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*For every animal that moved before the water did.*
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## A NOTE ON THE WORLD OF THIS BOOK

The river in this novel is fictional. The forces shaping it are not.

Across the world, river ecosystems are being altered by upstream dam construction, agricultural runoff, logging, and the long, slow redistribution of water caused by changing land use. Fish populations that have sustained riparian wildlife for thousands of years have declined in decades. The animals that depend on those fish - otters, kingfishers, herons, the unseen chain of creatures that constitute a living river - face the same essential problem this novel is about: the place that sustained you is changing, and the question of whether to stay or move is not abstract.

Eurasian otters (*Lutra lutra*) were nearly extinct in Britain and much of Europe by the mid-twentieth century, largely due to water pollution and habitat loss. They have partially recovered where rivers have been cleaned and protected. They remain vulnerable where rivers have not.

The animals in this book think in instinct and sensation, not in human language. They do not understand dams or politics. They understand water: its smell, its sound, its weight against the body, and the moment when something that has always been one way becomes something else.

They respond the only way living things can respond to an altered world.

They move, or they don't.
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> *The river moves, but it follows its bed;*

> *the path, once worn, persists.*
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# PART ONE

## THE SHIFT
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# Chapter One: The Shape of the Water

Dawn came to the river the way it always did - not all at once, but in pieces. First the black broke into dark grey, and the water that had been invisible became a sound you could almost see, and then the alders on the eastern bank began to separate themselves from the sky, and then the light came down through the leaves in long thin columns and lay across the river's surface like something poured.

Reedstep surfaced in the middle of the main channel, where the current ran fastest, and shook the water from her whiskers in one sharp motion.

She had been under for nearly a minute. Long enough to cross the deep pool from the far bank to the root tangle on the near side, long enough to check the gravel runs below the island, long enough to let the river tell her what it was doing this morning. She had learned to do this before the others woke - to swim the territory in the quiet hour, when the water was coldest and the world was still sorting itself out. What she was looking for she could not have said exactly. She would have called it the shape of the water, if she had been the sort to put words to things. It was the way the current moved over the gravel. The temperature change between the shallows and the deep run. The smell of it - the particular mix of cold stone and weed and living fish and distant mountain that told her: yes, this is the river, and the river is right.

This morning it was right. She felt it in the way she always felt it: in her chest, in the muscle of her belly, before it reached anything she could have called a thought. The current ran true over the gravel bar. The deep pool held its cold. The smell of it was clean and familiar, and underneath the sound of the water there was the low, sub-heard note that had been there all her life, the note that meant: all is well, all is as it should be.

She let the current take her for a few body lengths, her paws loose, her tail sculling lightly, and looked up at the pale sky through the canopy of alder leaves.

Then she went back under and hunted.
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The pool by the fallen ash tree was twenty body lengths downstream from the main holt, in a bend of the river where an old ash had toppled into the water several seasons before Reedstep was born. She had no memory of the tree standing - to her it was simply part of the river, a submerged architecture of branch and root that created slow pools on its downstream side and channels of fast water where it forced the current through gaps in its skeleton. The fish liked it. The eels liked it. She had caught more meals in the shadow of that fallen tree than anywhere else in the territory.

She found a trout holding in the lee of the largest branch, hovering in the slack water with the easy confidence of a fish that has not been pressured. It was a good fish - heavy, its flanks marked with dark spots that she could see clearly in the thin light, holding itself perfectly still against the pull of the current. She circled it once, wide and slow, reading the set of its tail, the angle of its body, the small adjustments it made to hold its position. Then she came in from below and slightly to the left, where its eyes couldn't follow easily, and she was quick.

She carried it to the bank and ate sitting upright, facing the water, the fish held in both front paws. This was how she ate when she ate alone. Not because she was taught to face the water but because she could not help it - the river required watching. She had learned young that eating with your back to the water was how pups got taken.

The trout was cold and clean and very good, and she ate slowly, which was a luxury of the early morning when there was no one to compete with and nothing demanded her attention.

