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The first thing they teach a Saltbreak pup is the difference between the sea and the rain.

The sea is patient. The rain only sounds patient.

My mother told me that when I was four years old, my hands tangled in her hair while she scrubbed salt-burn from a fisher-warrior’s calf. The man had been brought in half-drowned from the breakwater. His skin was the color of old milk. His teeth chattered like loose stones. I remember the way the lantern smoke curled along the rafters and the way my mother’s voice did not rise even when her fingers slipped on his wound.

“The sea will take you slowly,” she said. “It gives you time to choose.”

“Choose what, Mama?”

“Whether to drown loud or quiet.”

She did not look at me when she said it. She rarely looked at me when she said anything that mattered. She was the kind of woman who pressed truths into your hands while staring at the floor, like she was afraid you would refuse them if you knew where they came from.

Her name was Saoirse Halvik.

Coastal-bred. Strong-armed. A pack midwife by training, a salt-knitter by calling. She had hands that could close a torn artery and a voice that could quiet a screaming child. The Saltbreak elders called her useful, which on our cliffs was a word that meant alive but not loved.

She died the winter I turned fifteen, in the third week of the long gale.

My father told the pack she had taken a chill on the rocks.

He told me, when no one else was listening, that she had walked into the surf with her boots on and her healing satchel still slung across her chest. He found her belt buckle three days later, tangled in a kelp line below the lighthouse. He never found her body.

The Tideboard recorded her death as accidental.

The Wardens of Saltbreak did not waste words on a midwife whose husband had once stood Beta and who had since stopped standing for anything at all.

I learned, in the months that followed, that my mother had been writing letters.

Not love letters. Letters about a girl my age — a half-rogue child brought into our pack after the border skirmishes of the previous decade. The girl had a salt-allergy that should not have been possible in a Saltbreak wolf. My mother had been quietly testing her blood for three years before the long gale. The letters were addressed to a name I did not recognize, in a settlement I had never heard of, in a tongue our pack did not speak.

I never read them.

My father burned them the day after he found the buckle.

He said it was mercy.

I think now it was fear.

That was the first thing the sea took from me. Not her body. Her questions. The ones she had been asking that I would never get to finish.

The second thing came later.

— — —
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The cliffs of Saltbreak rose above the cold sea like a row of broken molars. Black basalt. Gull-shit white at the top, slick green below the tideline, dark wet wood under the dock cribs. The pack village clung to the headland in three terraces: the lower with its fish-houses and rope yards, the middle with its homes and the Hall of Wardens, the upper with the Alpha House and the Saltbreak Stone where every new Alpha swore his blood into a basin of seawater on his first morning of rule.

I was born in the lower terrace.

I died there too, in the way that mattered, on a winter morning when I was twenty-three and still believed an Alpha could change his mind.

His name was Caelen Ardeth Vahn.

He was the only son of the late Alpha Roen Vahn, the one who had pulled Saltbreak out of its border war and stitched the pack back into itself with a politician’s patience. Caelen had inherited his father’s voice and very little of his father’s caution. At twenty-seven, the year he was raised, he was already known for two things: the precision of his command and the cleanliness of his refusals.

I had known him since I was twelve and he was sixteen and he had pulled me out of a tidepool I had no business climbing into. He had been brusque about it. He had asked me, in the dry way he had even then, whether I was trying to drown myself or just embarrass my father. I had told him drowning would be tidier. He had laughed once, surprised, and then walked off without telling me his name.

I learned it later.

I learned everything about him later.

I learned that the warriors loved him because he never lied about the cost of orders. I learned that the merchants trusted him because he honored debts to the half-copper. I learned that the women of the upper terrace wrote his name into their windowsills like an incantation.

I learned that the Tideboard, after his father’s death, had spent eighteen months selecting a Luna for him.

They had chosen a daughter of the Greyholm Pack — Iselin Greyholm, dark-haired, perfectly sea-bred, raised since girlhood to know the difference between a Warden’s bow and a fisher’s nod. The alliance would shore up Saltbreak’s failing northern trade. It would settle a decade of grain disputes. It would give the pack a Luna who could speak three coastal dialects and recite the salt rites without a tremor.

The Tideboard announced the match on the first full moon of my twenty-third year.

I learned, that same week, that I was Caelen’s fated mate.

The bond rose in me on a wet morning at the lower market. I was buying a packet of dried sea-thrift for my father’s cough. Caelen passed behind me on the way to the fishery accounts. He did not stop. He did not look. He did not need to. The bond opened between us with the quiet violence of a fault line. I dropped the sea-thrift in the gutter. He paused for exactly one breath and walked on.

