because he was trying to prove something with his body that words hadn't been enough to prove. I thought of my own two feet, five years ago, carrying me out of a hall before anyone could see my face do what it wanted to do, and how strange it was to stand in almost the same stone chamber now, waiting on a different verdict, and find that I hadn't run.

"This Court finds—"

The burn on my collarbone went white.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Rope Work at Low Tide
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THE TIDE WENT OUT SLOW that morning, the way it always did in late summer, leaving the mudflats exposed in long brown ribs below my dock. I liked low tide. It showed you what the water usually hid — the broken pilings, the lost tackle, the shapes of things that only made sense once you could see all the way down to the bottom.

I had a net to mend before the fishing boats came in at noon, and I had already been at it an hour when Cobb's shadow fell across my worktable.

"You're doing the knot wrong," he said.

"I've been tying this knot since before you had teeth."

"Doesn't mean you're doing it right." He dropped onto the bench across from me, all elbows and knees, fourteen years old and still growing into whichever version of himself he was going to end up as. He picked up a scrap of cord and started working a knot of his own, badly, just to have something to do with his hands. He'd learned that from me, I supposed. Everyone in Wrathmere who spent real time around me eventually learned to keep their hands busy instead of talking.

"Fenwick's boat needs the starboard line replaced," I said. "Full replacement, not a splice. Tell him I'll have it done by Wednesday if he brings the payment in fish and not promises."

"He's going to argue about the fish."

"He can argue with the fish."

Cobb grinned and went back to his knot. I went back to mine.

My stall sat at the far southern end of the Wrathmere docks, past the last of the fishing houses, close enough to the marsh that the water under the boards ran brackish and slow. I had built the stall myself, five years back, out of driftwood and salvaged rope-shop lumber, plank by plank across three months of evenings when I had nowhere else that felt like mine and no one waiting for me to come home. The roof still leaked in one corner when the rain came sideways. I'd never bothered fixing it. It reminded me, every time the drip found the same worn spot on the floorboards, that I had built the thing with my own hands and it was still standing, leak and all, longer than most things people had told me wouldn't last.

I had built my house on stilts a short walk further south, past the last dock light, where the reeds grew tall enough to hide the windows from the main channel. Two rooms, a porch that caught the evening light, a woodstove I'd traded three seasons of net-mending to have hauled down from the northern smithy. It wasn't much by pack standards. It was entirely, unquestionably mine, and I had learned to find more comfort in that fact than I'd ever expected to, back when I'd first started driving pilings into marsh mud with blistered hands and no clear plan beyond needing somewhere to stand that wasn't the Alpha House.

People asked me sometimes why I lived so far from the pack proper. I always told them the truth, which was that the fish didn't care where I'd come from, and neither did the rope.

The morning went the way most mornings went. A widow named Sorrel brought a torn sail and traded three baskets of clams for the mending. A pair of young wolves I half-recognized from a litter born the same year as Cobb came by to gawk at my knife collection and buy nothing, the way young wolves always did. The sun climbed high enough to burn the mist off the reed beds, and the marsh smell thickened — wet green, a little sweet, a little rotten, the smell I had stopped noticing years ago the way you stop noticing your own house.

Fenwick showed up near mid-morning, exactly as predicted, to argue about the fish.

"Three days is fast work for a full line replacement," he said, hovering at the edge of my worktable with the particular restlessness of a man who didn't trust anyone's hands with his boat but his own. "I could go to the northern stalls. Renn does line work too."

"Renn does line work for boats half the size of yours, and he'll charge you double what I'm charging in fish you don't even have to catch yourself." I didn't look up from the net. "You're welcome to try him. I'll still be here Wednesday when his splice fails in open water."

Fenwick grumbled the particular grumble of a man who already knew he was going to agree, and left with a promise of fish by morning, and Cobb laughed low enough that I pretended not to hear it.

"You do that to everyone," he said.

"Do what."

"Let them think they've won the argument right before they do exactly what you told them to do in the first place."