She tossed the carcass back into the current when she was done. An old habit. She wasn't sure where she'd gotten it - perhaps from watching her mother do it, or perhaps from some instinct older than habit. She watched the bones turn in the current and sink.

That was when she noticed Old Driftwood on his rock.

He was on the far bank, on the wide flat stone just above the waterline, the one she thought of as his because she had never seen any other otter sit on it. He was very still. His chin was nearly level with the surface of the rock, and he was watching the water with the particular quality of attention she had noticed in him for as long as she could remember - not the alert watchfulness of a hunting animal, not the restless scanning of a nervous one, but something much older and quieter than either. He was simply watching. Just watching, the way you might watch something you needed to understand.

She had seen him do this all her life. She had always taken it for granted.

This morning, watching him watch the river, she felt a small unease she could not account for.

She slipped back into the water without disturbing the surface and went to wake the others.
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The clan's morning had a shape to it as familiar as the territory.

The adults fished in the first hours of light, spreading across the main stretch in the loose arrangements that years of shared territory had established. Ashfur and the older female Greyback worked the gravel bar and the fast water below it, which required endurance rather than speed. The younger pair, Nettleflank and Bark, covered the island and the channels on either side, where small fish congregated in the weed. Sedge, who had her own particular habits, fished the backwater on the eastern bank alone and brought back enough that no one asked questions about her methods.

Reedstep ranged. She was fastest in the open water and least patient with a fixed position, so she had always worked the stretches that required movement - the long diagonal runs across the main channel, the quick explorations of water she hadn't checked in a day or two, the pursuit of fish that the others had pushed out of their usual territories and into the open. She didn't think of this as a strategy. It was simply what her body wanted to do.

The pups were kept in the shallows near the holt. There were three of them this year, born to a broad-shouldered female called Silverback in the late spring. They were large enough now to be in the water but not large enough to be in fast water, and Silverback kept them in the sheltered bay behind the root tangle where the current slowed to almost nothing and the substrate was soft silt rather than hard gravel. They were noisy in the mornings - the pups were always noisy in the mornings, their chirping and complaint carrying across the water while the adults tried to concentrate - and Silverback managed them with a patience Reedstep could not imagine having.

She found Ashfur on the gravel bar, standing still in knee-deep water, watching a pool below a large grey boulder. He did not look up when she approached.

"Good morning," she said.

"So far," he said, which was how he always said it.

She sat on the bank above him. "There's a good trout in the pool by the fallen ash."

"I know it." He still didn't move.

Ashfur was the largest of them, broad across the chest and shoulders, with an old scar on his left flank from a run-in with a pike three seasons ago. He had been born in this territory, as had his mother before him. He hunted with the economy of an animal that had fished the same water for years and knew exactly how much effort each pool required. He never hurried. He positioned himself correctly and waited for the fish to come to him, and they always did, because he always positioned himself correctly.

She trusted his read of this river more than she trusted almost anyone's. He had known it in seasons she had not, had learned its moods and its rhythms over years she had only heard about. When Ashfur said a thing was fine, it was usually fine.

"Driftwood was on his rock already when I came out," she said.

Ashfur glanced at her briefly. "He's always on his rock."

"Watching the water."

"He's always watching the water."

She wanted to say something more, but she wasn't sure what she would say. There had been nothing wrong with what she'd seen. An old otter sitting on a rock. It happened every morning. She was making something out of nothing, probably - the odd light before dawn turning the ordinary into the significant. She had eaten well. The river was fine.

"I'll check the far bank above the island," she said.

Ashfur dipped his head in acknowledgement and went back to watching his pool.
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By midmorning the territory was fully in use. Reedstep worked the main channel in long passes, crossing from bank to bank in the places where the current was manageable, catching two more trout and an eel she found under a flat stone near the eastern bank. She ate the eel on the bank rather than carrying it back - it was small, barely worth the trip - and watched the river while she ate.