He came to my father’s cottage that night.

He stood in the doorway with his hands behind his back like he was reporting to a senior officer. He did not sit. He did not take the cup of tea my father offered. He said three sentences.

He said: “I felt it.”

He said: “It cannot stand.”

He said: “I reject the bond, Wren Halvik Marrow, by the will of the Tideboard and the good of the pack.”

I do not remember replying.

I remember the way my father’s hand closed around the back of my chair.

I remember the cup of tea steaming on the table between us.

I remember the gull crying outside the window, sharp and stupid, like it did not understand that grief was supposed to be a quiet thing.

I remember walking down to the cliffs after he left, in the cold, in my house shoes, and standing at the edge of the long drop and asking the sea whether I should walk into it boots and all, like my mother had.

The sea did not answer.

It rarely answers the people who need it most.

I did not jump.

I walked west instead, along the headland, past the lighthouse, past the seal rookery, past the last marker stone of Saltbreak territory. I walked for two nights and a day, in shifted form for half of it, in human skin and stolen boots for the other half. I walked until my feet bled. I walked until my wolf stopped whining and started padding quietly beside my mind. I walked until I crossed into the salt fens where no pack claimed the ground.

I walked until I found the rogues.

That is the part of the story Saltbreak does not tell.

That is the part that became the second thing the sea took.

— — —
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The rogues of the salt fens called themselves Driftborn.

They were not the rabid scavengers Saltbreak elders described in pack tales. They were not crazed loners. They were a small settlement of about sixty wolves — most of them cast out of coastal packs for old reasons that nobody bothered to update, plus a handful born inside the fens to mothers who never returned to their packs of origin. They had no Alpha. They had a Pack-Mother, whose authority was earned and revocable. They had a healer’s circle instead of a single ranked healer. They had laws built around consent rather than command.

Their Pack-Mother was a woman named Edda Driftborn.

She was perhaps sixty, perhaps older — the salt aged Driftborn faces unevenly. She had a single gray braid that fell to her waist. She had a scar that ran from her left ear to the corner of her mouth, and another, older one along her throat. She had been a ranked warrior in a coastal pack to the south before her own Alpha had tried to take her wolf form by force during an interrogation. She had killed him. The pack had cast her out for the killing rather than the cause. She had been Driftborn for twenty-eight years by the time I stumbled into her camp.

She fed me before she questioned me.

She asked, in the morning, why I had walked.

I told her.

She listened without flinching. She did not say I had been wronged. She did not say I had been foolish. She said only, “Your bond is rejected. The pack has not released you. You are between.”

“Between what?”

“Between belonging and not. It is the worst place a wolf can stand.”

“What do I do?”

“You can go back to your pack and live as the rejected one. You can wander. Or you can swear a saltvow with us.”

“What is that?”

She looked at me a long moment.

“It is a promise that re-anchors you. You cut your palm. You swear into a basin of seawater. You give up your old pack-claim and accept ours in its place. It cannot be unsworn without bloodshed. After it, no one can summon you home with rank alone.”

“And what does it cost?”

She smiled then, a tired old smile.

“It costs being able to go back.”

I took the saltvow three weeks later, on the new moon of midwinter, in a tide pool below the Driftborn camp. Edda cut my palm with a fishhook knife. I pressed the wound into the seawater. I said the words. The bond between me and Saltbreak did not break, exactly — fated bonds rarely break — but it changed. It dimmed. It stopped pulling at me like a chain. It became a scar instead of a wound.

The saltvow left a mark.

A faint blue-black line, like a tideline, curved along my left collarbone. The Driftborn carried theirs in different places — wrists, throats, the small of the back. Mine sat where any neckline would show it.

In Saltbreak law, a saltvow with a rogue settlement is treason.

In Saltbreak law, a wolf marked with a Driftborn vow cannot hold rank, cannot stand at a council seat, cannot bear the title of Luna.

The Tideboard had written that law into the Saltbreak Stone three generations ago to keep rogues from softening pack lines from within.

I knew this when I took the vow.

I took it anyway.

That is the second thing the sea took. Not my pack. My future. The version of my life where I might still have been able to go home.

I built another one in the fens. I learned to set fox traps. I learned the names of seventeen kinds of marsh grass. I learned how to deliver a breech foal in standing water. I taught the Driftborn what I knew of pack medicine, and they taught me what they knew of root work and bone-setting and the kind of patience that did not require an audience. I was good at the work. I was good at the quiet.