"It's not a trick if it's true," I said, and went back to the net, and didn't tell him that I'd learned the skill the same place I'd learned most things — out of necessity, five years back, when I'd had to build a trade out of nothing and convince a valley full of people who'd watched me get rejected in front of the whole pack that my hands were worth trusting even if the rest of me wasn't worth the trouble.

It had worked, mostly. People traded with me because my work held. They didn't ask about the rest, not to my face, and I'd made my peace a long time ago with whatever they said behind it.

Around midday, a stranger came down the southern path — not a stranger exactly, I recognized the set of her shoulders from the northern stalls, one of the weavers who traded cloth for fish twice a season, but she'd never once walked as far south as my stall before, and she stood at the edge of my worktable turning a bolt of blue wool over in her hands like she'd forgotten why she'd brought it.

"You're Iris Calder," she said, which wasn't a question, and which I answered anyway because it seemed to be what she wanted.

"I am."

"I heard you mend more than nets. Heard you can patch a sail fast enough to save a boat mid-storm, if it comes to that."

"Depends on the sail and the storm." I set down my knife, giving her my full attention, because a customer this far south usually meant real business, not idle talk. "What do you need mended?"

She didn't answer right away. Her eyes went instead to my collarbone, just visible above the collar of my work shirt, the way most people's eyes went when they thought I wasn't watching them do it. Five years, and people still looked. I'd stopped expecting it to stop mattering. I'd only gotten better at not letting my face answer back.

"Nothing today," she said finally, and left the wool on my table anyway, a small unasked-for gift, the kind people sometimes left when they didn't know how else to say they were sorry for a story they'd had no part in writing. I folded the wool and set it aside without comment, because comment would have made both of us more uncomfortable than silence did, and went back to my net.

Cobb watched the whole exchange without a word, and didn't ask about it either, which was one of the reasons I'd kept him on as an apprentice three years running. He knew which questions were worth asking and which ones weren't.

It was past midday when I felt the cold spot.

I was standing ankle-deep at the edge of the flats, checking a mooring line, when the water around my legs went sharply, unnaturally cold, like stepping into a spring-fed pool in the dead of winter. It lasted only a few seconds. Then it was gone, and the water was ordinary marsh-warm again, and I stood there with my heart going faster than the moment deserved.

I looked down at my own bare legs, half-expecting to see frost climbing my skin, some visible proof that the cold had been real and not some trick of standing too long in one place. There was nothing. Just ordinary skin, ordinary mud between my toes, the flats stretching out gold-brown in the afternoon light exactly as they had every day of the five years I'd worked this stretch of water. I told myself I'd imagined it. I had spent enough years on this marsh to know its every ordinary mood, and I told myself, standing there with my pulse still too quick, that an unfamiliar cold in familiar water was nothing more than an unfamiliar mood, the kind the marsh occasionally had and forgot about by the next tide.

I did not fully believe myself. I went back to the mooring line anyway, because there was work to finish and the sun wasn't going to wait on my nerves to settle.

"You felt that too."

I hadn't heard Perrin come down the dock. She had a healer's way of moving quiet, even in boots that should have carried across the boards from twenty feet off.

"Felt what," I said, which was a lie, and she knew it was a lie, because she raised one eyebrow and waited the way she always waited when she thought I was being difficult on purpose.

"The cold." She crouched at the edge of the flats where I'd been standing and put her palm flat against the mud. "Sorrel mentioned it. So did old Bellamy, up near the ferry landing. Cold water where there shouldn't be any, gone as fast as it comes."

"Could be a spring."

"There's no spring under this marsh and you know it." Perrin straightened, wiping her hand on her apron. She had a habit of studying people the way she studied a wound — for what it wasn't saying as much as what it was. I didn't love being on the receiving end of that look, but I'd earned her friendship a long time ago by being one of the only people in Wrathmere who never flinched from it. "Iris. How long has it been since you looked at your collarbone."

"I look at it every time I get dressed. Same as anyone looks at a scar."

"That's not what I'm asking."

I picked my knife back up and went back to the net, because my hands needed something to do and the conversation was heading somewhere I didn't want to follow. "It's fine, Perrin. It's been fine for five years."

