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Episode 1: In the Mud Village, I Was Born Twice
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Heroes never come to Bellna.

What comes to Bellna is rain through the roof, rot in the grain sacks, and lean-jawed monsters that smell blood from half a field away. If the kingdom remembers us at all, it remembers when taxes are due.

That morning, I was knee-deep in mud, trying to hammer a warped stake back into the ground before the western fence gave up and invited the whole forest to dinner.

The mallet slipped in my hand and smashed into my thumb.

I hissed, sucked air through my teeth, and glared at the fence as if the rotten wood had done it on purpose. The fence glared back in its own way, crooked and stubborn and one storm away from becoming firewood.

“Keep hitting it like that and you’ll break your hand before the stake,” my father said.

He stood three paces away with a coil of wire over one shoulder and a face made out of old bark. Garon Valain could say more than five words in a day, but he treated it like spending silver.

“The stake started it,” I muttered.

He snorted once, which for him counted as laughter.

“Then hit straighter.”

The western edge of Bellna ran along a strip of hard earth and thorn brush where the fields gave up and the wild took over. We had driven sharpened posts into the ground there generations ago, then strung iron scraps and prayer knots between them to keep lesser beasts from wandering in.

It worked when the wood was new, the wire was whole, and someone had coin to replace the charms before the old ones crumbled. We had none of those things.

A cold wind dragged across the fields, carrying the smell of wet soil and green wheat.

Beyond the fence, the forest crouched dark and patient under a sky the color of old iron. Storm weather. The kind that made the crows vanish and sent every farmer in the village into a bad mood before breakfast.

I set the stake, braced my heel, and swung again.

This time the blow landed clean. The post drove deeper with a dull thud, but the cord tied to the next one gave a weak little twang that told me there were five more problems waiting before noon.

My father handed me a new knot charm.

It had been made from braided twine and a scrap of parchment brushed with cheap holy ink. In the capital they probably hung silver ward-plates from their gates. In Bellna, we settled for anything the lesser fang-rats disliked enough to think twice.

“Last one,” he said. “Use it where the break is widest.”

I turned the charm in my fingers.

The ink had flaked at the corners. “This one’s half-dead.”

“So are we,” he said. “Tie it anyway.”

That was Bellna in one sentence.

Tie it anyway. Eat it anyway. Walk it off anyway. Wait another winter anyway. If the kingdom didn’t bother sending help, then we took what still had breath in it and kept going until it didn’t.

I knotted the charm into the broken gap and pressed my palm against the wood.

The post was cold and damp. A splinter bit into the side of my hand, and I sucked the sting away on instinct while my eyes traveled over the fields below the ridge.

Bellna looked tired even from up here.

Patchwork wheat. A bean strip near the stream. Low cottages with patched roofs and smoke drifting thin from crooked chimneys. Half the walls had been mended with wood that didn’t match and stone that looked stolen from older ruins.

If you stood back far enough, the village almost looked peaceful. That was the trick of distance. Distance cleaned things up. Distance made hunger look like quiet.

Someone shouted from below.

I turned and saw Mina running along the field path with her skirt hitched up in both hands, one boot unlaced and her braid half-fallen apart. She ran like she was being chased by the end of the world, which usually meant she had either seen something exciting or knocked over something fragile.

“Al!” she yelled, because she’d decided years ago that using my full name was only for formal occasions and funerals. “Mama says if you keep pretending that fence is your bride, you’ll be eating cold stew.”

I rested both arms on the post and looked down at her. “Your mother said that?”

Mina skidded to a stop and planted her fists on her hips.

“No. She said if I didn’t drag you back now, she’d send me with the ladle and let me hit you myself. I improved it.”

“That sounds more like her,” I said.

She grinned, gap-toothed and fearless.

At nine, Mina still believed most things in the world could be fixed by either running at them harder or smiling first. The village hadn’t beaten that out of her yet. I would have liked a few more years before it tried.

My father lifted the wire coil again.

“Go eat. I’ll finish here.”

I frowned. “There’s still the north corner.”