I was, after a year, almost happy.

After two years, I was something stranger than happy. I was settled.

Three years passed.

Three full circuits of the moon around the cliffs of Saltbreak, which I did not see anymore.

I told myself I had grown into a new woman. I told myself the old name — Wren Halvik Marrow — was a wound I had healed over. I told myself I did not think of Caelen Vahn, except on the very coldest nights, when the bond rang faintly along the line in my collarbone like a wire someone had plucked.

I told myself a great many things.

And then, on the last evening of my third winter in the fens, a Saltbreak runner came down the path to the Driftborn camp with a writ from the Tideboard and an Alpha’s seal pressed into red wax.

The writ said:

Wren Halvik Marrow is summoned to Saltbreak by the order of Alpha Caelen Ardeth Vahn for purposes pertaining to pack survival. Refusal will be met with force. Compliance is mercy.

Edda read it aloud by the fire.

The Driftborn went quiet around me.

The runner stood at the edge of the firelight, shaking, because Driftborn camps frightened Saltbreak boys and he was not much more than a boy.

I waited until I could speak without my voice betraying me.

Then I said, to the runner, in the calmest tone I owned:

“Tell the Alpha I cannot be his Luna.”

The runner stared.

“He did not ask you to be Luna,” he said.

“He will,” I said.

“How do you know?”

“Because the bond is still there. Because his match collapsed. Because no Alpha sends a runner to a rogue settlement for a healer he can find in any village. Because the Tideboard would not seal this in red unless it was a marriage matter. Tell him I cannot. Tell him the word he wants is treason in his own law.”

The runner swallowed.

“He will come for you himself.”

“I know.”

“What will you do?”

I looked at Edda. Edda looked at the fire.

Then I looked back at the runner, who could not have been more than seventeen, who probably had a mother somewhere on the middle terrace praying for his safe return, who did not deserve to carry my answer into a room full of armed Wardens.

“Tell him,” I said, “that the sea is patient. I am not. He has one moon to leave me alone. After that, I will not be where he expects me to be.”

The runner left at dawn.

The Driftborn looked at me across the dying fire and waited for me to lie about what I was feeling.

I did not lie.

I said: “He is going to come.”

Edda nodded.

“And when he does, daughter — what then?”

I touched the saltvow line along my collarbone. The bond hummed once beneath my fingers, low and old, like a forgotten song.

“Then,” I said, “we will see whether mercy or command is the bigger word in him.”

The fire cracked.

The sea hissed against the rocks below.

Somewhere in the dark fens behind me, an owl called twice and went silent.

This is the story of what came after.

This is the story of the woman the sea did not finish drowning.

This is the story of the Alpha who came back, and the saltvow he could not undo, and the pack that had to learn what it meant to be saved by a daughter it had taught itself to forget.

This is the story of the night I told Caelen Vahn, in front of his own Tideboard, in front of his own pack, in front of the bond that still rang between us like a struck bell:

I can’t be your Luna.

And meant it.
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The Alpha at the Edge of the Fens
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The fog came up early that morning.

It rolled off the salt fens the way it always did in late winter, low and white and thick enough that the marsh grass disappeared by the knee. By the time I left the healing tent, I could not see the far side of the Driftborn camp. I could only hear it — the snap of the cookfire, the low cough of old Brann Driftborn in his sleeping skin, the steady plick of meltwater off the canvas eaves.

I had been awake since before the first gull called.

I had not slept well in eight nights, which was the count since the Saltbreak runner had stumbled out of our camp with my answer in his mouth.

The Driftborn had not asked me to leave.

The Driftborn had not asked me to stay.

They had only made room for me at the fire and let me work, because that was the Driftborn way — you fed people while you waited for them to choose what kind of trouble they were going to be.

I bent at the herb table behind the tent and laid out my morning bundles.

Bog-mint. Sea-thrift. Dried fenwort. A pinch of crushed oyster-shell for old Brann’s lungs, which had begun rattling in a way I did not like.

My hands were steady.

That was the part that surprised me.

For eight nights I had been waiting for the sound of horses on the path. For eight nights I had been listening past the fire, past the marsh wind, past the calls of the night birds, for something the fens did not produce on their own — the iron-shod hoof, the boot-tread of a ranked wolf, the bone-deep silence that wolves of high rank carried with them like a smell.

For eight nights nothing had come.

Edda thought he might not come at all.

Edda was wrong.