It was, by any measure she had, a good day. The sun was warm on the bank. The water was clear. The fish were running well in the main pool, and she could hear the pups upstream doing whatever pups did when they weren't complaining, something that involved a great deal of splashing and appeared to be mostly play.

She was fast in the water - she had always been fast, faster than anyone except perhaps Tallow, who was not yet an adult and who had a recklessness to his speed that she lacked and did not want. Tallow was quick the way a young animal is quick: without the knowledge of what it costs. She was quick with economy. Every motion spent, nothing wasted. She could sustain her pace through a long chase in a way Tallow couldn't yet, because she had learned to read the water and work with it rather than fight it.

She dove into the deep pool by the fallen ash again in the late morning and worked the root cavities in the tree's drowned crown, flushing two small perch she didn't bother with and finding a second good trout that she carried back to the main bank. She surfaced in the shallows and stood with the fish in her paws, water running from her fur, and stood still for a moment.

In the deep of the pool, just before she surfaced, she had felt it again.

The current pushing against her side at an angle that was slightly wrong. Not wrong enough to matter - she had corrected for it without thinking, her tail making a small adjustment she hadn't ordered. But the adjustment had been necessary, and it shouldn't have been. She had swum that pool a thousand times. She knew how the current moved in the root structure. She knew the push and the slack and the cold upwelling from the gravel beneath the tree's root ball. She knew it the way she knew her own body, and what she had felt was not what she knew.

She stood on the bank with the trout cooling in her paws and looked at the water.

The surface gave nothing away. It moved as it always moved, the familiar pattern of swirl and drift above the pool, the small disturbance where the current from upstream met the slack water of the pool's head. The sound was the same. The smell was the same. There was nothing to point to and say: that is the thing.

Only the memory of the push, already fading, already becoming something she might have imagined.

She shook herself dry and carried the trout upstream to where Silverback was managing the pups.
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Evening came down the river from the mountains, bringing cold air off the high country ahead of the dark. The clan gathered as they always gathered at day's end - not formally, not by arrangement, but by the natural drift of animals whose territory brings them back to the same place. The holt was a system of chambers beneath the roots of a large alder on the northern bank, three entrances all below the waterline, the interior large enough for all of them with room for the pups to sprawl. It smelled of their clan, of fish and water and the specific mineral scent of the bank's clay, and it was as close to absolute safety as any of them knew.

Reedstep ate the last of her evening catch on the bank above the holt entrance, watching the river darken. Across the water, Old Driftwood was still on his flat stone, or on it again - she couldn't tell if he had left it during the day or not. He sat in the failing light with the same stillness he had held at dawn, and in the last of the evening his grey fur was nearly the same colour as the rock beneath him, so that he seemed to be part of it.

She watched him for a while.

He was the oldest animal in the territory. Older than the territory's memory of itself, which was the same thing as saying he was its memory. She knew he had come from somewhere else, years and years ago - there was a story about it that she half-remembered, had heard as a pup and not paid full attention to, about a river somewhere else and a journey and things that had happened before she was born. She did not know the details. She had never thought she needed them.

The light went, and the river went dark, and Old Driftwood was absorbed into the shadow of the far bank.

Reedstep went underground.
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She slept.

The holt was warm with bodies, with the breathing of six adults and three pups in a space designed for precisely this number. She slept deeply and without dreaming for the first part of the night, the kind of sleep that comes from a day of genuine physical work and enough food. The river made its sound above them through the bank's roots and clay - muffled, constant, surrounding - and the sound was part of the sleeping.

Then, in the small hours, she woke.

She lay still in the dark and listened.

The river ran above her. The others breathed. The pups were quiet, their small bodies warm against the flank of Silverback, who slept on her side with the uncomplicated heaviness of an animal committed to unconsciousness.

Nothing was wrong. She could not have said what had woken her.

She listened for a long time, not moving. The river's sound came through the clay and the root as it always did: a broad, living sound, full of all the notes it carried - the gravel bar, the pool, the current against the island, the quick water in the narrow channels. She knew all of it. She had heard it every night of her life.

Almost every note was there.