“It’ll still be broken after stew.” He jerked his chin toward the path. “Go before your mother decides we’d make better use of you as fertilizer.”

Mina gasped, delighted.

“Can I tell her you said that?”

“No,” both of us answered.

She laughed and spun away.

I followed her down the slope, boots slipping in the wet dirt, shoulders aching in that honest way they only ever did after work. Behind me, my father bent back to the fence with the same heavy patience he brought to everything: weather, hunger, taxes, bad harvests, and people.

The village lane had become a ribbon of slick brown muck between the cottages.

Chickens pecked at puddles. A wheelbarrow with one handle wrapped in cloth leaned beside the cooper’s shed. Old Merta sat under her eaves peeling roots into a bowl while glaring at the sky as if the clouds had personally offended her.

“Storm’s coming,” she barked when she saw me.

“Sharp eye,” I said.

Her knife flashed.

“Smart mouth. If the south gutter breaks again, you’re climbing up there.”

“I climbed it last time.”

“And you’re still alive. Don’t act spoiled.”

That earned another grin from Mina.

Bellna’s way of loving people often sounded like threats. You learned the language early or you got your feelings bruised before your knees.

Our house stood near the center well, a low timber place with a stone foundation my grandfather had laid back when the walls were straight and the roof didn’t whistle in winter.

My mother had hung dried herbs from the eaves to keep insects off the grain sacks. Two bundles were missing. That meant she’d sold them or traded them, which usually meant the flour jar had shown its bottom.

The door banged open before we reached it.

My mother leaned out with a wooden spoon in one hand and steam curling around her face. Elma Valain had the sort of beauty hard years tried and failed to kill. Strong arms. Tired eyes. Hair pinned up in a hurry that still somehow looked deliberate.

“If you track half the field onto my floor, I’ll make you lick it clean,” she said.

“I brought the expensive mud,” I answered. “Only the finest.”

“Then leave it outside. Mina, boots.”

Mina hopped on one foot, fumbling with the laces she had ignored earlier.

My mother caught the back of her dress before she could stumble into the threshold headfirst. She did it without looking. I had seen her catch falling jars, sliding children, and one badly thrown chicken with that same easy reflex.

Inside smelled of onion, barley, damp wood, and a little smoke.

It was the best smell I knew. Not because it was rich. Because it meant the four of us were home, the pot hadn’t gone empty yet, and the day had held together long enough to reach noon.

I ducked my head under the doorframe and went to the wash basin.

The water had gone cloudy from earlier use. I scrubbed my hands anyway, rubbing mud from the cracks in my knuckles while my mother slapped thick stew into bowls with an economy that hid exactly how much she had stretched it.

“Did the west fence hold?” she asked.

“For now.”

“That means no.”

“That means it held enough to keep father from swearing,” I said. “Which is close.”

She snorted.

My father stepped in a moment later, bringing the weather with him. He set the coil of wire on the shelf, washed in silence, and took his seat.

We ate with the easy speed of people who worked before sunrise and would work after dark if the roof started leaking.

The barley was soft, the broth thin, the onions sweet enough to make up for both. Mina tore her bread in careful pieces, as if slowing down might make the meal last longer.

I caught her sliding half a piece toward my bowl under the table.

I nudged it back with my finger. She frowned at me. I raised a brow. She narrowed her eyes, then stuffed the bread into her own mouth with theatrical spite.

“Good,” I said. “You’ll need your strength when mother sends you to marry the fence in my place.”

“I’m too pretty for the fence,” she said through the bread.

My mother pointed her spoon at me.

“Don’t teach her nonsense.”

“I’m not teaching. She came like that.”

“Rude,” Mina declared.

For a few breaths, the room was warm enough to make the storm outside feel far away.

The spoon scraped bowls. Rain began tapping at the roof in thin testing fingers. My father reached for the salt jar, found it empty, and put it down without comment.

Then Mina brightened with that dangerous expression children get before changing the air in a room.

“Toma saw a knight once,” she announced. “On the king’s road. He had silver on his horse and a blue cloak and a sword with gems in the hilt.”

I tore bread and dipped it in the broth.