I did not know how I knew. The bond would not have given me a warning that fine. The bond, since the saltvow, had been a low hum, not a beacon. But I knew the man. I had spent twelve years learning the shape of Caelen Vahn before he ever spoke my name, and one of the things I had learned was that he did not waste his runners. If he sent a boy, he meant a follow-up.

The follow-up was him.

The fog thinned for a moment.

A shape resolved at the edge of the path where the marsh grass met the willow scrub. Tall. Cloaked. Still.

I set down my mortar.

The Driftborn camp went quiet around me without anyone giving the order. Brann’s coughing stopped. The cookfire snap softened. Edda’s footstep, soft as it always was, came around the corner of the tent and paused beside me.

“He came alone,” she said.

“He never comes alone.”

“He came in alone.”

I looked. She was right. There were other shapes farther back along the path — three, maybe four, no more — but they had stopped at the marker stones. They were waiting. Only the cloaked one had walked forward.

I did not need to see his face.

I knew the line of his shoulders. I knew the set of his weight, the slow steady way he placed his feet on uncertain ground. I knew, even at a hundred paces, the particular angle at which Caelen Vahn held his head when he was choosing his first sentence with care.

He stopped at the outermost rim of the camp, at the line of salt-stones we had laid as a marker of where pack law gave way to Driftborn ground.

He waited.

That, more than anything, told me the man had changed.

Three years ago, the Caelen Vahn I had known would have walked into a rogue camp the way an Alpha walked into a market — head up, weight even, an unspoken expectation that the world would arrange itself around his presence. He would have stopped at the salt-stones because his runner had survived to tell him about them, but he would have stopped without seeing them as a real line. He would have stopped the way a king stops at a velvet rope.

This man had stopped the way a guest stops at a doorway he had not been invited through.

It should not have moved me.

It did.

That was the worst part.

I wiped my hands on my apron and tucked a strand of hair back behind my ear. My hair had grown out since I came to the fens — past my shoulders, dark, salt-stiffened. I had stopped braiding it the Saltbreak way the same week I had stopped looking south at sundown. The wind off the marsh today caught a strand of it and dragged it across my mouth. I did not push it back.

“Do not go to him,” Edda said quietly.

“I have to.”

“You do not have to.”

“I have to.”

She put her hand briefly against my back. Edda was not a woman who touched lightly. When she did, she meant it. She said, in the soft voice she used in the healer’s circle, “Whatever he says — you do not owe him an answer today. The vow does not bend for sentiment.”

“I know.”

“And the bond does not bend for guilt.”

“I know.”

She let her hand fall.

I crossed the camp in my work skirt and my mud-cuffed boots. I did not pull on a cloak. I wanted him to see me as I was now, not as I had been on a wet morning at the lower market. I wanted him to see the line of the saltvow along my collarbone, dark blue, three winters old. I wanted him to remember, while he looked at me, that I had built a life out of leaving.

He did not move while I walked toward him.

He watched me come.

When I was close enough to see his face, I had to set my jaw to keep the breath inside me even.

He had aged.

Not in the way that men age when they are well. He had aged in the way men age when they have been alone in a room with a problem they could not solve. The line between his eyebrows had deepened. The cheekbones, always sharp, had sharpened further. The hair was the same — dark, cut short by his own hand the way he had always cut it. The eyes were the same — that pale storm color, blue at the rim and gray toward the pupil, lashes too long for a face that severe.

He was not wearing his Alpha tabard.

He was not wearing his pack pin.

He was wearing a travel cloak that did not show his rank, a plain shirt under it, and a single belt with a single dagger and no second weapon. He had come, by the look of him, prepared to be turned away.

He stopped two paces from me.

He stayed two paces from me.

I noticed that. I was meant to.

“Wren,” he said.

The bond, low at the line in my collarbone, hummed once and went quiet again.

I did not answer with his name. I did not trust my mouth around it yet.

“I told the runner one moon,” I said. “It has been eight days.”

“I know.”

“You are early.”

“I know.”

“Why?”

He breathed in carefully, as if he had been rehearsing this on the road and was now finding that the rehearsed words tasted wrong on his tongue.

“Because if I waited a moon,” he said, “you would have moved.”

That landed.

I had been moving. Quietly. The Driftborn had been letting me. Edda had three different fen settlements willing to take a healer for the spring, and we had begun, between us, the slow patient work of packing my things. I had not told Caelen any of that. He had read it off the air.

That was the part of him that had not changed.

He had always seen a beat ahead.

“Speak your business, Alpha Vahn,” I said.

He flinched.

It was almost too small to see, but I had spent three years not looking at his face, and now that I was, I caught it. The flinch was at the word Alpha. Not at the surname. At the rank.