Almost. In the place where one particular note should have lived - the deep, barely-heard resonance of water moving over a certain configuration of stones just upstream from the pool, the note she associated with the rightness of things, with the feeling of home - there was something that was almost silence. Not silence exactly. A thinness. A place where the sound was present but slightly wrong in the way a scent is slightly wrong when the animal that made it has been gone from a trail for a long time: the form still there, the substance beginning to fade.

She lay listening until her heartbeat slowed again and the sound closed around her.

She slept.

In the morning she would wonder if she had heard anything at all, or only dreamed she had. The river would sound the same. The territory would be the same. Ashfur would be on the gravel bar, and Old Driftwood would be on his rock, and the pups would be complaining in the shallows.

But she would remember the listening. She would remember the place where the note should have been.

She carried it forward into morning without knowing she was carrying it.

# Chapter Two: The Lean Water

Three days later the fishing was worse, and no one said so.

This was a thing Reedstep had noticed about the clan: they were slow to name a bad thing. There was wisdom in it, she supposed - a single poor day on the water could mean a dozen things, most of them temporary, and an animal that called alarm at every fluctuation would exhaust itself and everyone around it. You watched. You waited. You adjusted quietly without making the adjustment into a declaration. If the fish were thin for a day, you ate less and fished harder and did not speak about it. The river had always provided. It would provide again.

So no one said: the fish are fewer than they were.

But they all knew.

She could read it in the way the adults spread out across the territory - wider than usual, ranging further from the main pools, going to water they didn't normally bother with because the return wasn't worth the effort. She could read it in Ashfur's patience on the gravel bar, which had extended from his usual morning hours into the early afternoon. She could read it in Silverback, who was eating less so her pups ate more, which was not unusual for nursing females but which had a quality of deliberate sacrifice to it now rather than routine mothering.

She ranged further herself. She went downstream to the limit of the territory and beyond, testing water that was technically not theirs - a long flat section where a neighbouring clan's markings were present but old, the scent faded to a suggestion. She fished it anyway. She found two small trout and an eel, none of them large, and carried them back to the holt and said nothing about where they had come from.
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It was at the limit of the downstream stretch, on her way back from the unmarked water, that she found Moss.

She had known he was there from some distance - she could hear him before she saw him, the sound of a body working in shallow water, the irregular splash of someone hunting without much success. She came around a bend in the bank and found him in the shallows, standing chest-deep in water that was clear enough to see the gravel, watching a small pool between two stones.

Moss was the youngest adult in the clan, barely into his second year, and he was small. Not pup-small, but noticeably smaller than any adult otter she knew - shorter in the body, lighter in the frame, with a narrowness to his chest that made him look, even at full health, like something that had been made to a smaller pattern than the others. He had been a small pup, had been small through his first winter, and had remained small after, with a consistency that had caused some comment and some doubt about whether he would see a second year at all. He had seen it. He was thin-framed but not thin - he ate well enough, when there was enough to eat.

He was watching a pool between two stones in the shallow water with absolute concentration, his small head barely above the surface, his body completely still.

She stopped on the bank and watched him.

For a long moment nothing happened. Then something in the pool moved - she couldn't see what, only the disturbance - and Moss was under the water before she had registered his movement. There was a brief churning in the shallows, a spray of water, a flash of silver. Then Moss stood up with a miller's thumb pinched between his front teeth.

It was a small fish. Almost not worth the effort. He looked at it, then looked at her, apparently neither surprised nor embarrassed to be seen.

"It's all there is in this stretch," he said.

She came down off the bank into the shallows. "I know it."

He ate the miller's thumb in two bites and washed his face carefully. "There were more yesterday," he said. Not a complaint. A statement of fact.

"There were more last week."

He looked at her with his dark, quiet eyes. Moss rarely had much to say, but when he said something she had learned to listen to it, because he tended not to say things that weren't worth saying. The silence around his words was part of what made them weigh something.

"You've noticed it too," he said.

It wasn't a question.

"I've noticed it," she said.