“Toma also says he once fought three goblins with a rake.”

“He was seven,” Mina said. “That still counts.”

“Only if the goblins were blind.”

Mother hid a smile.

My father ate, which was his way of not encouraging this.

Mina leaned over the table, eyes shining.

“If a real knight came here, do you think he’d kill the gray wolves in the east brush?”

“No,” I said.

She blinked. “No?”

“He’d look around, decide we were too muddy to matter, and ride somewhere with a cleaner stable.”

My mother clicked her tongue at me, but she didn’t contradict it.

That was the thing. Nobody in Bellna liked saying ugly truths in front of children, but nobody could afford to raise children on pretty lies either.

Mina sat back and made a face.

“You say things like old Merta.”

“That’s because old Merta is always right.”

“Old Merta says my turnips insult her ancestors.”

“I said she was right often. Not always.”

Mother tore the last crust in half and set the larger piece in front of Mina before the girl could notice.

My chest tightened at that in the quiet little way it often did at home. Not pain. Not exactly. More like a hand around the heart, squeezing just enough to remind me how easily this could all be lost.

I had known boys in the village who talked about leaving the moment they got tall enough to pass for useful anywhere else.

Some had gone. Most either drifted back leaner than before or vanished into roads that swallowed people without burping. I had thought about it too, usually when winter bit hardest or the tax clerk smiled.

Then Mina would fall asleep at the table, cheek against the wood, and father would carry her to bed with those careful rough hands. Mother would cover the fire and count grain by touch in the pantry. I would look around the room and hate the village, the kingdom, the hunger, and the thought of leaving all at once.

Rain thickened against the roof.

A leak started in the back corner with the plink-plink-plink of bad news arriving on time. My mother didn’t even turn her head.

“Al.”

“I know.”

I got up, fetched the bucket from beside the hearth, and slid it under the drip.

The bucket was already dented from three winters ago, when the north beam had warped and let in half the sky. We had meant to replace it. The roof, not the bucket. The bucket just happened first.

Mina watched the drip for a moment.

“Do heroes fix roofs?”

I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms.

“No. Heroes show up after the roof falls on someone, swear vengeance, and make speeches.”

Mother put her spoon down.

“That’s enough.”

Her voice wasn’t sharp, but it ended the joke.

I looked at the leak, at the shallow stew still steaming in our bowls, at the patched shutters rattling under a rising wind, and felt something old and sour shift under my ribs.

Bellna had prayers painted on the lintels.

Bellna had a shrine stone near the stream where people left flowers in spring and begged the saints to spare the wheat from blight. Bellna had paid taxes every year except the year fever took thirty-two people and the collector was too smart to ride into a village full of mourning.

What Bellna did not have was a knight, a priest, a mage, or any useful miracle that arrived before the damage was done.

Heroes never came here.

Not for broken fences. Not for winter hunger. Not for widows carrying water with wrists gone thin as sticks. We were too small, too muddy, too far from the white roads and bright halls where stories liked to live.

I pushed away from the wall.

“I’m checking the gutter before it tears loose.”

Mother gave me a look.

“In this rain?”

“In this rain the gutter tears loose.”

Father stood, grabbed the old ladder from beside the door, and carried it outside without another word.

That was as close as he came to saying be careful.

The world beyond the threshold had gone gray.

Rain sheeted across the lane hard enough to blur the neighboring houses. The air smelled like cold metal and churned earth. Somewhere a dog barked, then yelped at thunder and remembered its place in the order of creation.

Father planted the ladder against the eaves while I braced the base.

The roof shingles were slick, half the gutter clogged with leaves, and the rope lashings had frayed where the last windstorm had chewed them. I climbed anyway, fingers numb by the second rung.

Rain soaked through my shirt before I reached the top.

I hooked one elbow over the eaves and hauled myself onto the roof, boots slipping on the wet wood. From there the village spread below me under a shivering curtain of rain.

Children had been called inside. Smoke vanished as soon as it left the chimneys. At the far edge of the fields, the western fence my father and I had patched that morning looked like a dark scar through the storm.