I filed that away.

“Saltbreak is sick,” he said.

“I have heard nothing.”

“You would not. The Wardens have asked the runners to stay quiet.”

“Why?”

“Because they are afraid of the lower terrace burning the upper terrace down.”

I let the words settle.

I had grown up on the lower terrace. I knew what it looked like when the lower terrace got afraid.

“Define sick,” I said.

“A coughing sickness. Children first. Then the old. Then the rest. It does not respond to sea-thrift or to fenwort or to the salt rinses Old Mara has been making since her mother taught her. The pack healer has buried twenty-one wolves in three weeks. Most of them children.”

My hands stopped halfway to my apron pocket.

He saw that, too.

“How many?” I said.

“Twenty-one buried. Forty-three currently sick. The wave is rising.”

“And you have come to a rogue camp for a healer.”

“I have come to you.”

“That is not the same sentence.”

“No,” he said. “It is not.”

We stood in the marsh wind, two paces apart, for a long time. The fog had thinned enough now that I could see his men at the marker stones. Two warriors. One Warden. The Warden was Halvor Stille, who had taught Caelen the long blade when they were both boys, and who had buried Caelen’s father with his own hands. The presence of Halvor told me the Tideboard had signed off on this errand. The presence of only Halvor told me the Tideboard had also tried to talk Caelen out of it.

I looked back at Caelen.

“You rejected me,” I said.

“I know.”

“You rejected me in front of my father. In my own house. In a sentence I could still recite to you now, three years later, in the same order you said it.”

“I know.”

“You did not write.”

“I know.”

“You did not send word. You did not retract the rejection. You did not seek to undo what you did. You let me walk off the edge of pack territory. You let me walk for two days and a night with bleeding feet and no escort and no contact, and you did not come after me. You let me go because it was easier.”

“It was not easier.”

“It was easier than the alternative.”

He looked down at the marsh. At his boots. At the line where the salt-stones marked the edge of his authority and the beginning of mine.

Then he looked back up at me.

“It was easier in the way that a wound left open is easier than the work of closing it,” he said. “Yes. I take that. That is mine. I let you go because I had been told my entire life that the work of a pack came before the wants of a man, and on the day the bond opened I had been the Alpha of Saltbreak for three months and I had not yet learned how to refuse anything the Tideboard asked of me. I told myself I was doing the right thing. I told myself you would heal. I told myself you would marry inside the pack and forgive me from a distance and we would both grow into the lives we had been given.”

“And?”

“And every word of that was a comfort I gave myself to sleep through the nights.”

The marsh wind shifted.

He did not soften his face when he said it. He said it the way he had once said cargo manifests — quietly, accurately, with the particular care of a man who knew the precise weight of every word he was setting down.

I did not let myself respond.

I said: “And the Greyholm match?”

“Collapsed two winters ago. Iselin Greyholm’s father reneged when the trade routes shifted east. She is married into the Stonemoor Pack now. She has a son.”

“And you have not taken another match.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He held my eyes.

“You know why.”

“I want to hear you say it.”

His mouth worked once, the way a man’s mouth works when he is finding a word he has been avoiding.

“Because I have been an Alpha without a Luna for three years,” he said, “and I have been a man without his fated mate for three years, and I have learned the difference between those two losses, and only one of them is something I am willing to live with for the rest of my life.”

The bond hummed.

I did not let it show on my face.

“You said Saltbreak is sick,” I said.

“It is.”

“You said you came for a healer.”

“I came for you.”

“Caelen.”

The name was out of my mouth before I had decided to use it. It came out raw and low and three years older than it should have. I had not said it aloud since the morning I left. I had not let myself say it. Even in my own head I had called him the Alpha or the Vahn or, on the cruelest nights, him.

He closed his eyes for one breath.

“Say it again,” he said, very quietly.

“No.”

“Wren.”

“No.”

I stepped back from him.

The line of the saltvow along my collarbone was burning a little now, not from the bond but from my own pulse. I made myself remember Edda’s morning words. The vow does not bend for sentiment. The bond does not bend for guilt.

“Listen to me carefully,” I said. “I will hear your case. I will not promise more than that. I am bound by a saltvow you do not have the authority to undo. I am marked in a way that Saltbreak law calls treason. If I cross into Saltbreak territory with this line on my collarbone, your Tideboard cannot let me hold a healer’s seat. They cannot let me stand in the council chamber. They cannot let me eat at the pack table. They will name me what their law names me. They will name me rogue. And if your sickness is as bad as you say, they cannot afford to have a rogue at the bedside of their dying children. They cannot afford the political cost. The pack will eat itself.”

