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​Prologue: What the Valley Was Called
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The first thing Gael did when they left her at the gate was look for water.

Not because she was thirsty. Because she had spent thirty-six years as a midwife, and midwives learned early that the first thing you did in an unfamiliar place was locate the water, because the water told you everything the land would not say directly: what minerals the ground held, what it gave and what it withheld, whether the place had been used long enough to have a relationship with the people who lived in it or was simply being moved through on the way to somewhere else.

She found the stream before she found any of the people.

It ran through the center of the valley with the specific clarity of high-altitude water — cold enough to make her fingers ache when she dipped them in, running over grey stones in the flat unhurried way of water that had been running in the same channel for a very long time. She crouched at its bank and put her hands in and read it the way she read everything: with time and specific attention, without deciding in advance what she was going to find.

What she found was: the water was good.

This surprised her enough that she stayed crouched at the bank longer than was practical, in the cold of what she would later learn was an early November that was worse than the preceding three, and let the surprise exist before she processed it. She had been told — not explicitly, but in the particular quality of the silence that surrounded the casting-in procedure, the silence of people who have agreed not to say what they know — that the Culling Ground was a place you went to die. A place designed to produce a specific outcome. A place whose conditions were the sentence and whose administration was the enforcement of that sentence.

Good water did not fit this picture. Good water was what you found in a place worth living in.

She stood. She looked at the valley — the ridge lines on three sides, the sheltered basin, the late grass going winter-brown on the southern slope where the sun reached longest. The structures she had seen from the path were crude but permanent, which meant people had been here long enough to decide permanence was worth the effort. Smoke from a fire she couldn't yet see. The distant sound of something being built or repaired.

She had been here seven minutes.

She picked up her pack and went to find the people.

The first winter was the education.

She learned: the cold was specifically committed in this valley, arriving earlier and staying later than the elevations suggested it should, owing to some particular combination of the northern orientation and the rock faces that held frost on the shaded sections until May. She learned: the Survivors — she began using this word to herself in week two, not as defiance but as accuracy, because it was what they were — had organized the work of living with the specific efficiency of people who had stripped away everything that wasn't essential, and what remained was cleaner and more honest than anything she had encountered in thirty-six years of professional life. She learned: the gate in the northern pass opened once per year from the outside, for a visit that lasted two to three hours and produced documentation that bore no relationship to the reality it purported to describe.

She learned about the deaths.

There had been two before she arrived — both natural, both in the first years, both carrying the specific quality of loss that came when a community was too new to have built the structures that absorbed it cleanly. She attended the second family's grief in the professional way she had been attending grief for three decades, which was to say: she was present, she was useful, she did not perform the emotions that other people expected a witness to perform because she had learned that what grieving people needed was not a mirror but a steady point.

She started keeping records in her second week.

Not because anyone asked her to. Because she had been a midwife — a keeper of the records that institutions didn't keep, the ones that noted the hour and the weather and what the mother said and what the room smelled like and whether it was a hard birth or an easy one, not because these details were required but because details were how you knew what had actually happened rather than what the official account had decided to say. She had forty years of notebooks at home — records she would never see again, records that were probably ash or storage by now — and she started new ones because the habit of recording was the habit of insisting that what happened was worth knowing about.

She wrote: Arrival date. Weather. Population count. Current resources. Seasonal observations.

She wrote: Council representative visit. Duration: two hours and fourteen minutes. Official documentation produced: three forms. Accuracy of documentation as compared to observation: low.

She wrote: Water source: clean. Unexpectedly so. Investigate mechanism.

In the margin of the first death record she completed that year — a man of sixty-three, former territorial boundary surveyor, died in February of a chest condition that had been present when he arrived and had run its course in the cold — she wrote, in the very small hand she used for thoughts that were not yet findings:

The valley had a name once. Before it was called the Culling Ground. I cannot remember what it was. I think that is what they intended.

She had been here for fifteen years when a man named Erek arrived.

He came through the gate in a transport wagon with four others, all of them choosing, in the first ten minutes, to begin rather than to wait for the beginning to be handed to them. She watched from the archive she had not yet built — from the lean-to where she was keeping her records dry, because she had understood in year one that the records were the most important thing in the valley and had organized her shelter accordingly.

She watched him look at the gate after the wagon left. She watched him examine the lock mechanism from the inside with the specific attention of someone who was building an inventory rather than planning an escape. She watched him turn and look at the valley with the expression of a man who had arrived at a problem he intended to solve.

She did not speak to him for a year.

