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For everyone still catching up on time that was taken, not spent.




This one's for the slow way back.



THE VOW


Rosalind Larkspur has been awake for six weeks after eleven years of induced sleep, and mornings still feel like a debt she can't collect on. She isn't the only one — sixty other Wellsprings woke alongside her when the Cradle finally fell, and not all of them are recovering at the same speed, or in the same direction, or at all.

Kade Ferris isn't trying to fix her. He's just tending the sanatorium greenhouse, one seedling at a time, leaving a second cup of tea out most nights she can't sleep, and refusing, steadily and without being asked, to let her disappear into the shape everyone else wants her recovery to take.

Recovery isn't a straight line back to who she used to be. It might, instead, be someone worth becoming — if she can survive long enough to find out who that is.
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THE STARING-AT-TH E-WINDOW THING
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Rosalind Larkspur had been awake for six weeks, and she still hadn't gotten used to mornings.

That was the part no one warned her about. She'd braced for the grief — for the eleven-year hole where her mother's death should have reached her and hadn't, for the strange vertigo of a sister who'd been seven and was now a grown woman with a war record. She had not braced for how much she would resent the sun.

"You're doing the thing again," said Kade, not looking up from the seedling trays he was turning along the greenhouse's south wall. "The staring-at-the-window thing."

"I'm not staring. I'm supervising."

"You're staring. I've watched you do it every morning for a month. You look at the light like it owes you money."

Rosalind considered several responses and settled on the true one. "It does, a little. Eleven years of it. I'd like it back, and it isn't offering."

Kade set down his trowel. He had a way of going still when something mattered that she'd noticed within her first week at the sanatorium — not the careful stillness of a man performing patience, but something closer to actual patience, rare enough that she still didn't quite trust it.

"The Long Ward psychiatrist has a word for it," he said. "Hypersomnia rebound, something like that. Bodies that spent
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eleven years being told when to sleep don't take orders well once nobody's telling them anymore."

"You've been reading my file."

"I've been reading everyone's file. I work here." He said it without embarrassment, which was, she was learning, entirely in character. Kade Ferris did not apologize for paying attention. "Doesn't mean I don't also just watch you stare at the sunrise like it's done you a personal wrong."

"It has." She said it lighter than she felt, the way she'd been practicing. "I missed eleven of them. I'd like interest paid."
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SIXTY-ONE NAMES
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The Cradle had been in the newspapers for four months now — Warden Vire's arrest, the Concord Statute hearings, a parade of ministers falling over each other to be photographed looking appropriately horrified. None of it had much reached the recovery ward, which the Crown had quietly converted from a private sanatorium into something between a hospital and a halfway house for the sixty-one Wellsprings who'd woken, blinking, into a world that had rearranged itself without them.

Sixty-one names, on a list the ward director kept in a plain folder she thought none of the patients had seen. Rosalind had seen it anyway, once, left open on a desk during a fire drill nobody had properly organized. Some names had checkmarks beside them — recovering, discharged, resettled into whatever life could still be built. Others had nothing beside them at all, which she understood, without needing it explained, to be its own kind of answer.

Rosalind had been asked, twice, to speak to a parliamentary committee about her experience. She had said no both times. She did not know yet how to describe eleven years of a sleep so managed, so precisely dosed, that even her dreams had felt rationed

— and she was not going to practice finding the words in front of men who wanted a villain's downfall story more than they wanted her actual truth, whatever that turned out to be.

Sena visited twice a week, always a little too bright, always watching Rosalind's face for signs of something breaking. Nan came Sundays with soup Rosalind couldn't taste properly yet — the



[image: ]



THE SLOW WAKING



––––––––
[image: ]



Cradle's suppressants had done something to more than sleep, the healers said, something that would take time to fully surface. Rosalind loved them both fiercely and found, most days, that fifteen minutes of either visit was as much closeness as her rebuilt nervous system could hold before it wanted, badly, to be alone.
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THE TOMATOES HAVE OPINIONS
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The greenhouse was the only place that didn't ask anything of her. "You don't have to keep finding reasons to be down here,"

Kade said, one gray afternoon, when she'd wandered in for the fourth time that week with no plant-related purpose whatsoever.

"I like it here. Nothing in here is trying to have a feeling about me."

"The tomatoes have opinions. They're just quiet about it."

"The tomatoes," Rosalind said, "are the first thing in six weeks that hasn't needed me to perform being recovered at it. I'll take the tomatoes."

Kade handed her a trowel without being asked, which she understood, by now, to be his version of stay as long as you want.

She turned the soil in silence for a while, grateful for a task with a shape simple enough to hold. "Does everyone end up down here eventually? All sixty-one of us?"

"Not everyone. Some people heal better with company. Some need noise, or crowds, or something to fight for right away." Kade didn't look up from his own tray. "You needed something that wouldn't ask you a single question. I noticed that about you the first week. Figured the greenhouse could be that, if you wanted it."

"You built a recovery plan around tomatoes."

"I built a recovery plan around not making you talk before you were ready. The tomatoes were already here." He almost smiled.
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"Convenient, though."
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THE EDGE OF THE GROUNDS
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It was Nan's idea, eight weeks in, that Rosalind try the market square just beyond the sanatorium gates — twenty minutes, she'd said, nothing more, just to remember what an ordinary Tuesday sounded like.

Rosalind made it as far as the gate itself before her chest went tight in a way that had nothing to do with grief and everything to do with the sheer, ungoverned noise of the world outside — carts and voices and a dozen conversations happening at once, none of them rationed, none of them scheduled, all of it arriving too fast for a nervous system that had spent eleven years being told, gently and completely, when to stop paying attention to anything at all.

She didn't remember deciding to turn back. She remembered Kade's voice first, low and unhurried, finding her on the gravel path halfway between the gate and the greenhouse, her breath still coming too fast.

"You don't owe the market square anything today," he said, not touching her, just present, the way he always was. "You don't owe it anything any day you're not ready. Nan meant well. Meaning well isn't the same as knowing what your body can hold yet."

"I used to like crowds," Rosalind said, furious at her own voice for shaking. "I was fourteen. I liked crowds and noise and — I don't even remember what else. Eleven years and I don't remember what I liked."
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"Then you get to find out again. That's not a failure, Rosalind. That's just what's actually in front of you." He held out a hand, patient, unbothered by her tears, which was somehow the thing that let her finally stop trying to hide them. "Greenhouse. Twenty minutes. Just plants and quiet. We can try the gate again some other Tuesday."

She took his hand, and let him walk her back, and did not apologize for needing to.
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