He waited.

He did not argue. That was new. The Caelen Vahn I had walked away from would have argued.

He said, only: “I know all of this.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because I think they will accept you anyway.”

“Why?”

“Because they have no one else.”

I laughed, then. It was a short bitter sound.

“That is not acceptance,” I said. “That is desperation. There is a word for what happens to the desperate after the crisis passes. Saltbreak has a long history of remembering the people it used and forgetting the reasons it needed them.”

He did not flinch this time. He took it.

“You are right,” he said.

“I am.”

“Which is why I will not ask you to come as a healer.”

I went still.

The fog seemed to thicken again, just for a moment, around the two of us.

“What are you asking?” I said.

He drew in one slow breath.

“I am asking,” he said, “that you come back to Saltbreak as the woman I rejected three years ago. Not as a healer. Not as a contractor. Not as a rogue we are tolerating for the sake of expediency. I am asking that you come back as my mate, with the rejection retracted, with the bond reopened in the pack’s hearing, with the saltvow named as honest history rather than as treason. I am asking you to come back as the Luna of Saltbreak.”

I did not move.

I did not speak.

He kept going, because he had to. He had clearly decided this on the road. He had decided he would say it once and let me do with it what I needed to.

“I know what I am asking,” he said. “I know it will split the Tideboard. I know Maeren Stille will call it madness. I know Old Halvor will side with him. I know the upper terrace will fight it. I know the saltvow makes it legally impossible under the pack laws as currently written. I know I am asking you to do what I should have done three years ago, which is choose you in front of the people who told me I could not. I know I have no right to ask. I know I am asking anyway.”

He stopped.

His hands had been at his sides. I noticed only then that they were trembling. Not visibly. Not in a way anyone else would have caught. But I knew his hands. I had watched them for twelve years before I had ever touched them.

I looked at him for a long time.

Behind him, at the marker stones, Halvor Stille shifted his weight, and the two warriors looked away as if not to see what was happening at the edge of the fens.

Behind me, Edda had not moved.

The bond hummed under my collarbone, low and old.

I drew the breath I had been waiting to draw for three years.

I gave him my answer.

“Caelen Vahn,” I said. “I can’t be your Luna.”

The wind off the marsh lifted the edge of his cloak and let it fall.

He nodded slowly, as if he had been expecting that exact sentence. As if he had said it to himself in the saddle for three days and was only now hearing it from the right mouth.

“I know,” he said. “I am asking you to come anyway.”

I closed my eyes.

For a single moment I was twelve years old again, and there was salt water in my boots, and a boy I did not know was hauling me out of a tidepool and asking me, dry as bone, whether I was trying to drown myself or just embarrass my father.

I opened my eyes.

“Walk back to your men,” I said. “I will give you my answer at sundown. Not before.”

He nodded once.

He turned.

He walked back along the marsh path the way he had come, slow and even, and at the salt-stones he stopped and spoke briefly to Halvor Stille and gestured for the warriors to step back.

I watched until the fog took them.

Then I turned, and I walked back across the camp without looking at any of the Driftborn faces watching me, and I sat down at the herb table behind the healing tent, and I put my hands flat on the wood, and I did not allow myself, even once, to cry.

The mortar was where I had left it.

The sea-thrift was where I had left it.

The world had moved exactly as far as I had moved it, which was no distance at all.

By the time Edda came and sat down across from me, I had decided what I was going to say to Caelen Vahn at sundown.

It was not the answer he wanted.

It was not, fully, the answer I wanted either.

It was the only one the vow on my collarbone would let me give.
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What He Did Not Bring With Him
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Edda did not press me.

She poured tea into a chipped tin cup and set it in front of me and then started, without ceremony, on the other side of the table, sorting the morning’s herbs as if I had not just bargained with an Alpha at the edge of our camp.

That was Edda’s gift.

She knew the difference between a silence that wanted to be broken and a silence that wanted to be held.

I drank the tea.

It was bitter. She brewed it that way on purpose, with three more pinches of bog-mint than were strictly medicinal, because she said sweet tea made people lie to themselves and bitter tea made them tell the truth.

After a while I said, “He did not bring his pack pin.”

“I noticed.”

“He did not wear the tabard.”

“I noticed.”

“He left his warriors at the salt-stones.”

“I noticed.”

“He came in alone.”

“Yes, Wren. I noticed all of it.”

“He has changed.”

She paused with her hand over a bundle of dried fenwort.