He built things. He organized things. He walked the perimeter every morning at a time she came to recognize as his specific hour, the way she recognized the hour of people who had built their daily rhythm around a specific need rather than a social convention. She watched him work and filed her observations and waited.

At the end of the first year, he came to her lean-to and said: "I need to build a better structure for the records." She said: "Yes." He said: "I'll need your help deciding how they should be organized." She said: "I've already decided." He said: "Show me."

She showed him.

He looked at what she had built — fifteen months of accumulated observation organized with the rigorous practicality of someone who understood that the records were not history, they were evidence — and he said, after a very long silence: "Is this what I think it is?"

She said: "What do you think it is?"

He said: "A case."

She said: "Yes."

They built the archive building the following spring, in the specific way of two people who had understood each other without ceremony and had decided, on the basis of that understanding, to do the work together. He organized the index. She continued the records. She gave him access to everything she had built and he gave her access to the document he had carried through the gate — the charter, in its sealed case, that she would learn about in year three when he trusted her enough to show it.

Fifteen years passed.

She learned many things in those fifteen years, and she wrote them all down, because writing them down was how you insisted they had happened, which was how you argued, without raising your voice, that the people and the place and the work were real and the official account was false.

The most important thing she learned was this: a valley that has been named something is not the same as a valley that has not been named. The naming is the claim. The claim, once made, does not disappear because the people in authority stop acknowledging it. It exists in the legal record, which exists independent of whoever currently controls the territory it describes, which means the claim survives as long as the record survives, which means the record is the most important thing in the valley.

She kept the records.

She kept them for fifteen years, waiting for the specific person who would know what to do with them — the person who could read a case the way you read a diagnosis, who would look at fifteen years of accumulated observation and understand, before being told, that it was evidence rather than history.

The person arrived on a cold morning in late September, in a transport wagon, and knelt in the dirt before she had asked anyone's name.

Gael watched her begin, and thought: here.

And began, for the first time in fifteen years, to feel that the weight of what she was carrying was about to be set down.



The valley's name was Good Water.

It had been named this by the people who first settled it, who had found clean water at a high altitude and had understood that clean water at a high altitude was not a given — was, in fact, a gift that warranted recognition. They had written the name in a legal document because they wanted it on record. Because they wanted to say: this place is real, and the realness is worth recording, and the recording is how you argue, against everything that tries to erase you, that you were here.

Sixty years later, the Regional Council redesignated it as Administrative Unit Seven, Culling Ground North, and the name was no longer used in any official document.

The water remained clean.

The valley kept its name in the places names go when they are not permitted to be spoken: in the geological record of its stream bed, in the mineral composition of its soil, in the specific biological flatness that settled over every new arrival like a hand covering a lamp, reducing the old signals to silence so that what remained was only what was actually there.

What was actually there was good water.

And the people who came to know it, in the years before someone arrived to say so out loud, built their lives on it anyway.
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​Chapter 1: The Last Gate
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POV: Mira Holt



The wagon had no windows.

Mira had cataloged this fact within the first hour of the journey — the solid pine boards of the transport box, the single iron bar across the rear gate, the gap between two warped planks on the eastern side that let in a finger-width of pale sky. She had spent the remaining three hours of the descent watching that gap. Not because she was afraid. Because it was something to do with her eyes while her hands stayed folded in her lap, and because watching the sky shift from overcast grey to the particular cold white of high altitude gave her information. Wind direction. Cloud formation. The angle of the light as the wagon descended.

The Council guard who'd ridden in the box with her for the first two hours had transferred to the driver's bench somewhere above the treeline. She hadn't asked why. She suspected it was because she hadn't cried, and men who transported cast-in exiles generally expected crying, and the absence of it made them uneasy in a way that proximity made worse.

She was not going to cry. She had been preparing for this since the moment the petition landed on her workbench six weeks ago — a document so clean and formally composed that she'd known, in the way you knew a patient's prognosis before the examination confirmed it, that it had not been written in anger. Rector Halven did not act in anger. He acted in calculation. The petition had been filed within four days of the heir's third public episode, and Mira had sat with that timeline for three weeks, turning it over the way she turned a bone specimen, reading what it said about the man who'd composed it.

Four days. Not enough time for grief. Exactly enough time for damage control.