“Al!” my mother shouted from below. “If you break your neck, I’m still making you stack wood tomorrow!”

I lifted a hand without looking back.

That got a snort from father and a shriek of laughter from Mina under the porch.

The gutter had started to pull away from the corner joint.

I wedged one knee against the roofline and worked at the binding with cold fingers, teeth clenched as water streamed down my face. The rope was swollen, stubborn, and slick with algae where standing water had rotted the boards beneath it.

“Come on,” I muttered.

Not to the rope. To the whole day. To the sky. To the kingdom. To the endless string of small humiliations that passed for life here.

Come on. Hold together one more time.

The binding gave with a jerk.

I stripped it free, looped a fresh cord through the iron hook, and pulled until my shoulders burned. The gutter settled back into place with a dull scrape. Not fixed forever. Just fixed enough.

Tie it anyway.

By the time I climbed down, my hair was plastered to my forehead and water dripped from my sleeves.

Mina was waiting under the porch beam with a blanket she could barely hold up and the smug expression of someone who had been given an important duty. She wrapped the blanket around my shoulders before I could protest.

“You look like a drowned scarecrow,” she said.

“That’s an improvement over my usual charm.”

Mother snatched the blanket edge and rubbed my head hard enough to count as an attack.

“Inside. Change. And if you leave a puddle bigger than your foot on my floor, I’ll have you sleeping in the shed.”

I endured the toweling because fighting her only made it take longer.

By afternoon the storm settled into a steady pounding rhythm that filled the house, the lane, the whole world. Work outside became impossible, which only meant work moved indoors.

Father mended a broken harness by the hearth.

Mother sorted dried roots from the good sack into the almost-good sack because waste was for rich people and fools. Mina tried to help, got bored, tried to teach the cat to sit, got clawed for her optimism, and spent a quarter hour accusing the cat of treason.

I shaved wood curls for kindling and let the ordinary noise of the house wrap around me.

Knife on wood. Rain on roof. Fire clicking low. Mother and father speaking three words at a time about seed grain. Mina singing nonsense to herself after making peace with the cat by offering it the fish bones she had secretly saved from two nights before.

It should have been dull.

It wasn’t. Bellna taught you young that quiet was wealth. Not the kind you could spend, but the kind you noticed when it stopped.

Near dusk the rain changed.

It stopped sounding like rain on a roof and started sounding like a river trying to become a sky. The stream beyond the lower path had been swollen since spring thaw. If the hill runoff hit it too hard, the bank would go.

Father noticed it first.

He stood, crossed to the window shutter, and pushed it open a crack. Wind shoved water through at once. He swore under his breath, which got my attention faster than any shout.

“The lower trench is overflowing,” he said.

Mother was on her feet before he finished.

“Get the grain sacks off the floor.”

I moved without answering.

So did Mina, though her hands were too small for most of what mattered. She grabbed the chicken basket anyway, lips pressed tight now, no laughter left in her.

We worked in a rush.

Lifted sacks. Shifted the spare blankets onto the table. Pulled the tool chest away from the draft gap under the back door. Father hauled the storage crate onto bricks while mother stuffed old rags in the threshold seams with vicious efficiency.

The house trembled once under a burst of wind.

Mina flinched. I looked over and saw it on her face—the first shape of fear. Not panic yet. Just the moment a child understands the weather has stopped being scenery and become something with hands.

“It’s fine,” I said.

She looked at me, searching to see if I meant it.

I held her gaze and nodded once. That was the bargain older brothers make. We lie first. We pray later.

The back yard flooded in minutes.

Water raced along the trench beside the shed, brown and fast, carrying twigs and clumps of grass and something that might have been half a fence rail from uphill. The little footbridge over the irrigation cut shuddered each time debris slammed into its posts.

Father jammed his shoulder against the back door and looked at the yard.

“If the trench wall breaks, it’ll run straight through the bean patch and into Merta’s side.”

“Merta can swim,” I said.

“Her pride can,” mother said. “The rest of her can’t.”

That almost pulled a smile from Mina.

Almost.

Then we heard shouting outside.