“That is the thing you must be most careful with,” she said.

I looked up.

She was not looking at me. She was looking at the herbs. But her voice had the particular quiet she used when she was telling a healer-in-training something they did not want to hear.

“Men do not change in three years,” she said. “Not really. They learn. They suffer. They get better at hiding the parts of themselves that broke other people. But the shape underneath does not change. If he was a man who could reject you in your own house in three sentences three years ago, that man is still inside him. He has not become someone else. He has, at most, become a more honest version of himself.”

“And if the more honest version is enough?”

“Then it is enough. But you do not weigh it by what he says today. You weigh it by what he does in the hard week.”

I did not argue.

I drank the tea.

She added, almost as an afterthought: “And another thing.”

“Yes.”

“He did not bring the Tideboard’s seal.”

I set the cup down.

“How do you know?”

“Because if he had it, he would have shown it to you. He would have said, ‘The Tideboard authorizes me to retract the rejection in their hearing.’ He would have made it a legal offer. He did not. Which means he is here without their full backing. He is making this offer on his own authority. Maybe with two Wardens behind him. Maybe with only Halvor. But not with the seven.”

She let that settle.

“That can be brave,” she said. “Or it can be reckless. Sometimes the same thing.”

I sat with it.

She was right. Caelen had brought one Warden. One. In a pack with seven seats on the Tideboard, an Alpha did not propose a Luna without at least four Wardens at his back, ideally five. Halvor Stille was a respected old warrior, but he was one voice. The rest of the seven would have to be brought around at home.

Which meant Caelen had decided to come to me before he was sure he could make it work.

Which meant if I said yes today, I would be walking into a pack where the political ground had not yet been laid.

Which meant the saltvow on my collarbone was not the only thing they would call treason. The Alpha’s act of fetching me would be called overreach. His rivals in the Tideboard would tear at him for it.

Which meant —

“He came knowing he might lose his seat,” I said quietly.

“Yes.”

“For me.”

“For something. We will see whether it is you or whether it is the shape of you he has been carrying around in his head for three years. Those are not the same thing, daughter.”

“I know.”

“Good.”

She set the fenwort down and reached across the table and laid her hand briefly over mine.

“Whatever you decide,” she said, “the Driftborn will not punish you for it. If you go, you go. If you stay, you stay. The saltvow makes you ours either way. You are not betraying anything by considering it.”

“He said the sickness is in the children.”

“I know. I heard.”

“Twenty-one buried.”

“I know.”

“I cannot stand at the edge of a fen and let children die because the man who is begging for their lives is the one who broke me.”

“I know that too.”

She let go of my hand.

“Just remember,” she said. “He could have sent another runner. He could have sent a writ. He could have sent gold. He came in person without his tabard. He took off the pin. He left the warriors at the line. He is asking you in the language of a private man, not in the language of a ruling Alpha. That is either truth or strategy. Find out which before you give him your name back.”

I drank the rest of the tea.

I went back to work.

— — —
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The Driftborn camp moved around me the way it always did.

Brann coughed his way out of his tent and onto the bench by the fire. The twins, Mhera and Mhirin, who had been born in the fens to a mother who never went home, ran past with a string of half-cleaned eels. Old Halsa, who had once been a ranked Beta in a coastal pack to the south and who now stooped over the rope frames like a question mark, called me over to look at the wound on her hand.

The wound was clean.

I told her it was clean.

She nodded and said, “That Alpha at the marker stones.”

“What about him.”

“He looked at you like a man who had not eaten in three years.”

“Halsa.”

“I am only saying.”

“Do not say.”

She grinned. She was missing two teeth on the lower right side, which made her look perpetually amused. She said, “I will not say. But I will note it. There is a difference, daughter.”

I left her grinning at the rope frames and went to old Brann.

His chest was worse than it had been three days ago. I had been making him drink the oyster-shell tincture morning and night, and it was holding the rattle at bay but not turning it. I sat down beside him on the bench and listened to him breathe for a count of forty.

“You should not be sitting outside in this fog,” I said.

“You should not be answering Alphas at the edge of camp,” he said.

“He is gone for now.”

“He will be back.”

“I know.”

He turned his head and looked at me. Brann had cataracts coming on in his left eye, milky and slow, but his right eye was still sharp. He had been the Driftborn camp’s first salt-knitter when Edda had founded the settlement, and he was the closest thing to a record-keeper we had.

He said, “What does he want from you?”

“He wants me to come home.”

“Home where?”

“Saltbreak.”