She pressed her spine against the wagon boards and felt the cold seeping through the wood into her shoulder blades. The herbalist kit sat between her feet — a canvas roll of specimen cases, compound vials, and instruments that had taken her seven years to assemble. Two blankets. Her field notebook, blank and new, because she had destroyed the original six months ago in a moment of strategic cowardice she was still reconstructing the consequences of. The rebuilt notation was in her head, every entry she'd burned reproduced from memory, organized by date and examination and compound name. She had been rebuilding it in silence since her second week of awareness that something was wrong, and it was more complete now than the destroyed original had been, because the act of memorizing it had forced a precision that written notes sometimes let her skip.

The wagon lurched. Through the gap in the boards, the sky disappeared and became rock — they were passing through something narrow, a cut in the ridge face — and then the gap filled with open air again, but lower, closer, and Mira understood they had come through the pass.

She pressed her eye to the gap.

The valley opened below like an exhaled breath.

She had expected barren ground. She had expected the kind of deliberate desolation that administrative cruelty produced when it wanted a space to feel like punishment — stripped timber, frozen mud, structures too thin to be permanent. What she saw was none of that. The valley floor spread south and east in a long, sheltered basin, brown-tipped grass going to gold in the late-September light, a stream cutting a silver line through the middle distance. There were buildings. Not many and not fine, but buildings — timber-framed, smoke-stained, roofed with split shale rather than thatch, arranged in a loose cluster near the stream's northern bend. Lean-tos extended from the main structures. Woodpiles under oilskin covers. A door propped open with a stone. A bucket sitting on a fence post.

People live here, she thought, and then corrected herself: People have made it worth living in. These were different things.

The wagon descended for another twenty minutes in silence. The cold intensified as the sun dropped behind the western ridge — not yet evening, but the valley shadowed early, the mountain walls cutting the light an hour before the sky lost it. When the wagon finally stopped, it stopped abruptly, without ceremony.

The rear gate dropped.

Mira gathered her kit and her blankets and stepped down onto ground that was harder and stonier than it looked from above, and she stood for a moment in the cold wind off the north face while the driver unloaded her pack and the second guard — the one she'd barely seen — worked the mechanism on the gate.

It was iron-reinforced timber set into the rock face itself. Old construction, older than the Council's current tenure, which meant it predated the formal Culling sentence by at least a generation. The hinges were exterior-mounted, heavy gauge, designed for weight rather than speed. The lock was a drop-bar mechanism operated from both sides by the same type of key. She filed this without deciding what to do with it. She filed most things without deciding what to do with them. That was what filing was for.

The wagon turned in the narrow pass approach and began its ascent. She watched it go. The gate was already closed.

Two people were watching her from the path that led down toward the camp — both in partial forms she did not have clinical names for, shapes that her instinct coded as wrong and that her training immediately countermanded. The Shifted-Lock. She knew the terminology from Pre-Council medical texts, the ones archived in the treaty library that most practicing herbalists never bothered with. A condition, not a choice. Her instinctive threat-response flared once, a cold wash up her spine that she identified, categorized, and set to one side the way she set aside a patient's anxiety before an examination. It was information, not instruction.

She picked up her pack.

She had taken perhaps four steps down the path when she stopped.

The man coming toward her from the camp cluster was approximately fifty-seven, stocky through the shoulders, and moving in a compensation pattern so specific and so advanced that she felt the recognition hit her before conscious thought processed it. His left leg was load-bearing. His right hip was rotating two degrees short of full extension with every stride. His upper body had developed a leftward lean so habitual he probably no longer felt it — the musculature would have adapted, redistributed, built new patterns around the damage over years of daily compensation. She had seen this exact configuration twice before. Both patients had been in the terminal stage of joint degradation, past the point where treatment could restore function.

But this man was walking under his own power. Unassisted. Which meant he was not past that point yet.

She set her pack down on the path.

"Right side," she said. "Which leg takes your full weight?"

He stopped. The two watchers on the path went still. Around the camp perimeter, which Mira was cataloging in her peripheral vision even as she focused on the man before her, she could see other shapes pausing — people stopping what they were doing to observe the new arrival who had, within thirty seconds of entry, begun addressing one of their members as a patient.

"Left," the man said. His voice was careful. Not hostile. Uncertain in the specific way of a person who had learned to be uncertain about people who offered things without stating a price first.

"Bear weight on your right foot. As much as you can."

He did. She watched the hip, the lateral shift of his torso, the subtle brace that moved from the sacrum up the spine. She set her kit down and opened it, removing the bone-reading instruments — two pressure rods of different diameters, a density caliper, the small flat stone she used as a surface reference. She didn't ask his permission to kneel in the dirt and begin the examination. Clinical preparation didn't require permission; examination required only the patient's continued presence and cooperation, and he was still standing there.