Not one voice. Several. Thin through the rain, urgent and ragged. Father opened the front door a crack. Cold wind knifed in at once.

“West lane’s flooding!” someone yelled from the dark. “Bring ropes! Jorin’s cart went over!”

Father was already reaching for his cloak.

Mother caught his sleeve. “You’ll be useless alone.”

“I’m not alone.”

He looked at me.

I was already moving toward the rope hook by the door.

Mother closed her eyes for half a heartbeat.

When she opened them again, they were hard and bright. “Fine. Both of you tie off before you go. Mina, stay inside. Do not open that door for anyone but us.”

“I can help,” Mina shot back at once.

“No,” all three of us said.

That would have ended it if the world had any sense.

It didn’t.

Father and I hauled rope through the lane with three other men while rain hammered our heads and turned the ground to slick soup. A mule screamed somewhere downhill. Someone slipped, went knee-first into a ditch, and came up cursing with half the road on his face.

The stream by the lower fields had burst its banks. Water raged through the trench lines, not clean and clear like spring melt but thick and brown, full of torn weeds and broken brush.

We found Jorin half under his overturned cart, one leg trapped.

It took four of us to heave the axle high enough for him to wrench free. By the time we dragged him to higher ground, he had mud in his beard, blood on his shin, and the stubborn good manners to apologize for inconveniencing us.

That was Bellna too.

You could be half-drowned and still embarrassed to make trouble.

We got him to the cooper’s porch, lashed another line between the houses, and moved toward the lower trench.

Water snarled through it now, clipping chunks out of the bank with each surge. The footbridge was gone. One post remained, shaking by itself like a bad tooth.

“Al!” someone yelled over the storm.

I turned.

Through the sheets of rain I saw mother at our doorway, one hand on the frame, the other pointing toward the yard. Mina was not beside her.

Every part of me went cold at once.

I ran before she shouted again.

My boots slid, caught, slid harder. I heard my father behind me and knew from the sound of his steps that he understood already. There are some fears that don’t need words.

Mother met me halfway down the lane, rain flattening her hair to her cheeks.

“She went after the cat,” she said, and there was no room for anger in it, only terror packed so tight it had gone thin. “I turned for one moment—”

“Where?”

“The back. Near the trench.”

I was past her before the sentence ended.

The yard behind our house had turned into a churn of water and broken branches. The shed leaned at a bad angle. The herb bundles had been ripped from the eaves and scattered. Something white flashed near the trench wall—cat, cloth, I couldn’t tell.

Then I saw Mina.

She clung to the root end of the old willow stump near the irrigation cut, one knee in the water, one hand stretched toward the far side where the cat crouched on a rocking plank, screaming. Her braid was loose, plastered across her cheek. She was small enough that each surge shoved her sideways.

“Mina!”

Her head snapped around.

The look on her face did it. Not the water. Not the storm. That naked, stunned fear in eyes that had never expected the world to hit this hard.

“I almost had him!” she yelled back, because that was my sister. Half-drowned and still explaining herself.

“Leave the cat!”

“He’ll be swept away!”

“So will you!”

The bank under her shifted.

Not dramatically. Just a nasty, soft slump. Her planted foot slid out from under her. She grabbed for the root with both hands and missed. For one impossible instant she hung in the air like the storm had forgotten gravity.

Then the trench took her.

There are moments when thought stops being a line and turns into impact.

I remember my mother screaming my sister’s name. I remember my father throwing the rope and the throw going wide because the current turned it useless. I remember the shape of Mina’s head going under in brown water.

I do not remember deciding.

I hit the trench at a run.

Cold smashed through me so hard it felt like getting punched in the teeth. The current seized my legs at once and yanked them sideways. Mud filled my boots. Water jammed into my ears and nose and open mouth in the same instant.

For a second I had no up or down.

Only brown. Brown and noise and a force trying to tear my arms out of their sockets.

Then Mina’s dress brushed my hand.

I lunged blindly and caught cloth first, then wrist. Her fingers clawed into me hard enough to hurt. Good. Pain meant grip. Grip meant alive.

I kicked for the bank and got nothing.