"The wards have never failed before. Not once, in living memory, not since the first Alpha bond went into the ground under the Alpha House and powered every current that keeps this valley dry." She said it plainly, the way she said most things, but there was an edge underneath it that I recognized. Worry, dressed up as fact. "I don't know what's causing the cold spots. I don't like not knowing things that live under my own feet."

"Maybe it's nothing to do with wards at all."

"Maybe." She didn't sound like she believed it, and I didn't blame her, because I didn't believe it either. I had grown up on this water. I knew every mood the marsh had, every way it complained about weather or tide or the wrong kind of moon, and this wasn't any of those. This was something else, something that made the hair along my arms rise even after the cold had passed.

Perrin left before I had to answer anything more specific, called back to the healing house by one of Sorrel's grandchildren with a fever. Cobb finished his badly-tied knot and held it up for inspection with the particular pride of someone who already knows the answer is going to be no.

"That's not a knot," I said. "That's a tangle with ambitions."

"It'll hold."

"It'll hold until it doesn't, and then whatever's tied to it goes into the marsh." I took the cord from him and undid it, slow enough that he could watch, and showed him the crossing again. "You go through here. Not around. Through."

He tried again. Better, this time. Not good, but better, and I told him so, because a boy who only hears what he's doing wrong stops trying eventually, and I'd learned that the hard way about more than knots.

"Who taught you," Cobb asked, working the cord slow and deliberate this time, watching his own hands the way I'd taught him to. "Your mother?"

"Some of it. Most of it I taught myself, the year I started this stall, because there wasn't anyone left to ask." I didn't say it with any particular weight, just fact, the way I said most things about that first hard year, though Cobb had been young enough at the time that he likely didn't remember the version of me who'd shown up at the southern docks with blistered hands and no clear plan beyond needing somewhere to stand. "You learn fast when the alternative is a boat sinking because you trusted a bad splice."

"Is that why you're better at it than anyone on the northern docks? Because you had to be?"

"Maybe." I took the cord back to check his work, found it sound this time, and handed it back without further comment, because sometimes the highest praise I could give was simply not finding anything wrong. "Or maybe I just don't like being beholden to anyone else's hands when my own will do."

Cobb considered that a moment, coiling the cord neat the way I'd shown him, and didn't press further, though something in the set of his shoulders told me he'd filed the answer away to turn over later, the way he filed most things I said that sounded like they meant more than they let on.

The afternoon boats came in at low sun, and I spent the last hours of daylight the way I spent most of them — hands busy, mind mostly quiet, the marsh doing what the marsh always did around me, indifferent and steady and entirely mine.

Renn came by his own accord in the late afternoon, the way he did every few weeks, ostensibly to check whether I'd stolen any of his customers and actually, I suspected, because he liked the company more than he'd ever admit. He ran the northern line-shop, did solid work when he bothered to focus, and had spent three years pretending our trades didn't overlap while sending me his hardest repairs whenever his own patience ran out.

"Fenwick came to see me first," he said, dropping onto the same bench Cobb had vacated an hour before. "Told him you'd have his line done faster."

"He came to me first too. Told me the same story about you."

Renn laughed, short and easy, and picked up a scrap of cord from my worktable, turning it over without really looking at it, the way people did when they had something else on their mind and were working up to it sideways. "Northern stalls are talking about cold water again. Frost on Bellamy's dock, or so he's telling anyone who'll stand still long enough."

"I heard the same."

"You feel anything down here?"

I considered lying, the way I'd been considering lying about most things that week, and decided against it, because Renn wasn't the kind of man who spread stories, only the kind who liked knowing things a beat before everyone else did. "Cold spot this morning. Gone as fast as it came."

"Huh." He set the cord back down, apparently satisfied, and stood to leave, then paused at the edge of the worktable like he'd almost forgotten something. "Word's also going around that the Alpha's been down at the southern docks more than usual lately. Working piling repairs himself, hands in the mud like a common laborer, not sending Garrick or a work crew the way he'd have done a year back." He said it lightly, without any particular weight behind it, but his eyes flicked toward me all the same, quick and curious, the way everyone's eyes flicked toward me whenever Torin's name came up within three words of my own stall.