"I need to place my hands at your hip crest," she said. "And your lower back. I'll tell you before I move."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "All right."

She worked methodically, without rush. The camp had gone completely silent — she was aware of it the way she was aware of weather, a condition in the background that she noted and did not address. Her hands moved from the hip crest to the sacrum to the lateral femur, pressing with calibrated pressure, reading the density shifts through the surface tissue the way a carpenter reads grain through wood, the way a musician reads vibration through the body of an instrument. It had taken her three years to develop the precision and another two to develop the confidence that what she was reading was accurate. She was not a gifted person. She was a thorough one.

The right hip was at approximately sixty percent capacity. The joint degradation was progressive — she could feel the compression asymmetry that indicated the deterioration had been ongoing for at least three years, probably four or five. Without treatment, without specific compound application and adjusted loading protocol, he had perhaps eighteen months of current function left before the compensatory structures failed and took mobility with them.

With treatment, that timeline extended considerably.

She stood. She didn't brush the dirt from her knees. She said: "Progressive joint degradation in the right hip. Approximately sixty percent capacity remaining. You've been compensating for long enough that your left-side musculature has overdeveloped — that will need to be addressed alongside the primary site or you'll create a secondary problem once the right side begins to improve." She named the three compounds she would need. "Hollowfern tincture for the inflammation. Ridge moss powder for bone density support. Coldwater willow bark, prepared as a compress, not a tea. Three weeks of daily treatment minimum. The improvement will be slow but it will be real."

She looked up from her kit and found the man — Bowan, she would learn his name was — looking at her with an expression she recognized from clinical practice. Not gratitude. Not yet. That came later, after the first treatment showed results. This was something more complicated: the expression of a person who had decided to believe something they had stopped allowing themselves to believe.

"Do you have the compounds?" she asked. "Or the plants to prepare them from?"

A pause. Then, from somewhere behind the gathered Survivors: "Eastern ridge. Above the rock shelf."

The voice was steady, unhurried, and entirely certain. Mira straightened and found the speaker.

The woman who stepped forward was perhaps fifty, broad through the shoulders, with grey-streaked hair cut practically short and eyes that evaluated without softening. She moved with the deliberate posture of someone who had learned, through long practice, to take up exactly the space required and not a fraction more. No wasted motion. No performance.

"Show me," Mira said.

She shouldered her pack, reclosed her kit, and followed without waiting to see if the rest of the camp had opinions about it. Behind them, she heard the murmuring begin — low, cautious, not yet resolved into language she could parse. She filed the sound: provisional. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Waiting to see what the evidence produced.

The ridge path was narrow and steep, cut into the rock face in a series of switchbacks that must have been made by hand over many seasons. The woman — Gael — walked it with the ease of long familiarity, and Mira walked it with the focus of someone building a spatial map she intended to keep. She noted the plant composition on the eastern face. The seep of mineral-rich water from a crack in the rock twenty feet above the path. The quality of the soil at the root level of the low-growing plants along the upper section — darker than she expected, denser, with a faint iron smell that suggested the presence of subsurface ore deposits.

Halfway up, Gael said: "You're Rector Halven's woman."

Mira took two more steps before she answered. "I was."

The wind off the ridge came down cold and clean, carrying pine resin and stone and the faint salt smell of frost beginning to form on the exposed rock faces above. Gael said nothing for a moment. Then: "He sent you here with specific intent."

It was not a question.

Mira did not answer. She had no answer she was prepared to give to a woman she had known for eleven minutes, regarding a question whose honest response required disclosures she had not yet decided to make to anyone. She watched her footing on the switchback instead. The cold was intensifying as they climbed — a dry, thin cold, nothing like the wet chill of the lowland winters she'd grown up in, and the difference of it registered as something close to clarity. As though the altitude was burning away whatever had been muffling her senses since the petition landed six weeks ago.

"That's interesting," Gael said.

She said nothing else.

The rock shelf was another hundred feet up — a natural ledge where the angle of the mountain face changed and trapped a band of sheltered growing conditions. Gael stopped, crouched, and brushed a thin crust of early snow from a stand of low plants clustered at the base of the rock face. The hollowfern was there. The ridge moss. The coldwater willow, dormant but present, its characteristic silver bark catching the last of the afternoon light.

Mira crouched beside her and began to examine.

Everything she'd named was here. The quantities were sufficient. She could prepare the first treatment by morning.