The trench had become a throat. It dragged us forward, spun us into a wall of roots, ripped us free again. I slammed shoulder-first into something solid and nearly lost her. She coughed once under the water, a horrible bursting sound that reached me through everything.

No.

Not her. Not here. Not for a cat, not for a swollen ditch, not for this stupid patch of mud the kingdom wouldn’t even mark on a clean map.

I hooked one arm around her chest and forced her face up.

“Breathe!” I shouted, though the storm ate the word.

Her eyes were wide and white around the irises. She grabbed at me, panicked, half-drowning people always do. For a terrifying second she climbed me instead of holding on.

We went under.

The cold changed there.

At the surface it was violence. Below it, the world turned thick and distant and slow in all the wrong places. The current roared through my bones. Mud stung my eyes. My lungs locked shut.

Something struck the back of my head.

Light burst behind my eyes, not bright but jagged, like cracks in glass. The water around me vanished without warning.

Fluorescent white.

A ceiling. Too smooth. Too low. A hum in the air like trapped insects. My own reflection in dark glass wearing clothes that made no sense here. My hands, older hands, clean nails, ink on one finger, a cheap ring of stress around my wrist from a watch I no longer owned.

I was standing in a room full of applause not meant for me.

A man beside me—smile polished, shoulders straight, chosen for something I had worked on for months. My notes in his hands. My name absent from every mouth in the room.

Someone clapping my shoulder and saying, “You understand. Next time.”

The scene tore.

Rain on pavement. Night lights smeared red and gold. A child crying near a crossing. Brakes screaming. My body moving before my mind caught up, the old familiar reflex of stepping into danger because nobody else had reached it yet.

Weight. Impact. Asphalt so cold it felt hot. A mouth filling with iron. People shouting over me, not to me. Someone saying, “Stay with us,” as if that had ever depended only on me.

The memories hit like stones thrown through glass.

Not a story. Not a clean other life laid out in order. Fragments. Taste. Sound. The shape of an old bitterness I knew too well the instant it returned.

Working. Carrying. Covering for others. Watching brighter men get chosen, praised, lifted, welcomed. Me, always useful. Rarely seen. The kind of person people trusted in private and forgot in public.

Brown water rushed back in.

My chest convulsed. My eyes opened to mud and current and Mina’s weight dragging at my arm.

I knew this feeling.

Not the trench. Not the village. The other thing. The harder thing. That sick helpless fury when you had done everything right and still ended up beneath the moment, beneath the applause, beneath the hand that got chosen to hold the light.

The trench became every corridor, every room, every smiling dismissal, every “next time” that had led nowhere.

No.

Not again.

My hand found a root hidden under the torrent.

I clamped onto it so hard bark tore under my nails. The current tried to peel me off. I wedged my foot against the bank and felt only sliding mud. Mina jerked against my arm, coughing, choking, alive and slipping.

I shoved her upward with everything I had.

Her head broke the surface first. She screamed. The sound cracked through the storm like a bell. Good. Scream. Fill your lungs with air and terror and noise, just not water.

Hands grabbed her.

My father’s, I think. Maybe my mother’s too. They hauled her away. The sudden loss of her weight almost took me with it. My grip on the root slid to my fingertips.

Then the world narrowed to one stupid detail.

A splinter wedged under my thumbnail. Sharp. Precise. Real.

I growled into the water and dragged myself up by inches.

My shoulder burned. My ribs scraped the bank. Mud gave way, then held, then gave again. Someone caught the back of my shirt and pulled.

I came free all at once and slammed into grass and floodwater and hands.

Air hurt worse than drowning.

I coughed until my throat felt flayed open. Water and mud poured out of me in disgraceful amounts. I rolled onto my side, retching, while the storm kept pounding the yard as if nothing had happened and nobody had nearly vanished inside it.

Mina was on her knees two arm lengths away, wrapped in my mother’s grip so tightly she looked small enough to disappear in it.

She was crying now, the full body kind that shakes the bones. Mother was crying too, though you wouldn’t know it from her voice because she kept calling Mina stupid and precious and impossible in the same breath.