Brann made a quiet sound at the back of his throat. It was not quite a laugh. It was a sound he made when he heard something that struck him as more interesting than tragic.

“Saltbreak is not your home anymore,” he said. “It has not been your home for three winters. You should not let him use that word like it is still accurate. Words can carry you home before your feet decide.”

“I know.”

“He used the word.”

“Not exactly. He said ‘come back.’ Which is its own kind of trap.”

“Mm. Better. But still a trap. Come back to what? Come back as what? The pack he is asking you to come back to is not the pack you left. Three years is a long time on a coast. Children have died. Wardens have died. People have learned new ways to hate each other. You will not be returning to the Saltbreak of your girlhood. You will be walking into a new pack wearing an old name.”

I had not thought about it that way.

I let that sit.

After a long moment Brann said, more quietly: “Your mother walked into the surf.”

I went still.

We did not talk about my mother in the Driftborn camp. The Driftborn knew. They had to. You did not take a saltvow without telling Edda everything you carried. But they did not raise it. It was one of the camp’s small mercies.

“Yes,” I said.

“Do you know why?”

“I do not.”

“Hm. I do.”

I looked at him.

He looked back. His good eye was very steady. The bad one wandered.

“I knew her,” he said. “Briefly. A long time ago, before she met your father. She came down the coast on a healer’s circuit when I was still ranked. She passed through three Driftborn fishing stations. She left letters with two of them. She was looking for a girl.”

“What girl?”

“A girl her own mother had given away.”

The cold that went through me did not have anything to do with the marsh wind.

“My grandmother gave a child away?”

“Your grandmother bore a child outside her marriage and gave it away to a Driftborn camp further south, before your mother was even old enough to remember it. Your mother found out in her sixteenth year, after your grandmother died. She spent the rest of her life looking for the sister she had never met.”

“Brann.”

“I am telling you because you should know.”

“Did she find her?”

“She did not. I do not know whether the girl lived. I do not know whether she stayed Driftborn. Your mother wrote to half the coast looking. She wrote to me twice. I wrote back twice. We did not solve it.”

I sat with my hand on the bench beside his.

I said, “Did my father know?”

“I doubt it. Saoirse was careful.”

“And the letters that he burned, after she walked into the surf —”

“Were probably the last ones she had been writing. To the southern camps. Looking again. Yes.”

I closed my eyes.

Three years in the Driftborn camp. Three years sleeping in the same skin she had walked into the sea wearing. Three years carrying the salt of her people on my collarbone. And none of them — Edda included — had told me that my mother had once been looking for a Driftborn-born sister.

I opened my eyes.

“Did Edda know?”

Brann looked at me steadily.

“You will have to ask Edda.”

“You did not answer.”

“I will not answer for her.”

I stood up.

I went to the herb table.

I packed up my morning bundles with hands that were not quite as steady as they had been an hour ago, and I walked across the camp toward Edda’s tent. She was inside, working on the camp’s records ledger by the light of an oil lamp. She did not look up when I came in. She had been waiting for me.

“Brann told me about my mother,” I said.

She set down her quill.

“I thought he might.”

“You knew.”

“I knew.”

“Why did you not tell me?”

She looked up.

Her face was kind. It was also unflinching. That was the Edda way.

“Because, daughter, when you came into this camp three years ago, you were not asking for a sister. You were asking for a doorway out of a pain that was killing you. If I had told you on your first night that your mother had been looking for a sister somewhere along this coast, you would have spent three years searching every fen camp from here to the southern reaches instead of healing. You would have made the search a second wound to bleed through. I let you settle first. I let you find your feet. And when you have asked me, in your own time, I have been ready to tell you.”

“You have been ready for three years.”

“I have.”

“And I have not asked.”

“You have not.”

“Why not?”

She smiled, faintly. It was a tired smile.

“Because, daughter, you did not want to know whether your mother had any reason to live other than you. You were not ready yet to find out that her grief was older and larger than her marriage and her children. You were not ready to find out that the woman who walked into the surf had been carrying a different sorrow than the one you blamed yourself for.”

I sat down on the floor of her tent.

I did not know I was going to sit down until I was sitting.

Edda did not get up. She did not come to me. She let me have the floor of her own tent for a long while, in the kind of quiet that did not ask anything of me.

After a long time I said, “Do you know whether the sister is still alive?”

“I do not.”

“Could you find out?”

“I could try.”

“Would you?”

She set her quill into its rest.

“Yes,” she said.

I nodded.

I sat for a while longer.

Then I stood up and walked out of her tent and across the camp and into the healing tent, and I worked there for the rest of the morning
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