She was reaching for the hollowfern — to assess the stem density, to gauge how far into the dormant season it had progressed — when her fingers stilled.

To the left of the hollowfern cluster, half-hidden beneath the overhang of the rock shelf where the snow hadn't reached, grew something she had not named. Something she had not expected, because she had not expected it to be possible.

She leaned closer.

The plant was small, low-growing, with the distinctive narrow leaf formation and deep-veined underside of Coraxis alpina — a highland botanical so specific in its growing requirements that it occurred naturally in fewer than three locations in the entire northern range. One of those locations was Rector Halven's private territorial reserve, where she had collected reference specimens on two separate expeditions over the past four years. The other two were in mountain ranges six hundred miles north.

This valley was not in any of those places.

She sat back on her heels. The wind moved across the rock shelf. Her hands, she noticed with the detached interest of clinical observation, had gone completely still.

"This shouldn't grow here," she said.

Gael crouched beside her, looking at the plant with the specific expression of a person who had known the answer for a long time and had been waiting for the correct question.

"A lot of things here," she said, "shouldn't be what they are."

Mira looked at the plant. She looked at the valley below — the stream, the camp structures, the smoke rising from the fires in the late-afternoon cold. She thought about Rector's territory. About the private reserve. About the compounds she had spent four years accessing only because her bondmate's land included the only reliable source of what her work required.

About the heir's bone density readings. About the notation she had destroyed.

About the compound she had never, until this moment, considered finding outside the one place where she had learned to find it.

Her hands stayed still.

She did not yet understand the full shape of what that stillness meant. But she was a thorough person, and she filed everything, and she was already beginning to understand that the valley she had been sent to die in was more carefully arranged than anyone had told her.



Above the camp, on the high ridge where the path narrowed to a ledge overlooking the valley floor, a man stood in the last of the light and watched the path where two women had disappeared above the rock shelf. He had watched the new arrival kneel in the dirt before she'd asked anyone's name. He had watched her work with the certainty of a person who trusted what her hands told her more than what people said. He had watched the camp go still around her and stay still, which was not what the camp did. He turned back toward the records room. He had not spoken to a new arrival in two years, and he did not intend to change that tonight. But he was already thinking about the Pre-Council treaty text he had read twice this morning, and about the specific words: certified, and Bone-Reader, and what those two words together meant for a plan he had been building for nine years.

He did not allow himself to think about anything else.
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​Chapter 2: Four Days
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POV: Erek



He stayed on the ridge until the two women disappeared above the rock shelf, and then he stayed a while longer.

The light was going. The valley below was losing its afternoon color — the gold-brown of the late-season grass flattening to grey as the western ridge swallowed the sun — and the camp fires were beginning to show as orange points in the dusk, one by one, the way they always did at this hour. He had watched this transition from this ridge more times than he had counted. The valley had its own rhythms, and he had learned them all, and they no longer surprised him. He watched the camp settle into evening without him and cataloged, with the precision he applied to everything, what he had seen in the past forty minutes.

A woman. Twenty-four, perhaps twenty-five. Compact build, capable hands — he had seen that in how she opened the kit, no wasted motion, no hesitation about where each instrument lived. She had knelt in the dirt in front of Bowan without asking for a clean surface or a place to set her things, and she had worked with the focus of someone who was accustomed to finding the signal inside the noise. The camp had gone quiet around her. Not deferential quiet — the Survivors were past deference, had burned that particular habit out of themselves three or four winters in. This was assessment quiet. Watching-to-see-if-it's-real quiet.

He recognized that quality of attention. He had been practicing it for nine years.

He turned from the ridge and walked the narrow path back down toward the records room — not the camp, not the common structures, but the single stone building he had constructed in year four when he understood that what he was building needed a place apart from the daily life of surviving. The path from the ridge to the records room ran along the valley's eastern face and gave him a long view of the camp below, and he walked it in the last of the light without a lamp, because he had walked it enough times in enough conditions that his feet knew it better than his eyes did.

The casting-in document was on the second shelf. He had filed it when it arrived two weeks ago, via Wren's standard intelligence route — Aldham's bureaucratic notification of incoming exiles, transmitted in the bark-message method that Wren had established in the first year of their arrangement. The notifications were formulaic: name, age, offense classification, certification status if any, date of transfer. He read them and filed them. He had been reading them for nine years and had found nothing actionable in any of them until this one.

He took it down now and read it again by lamplight, though he knew the relevant lines already.

Mira Holt. Age 24. Wolf Herbalist, Certified. Bone-Reader — Pre-Council Treaty Medical Authority. Offense: Willful Diagnostic Concealment.