They stood in the shallows together, in the cold clear water, and neither of them said anything more about it. There was nothing more to say, not yet. But she felt, standing there with the small runt and the empty pool and the low autumn sun on the water, that something had shifted - that the thing she had been carrying without naming was now named between them, even if neither of them had used words. It existed now. It was real.

"Come upstream," she said. "I'll show you the pool by the fallen ash."

He followed her without comment, swimming in the easy low-profile way he moved in the water, his body barely disturbing the surface. He was not fast - she could outpace him without trying - but he was quiet. Quieter in the water than anyone she knew. He seemed to move through it rather than push against it, making himself small in the current, finding the paths that already existed rather than forcing his own.

She showed him the pool and he hunted it carefully and found two small trout and a crawfish, and they split the catch on the bank and sat in the afternoon sun and ate without talking.
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Old Driftwood was at the waterline when they returned upstream.

Not on his rock - not sitting still and watching - but down at the water's edge itself, which was unusual enough that Reedstep noticed. He was standing at the place where a large alder root arched out from the bank before plunging down into the current, a thick root that had grown for years in the same position, its upper surface worn smooth by water and time. He had his nose close to the root, reading something she couldn't see from the bank.

She came down and stood beside him.

The root was dark with moisture up to a certain height - a band of darker wood where the water had reached it regularly, then paler above, where it had dried. She had seen roots like this all her life and had never thought to read them as anything except part of the bank.

Old Driftwood was reading it. He moved his nose along the border between dark and pale, very slowly, with the care of an animal interpreting something precise.

"What are you looking for?" she asked.

He didn't answer immediately. She waited. He was old enough that she had learned to give his silences room.

"Where the water was," he said at last.

She looked at the root. The waterline - the dark band - was several inches below where the root began to arch upward. She tried to remember if it had always been that low, and found that she had never paid attention. It was a root. It sat where it sat.

"It used to be higher?" she asked.

"It is lower now." He moved his nose to the pale wood above the dark band, sniffing the dry surface. "This has been wet. Not lately. But it has been wet."

She looked more carefully. The pale wood above the waterline did have a faint staining to it, she thought - a faint discolouration, more grey than the dry wood further up. She might have imagined it.

"How much lower?" she said.

He considered. He moved to another root nearby, a smaller one, and checked that one too. Then he came back and stood looking at the waterline mark.

"Enough," he said. "Over enough days to matter."

She stood with him and looked at the root for a long time. The river ran past them, making all its familiar sounds, looking like itself. If you looked at the root and only the root, there was a story there. If you looked at the river, there was nothing wrong. The water ran. The fish moved. The light moved.

"The fish are fewer," she said. Not a question.

"The fish are fewer," he agreed.

He said it without alarm. Without anything that might have been called emotion, which was simply how he said everything: as if the words were facts laid down carefully, like stones placed in a crossing, chosen to hold weight.

"Is it the same as before?" she asked. The question surprised her as she said it - she hadn't known she was going to ask it until the words were out. The same as before. She had never been told a before that mattered. But Old Driftwood had befores she knew nothing about, befores that had happened in this river and in other rivers and in the years before her own existence, and she wanted to know what he would do with the question.

He was quiet for a while.

"There are things that are the same," he said.
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That evening, Ashfur returned to the holt with less than he usually brought and said nothing about it. Bark and Nettleflank had ranged far east and come back with enough for themselves and nothing more. Sedge was the only one who had fished well - she had found a dense population of eels in the backwater that no one had fully worked yet and had made two trips out and back before the light failed. She distributed the catch without ceremony, and the clan ate, and no one mentioned that it wasn't enough.

Reedstep ate slowly and watched the others.

Ashfur, she noted, ate last. This was his way - he always ate after the others had taken what they needed, which she had understood since she was a pup as a kind of leadership, as the thing a dominant animal does when it is doing its job. He ate carefully and without waste and said nothing about the quality or the quantity of the meal.

It was only after most of the clan had settled for the night that Old Driftwood spoke.

He was sitting at the entrance to the
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