"I wouldn't know anything about that," I said, which was true, strictly, since I hadn't yet seen him do any such thing myself, though something in my chest tightened at the idea of it anyway.

"No," Renn agreed, in the tone of a man who didn't believe me and wasn't going to push it. "Suppose you wouldn't." He left with a wave and no further comment, and I went back to my net with my jaw a little tighter than it had been a few minutes before, telling myself the tightness had nothing to do with the picture he'd left behind — Torin, hands in valley mud, doing work that wasn't his to do, close enough to my own dock that word of it had traveled north before I'd heard a whisper of it myself.

It was near dusk, the light gone gold and long across the water, when the cold came back. Not at the edge of the flats this time. Under the dock itself, rising up through the boards, so sharp I felt it in my teeth.

I looked down at the water lapping against the pilings and saw, for one half-second before it passed, a ripple that moved against the current instead of with it — a thin, silver disturbance, gone as fast as it had come, like something underneath the marsh had exhaled.

I stood there a long moment after it passed, my knife still in my hand, the net half-mended in my lap, and told myself it was nothing.

I had gotten very good, over five years, at telling myself things that weren't true and believing them long enough to get through the day. It was a skill, same as knot-work. You practiced it until your hands didn't shake.

Cobb noticed anyway. He noticed most things, for a boy who pretended he noticed nothing.

"You went somewhere else just now," he said, packing away the mending tools without being asked, another habit he'd picked up from watching me close the stall a hundred evenings running.

"I'm right here."

"Your hands are here. Rest of you went somewhere." He shouldered his own small pack, the one he carried tools in when I sent him running errands along the docks. "Perrin says the marsh has been strange all week. Cold where it shouldn't be. She thinks it's the wards."

"Perrin thinks a lot of things."

"She's usually right, though."

I didn't have a good answer for that, because he wasn't wrong, and because some part of me had already known what Perrin was going to say before she'd said any of it aloud. I sent him home before the light went fully, watched him jog off down the dock path toward the pack proper where his mother kept a house near the fish market, and stayed a while longer myself, latching the last of the stall shutters slow, in no particular hurry to reach my own empty house.

I packed up my tools as the light went, latched the stall, and walked the plank path home through the reeds, the marsh humming with frogs the way it always did at dusk, low and constant, a sound I'd have missed if I ever left this place, though I told myself regularly that I wouldn't.

I didn't know yet that I'd be testing that particular lie inside of three weeks.

I only knew that my collarbone ached, faint and low, in a way it hadn't ached in a long time, and that I went to bed that night without looking at it, because some things were easier to carry if you didn't check the weight too often.

I lay in the dark a long while listening to the water move under the stilts, that low patient sound I'd fallen asleep to for five years running, and told myself the ache would be gone by morning, the way it always had been before. It was the last night I'd get to believe that particular lie without evidence stacked hard against it, though I didn't know that yet, lying there in the dark with my hand resting flat and unknowing over the place where the mark had already begun, quietly, to wake.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Wards Flicker First
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THE RIPPLE CAME BACK at dusk the next day, and this time I wasn't the only one who saw it.

I was closing the stall, latching the shutter over my tools, when Perrin came down the dock at a near-run, her healer's satchel banging against her hip. Behind her, half the fishing families from the northern stalls were gathered at the water's edge, pointing, arguing, one child crying while her mother tried to hush her.

"Iris." Perrin caught her breath against my worktable. "You need to see this."

I followed her gaze out over the water. The whole surface of the channel, from the old ferry landing to the bend past Bellamy's dock, had gone the color of tarnished silver, rippling in slow concentric rings though there was no wind and no boat had passed through in an hour. The rings pulsed, faded, pulsed again, like something breathing beneath the surface in a rhythm too slow and too large to be any fish or current I'd ever known.

"It started an hour ago," Perrin said. "Bellamy says his whole dock went cold enough to frost the wood. Frost, Iris. In summer."

"Could be a current shift. Deep-water disturbance from a storm out past the marsh mouth."

"There's no storm." She said it flat, the way she said things when she'd already run through every rational explanation and discarded them one by one. "I want you to hear this from me and not from pack gossip by morning. The old healers
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