He had read those three words — Pre-Council Treaty Medical Authority — and then he had sat very still for approximately ten minutes, which was, for him, an unusual response to text.

He pulled the treaty law file. The relevant passage was on page forty-seven of the medical protocols appendix, a section so specific in its application that he had nearly skipped it when he first encountered it in year four. He had not skipped it. He never skipped anything. He had read it with the careful patience he applied to every page of every document he'd accumulated, and he had understood, in the abstract, what Pre-Council certification meant for evidentiary standing. He had understood it the way you understand a tool before you have found a use for it.

He read it again now. A third time.

A Bone-Reader certified under Pre-Council Treaty Medical Authority holds independent evidentiary standing in any proceeding filed under Pre-Council treaty law. Such testimony requires no pack advocate, no legal representative, no secondary certification.

He closed the file. He sat with the lamp and the document and the sound of the wind outside the stone walls, and he did what he always did when something significant occurred: he did not act on it. He observed it. He let it exist in his mind as a fact rather than a plan, and he waited for the shape of the fact to become clear.

Tomorrow, he would begin watching.

He had learned the observation method out of necessity in year one, when he understood that the Null-Bond Zone stripped him of the primary tool wolves used to assess the people around them. No scent-chemistry. No instinctive read of tension or ease, loyalty or deception, the thousand biological signals that pack life ran on below the threshold of conscious thought. Inside the valley, he was blind in the way that mattered most, and he had two choices: grieve the blindness or develop something better.

He had been developing something better for nine years.

He watched Mira Holt from sufficient distance that she would see only another half-form among the camp's daily movement — another Survivor going about the business of surviving. He did not approach. He did not announce himself. He had told no one that he was watching her specifically, though Carra knew, because Carra always knew, and Gael knew, because Gael knew everything about the valley that was worth knowing and several things that weren't.

On the first day, she walked the camp's geography. He watched her trace every path, note every structure — he could see the notebook in her hand and the way she wrote without breaking stride, which suggested she was mapping by observation rather than stopping to record. She spent twenty minutes at the stream, crouching at the bank, and he saw her collect two soil samples and wrap them in separate cloth squares from her kit. She found Tomlin's lean-to on the eastern perimeter by following the line of the drainage channel, which was either methodical thinking about camp layout or very good spatial reasoning; either one was worth noting.

Tomlin was outside sorting his cartography materials when she approached, and Erek watched the exchange from the far bank of the stream. He was too distant to hear the words, but he saw: she stopped at the edge of his workspace and waited. Did not step closer until Tomlin looked up. Said something. Tomlin looked at her for a moment with the expression he wore when he hadn't yet decided what to do, and then he moved his materials aside and gestured at the pile. She did not immediately pick anything up. She asked another question first.

She asked his permission, Erek thought, before she touched what belonged to him.

Tomlin had not had anyone ask his permission for anything in four years. Erek knew this because Tomlin had told him once, in the particular way the taciturn ones told you things — sideways, offhandedly, while doing something else — that the thing he missed most was being treated as though his work was worth the courtesy of a question.

She did not know this. She had simply asked.

He filed it.

On the third day, she began Bowan's treatment in earnest.

Erek positioned himself on the east side of the common area, close enough to observe without inserting himself into the scene, and he watched her work through the full session. She had prepared the hollowfern tincture the previous evening — he had seen her lamp through the window of the shelter they'd given her, burning late while the rest of the camp slept — and she applied it now with a precise, unhurried technique that involved both hands and a steady low pressure, working from the hip crest downward while she talked Bowan through two exercises she wanted him to do independently between sessions. She demonstrated each one twice. She described the sensation he should feel and the sensation that would indicate he had gone too far. She was specific about the distinction.

Bowan moved through both exercises with the careful effort of a man for whom movement had been fear for a long time.

Erek watched this, and then he walked away before she finished, because if he stayed he would have to remain very still for a very long time, and being very still had a way of turning into being present in a way he was not yet prepared for.

He thought about Len.

He always thought about Len when he tried not to.

The third winter had been the worst of the first five — early cold, inadequate supply, two failures in the insulation on the camp's largest common structure. Len had been slowing since summer, the same leftward lean that Erek now recognized in Bowan's gait, the same quiet way of adapting to pain that made it invisible until it was unavoidable. Erek had noticed. He had noticed and he had not known what it meant, and he had spent six years afterward learning everything he could find about joint deterioration so that he would know next time, and
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