My father crouched beside me.

“You with us?”

I spat mud.

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“If dinner’s still warm.”

He barked a laugh that ended rough.

His hand landed once between my shoulders, hard enough to sting. The closest he came to panic was touching people like he needed proof they were solid.

Mother turned on me next.

Her face was white with fury, rain, and relief so fierce it made her look dangerous. She crossed the distance in three strides and smacked the back of my head.

“Don’t you ever do that again.”

I pushed up on shaking elbows.

“What part? Saving your daughter or making you angry?”

She made a sound halfway between a sob and a curse.

Then she dropped to her knees, grabbed my face in both hands, and pressed her forehead to mine for one breath. Just one. It was enough to crack something in my chest.

Mina wrenched free of her and threw herself at me.

The force of it knocked me flat again. Her arms locked around my neck, all bony elbows and wet hair and trembling.

“I’m sorry,” she choked out. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

“Stop.” My voice scraped. “You’re crushing me.”

That only made her cry harder.

I wrapped my arms around her anyway.

The cat, black and dripping and entirely unapologetic, leaped from the rocking plank onto the porch beam and began licking one paw.

I stared at it over Mina’s shoulder in pure disbelief. My father followed my gaze, saw the cat, and turned his face away before his expression betrayed him.

Mother did not bother hiding hers.

“If that beast survives us all,” she said through clenched teeth, “I will roast it with onions.”

The cat blinked slowly, confident in the knowledge that nobody in Bellna roasted meat for spite.

My laugh came out ugly and broken, but it was still a laugh. That seemed to help more than anything else.

We got inside soaked to the bone and shaking.

Mother stripped the wet clothes off Mina and me with military efficiency and threw blankets around our shoulders. Father banked the fire higher. The room smelled of river muck, wet wool, and the bitter herb tea mother made when fright had to be bullied back into the body.

I sat on a stool by the hearth while Mina, wrapped like a parcel, refused to stop touching my sleeve.

Each time she blinked, she looked at me again as if making sure I hadn’t washed away when she had. My own hands would not stop trembling, so I gripped the edge of the stool until the knuckles shone pale.

Mother set a steaming mug in my hands.

“Drink.”

I took a careful swallow and nearly gagged.

“What is this?”

“Gratitude.”

“It tastes like bark.”

“You’re welcome.”

My father knelt by the boots drying near the hearth.

Mud cracked from them onto the floor. “Bank’s gone near the trench. We’ll need a new retaining wall tomorrow.”

Tomorrow.

The word landed oddly. Too close. Too ordinary. As if the world had not split in two under brown water and shown me something buried.

Mina’s head drooped against mother’s side.

Exhaustion had finally caught her. Mother stroked damp hair back from her forehead with the same hand that had smacked me, and the gentleness of it scraped at me in places the river had missed.

“You should rest,” mother said without looking at me.

I stared into the mug.

In the tea’s dark surface I saw my own face and something layered crooked behind it. Not another face exactly. More like another set of footprints inside the ones I had been calling mine all these years.

The fragments moved when I tried to hold them.

White light. Street rain. Applause. Blood on pavement. A life with no fields, no prayer charms, no Bellna. Yet the emotion in it was clear as fire through paper.

I had known this ache before. I had lived years inside it. The work given to me, the praise given elsewhere. Being necessary and still not chosen. Useful and still not seen.

My heartbeat stumbled.

I set the mug down before I dropped it.

Father noticed.

His eyes narrowed the smallest fraction. “Head hurt?”

I touched the back of my skull where I had struck something under the water.

A tender knot had already risen there. “A little.”

Mother clicked her tongue.

“You hit something?”

“The trench hit back.”

“Sleep after tea. If you wake vomiting, I’m dragging you to Heddren.”

The healer Heddren had one good eye, three remaining teeth, and a talent for making people stay alive out of spite. That was practically nobility by Bellna standards.

I nodded.

Nobody asked why I had gone still.

In another house, in another village maybe, they would have pressed. What did you see, what did you think, are you frightened, are you hurt? Bellna didn’t always have room for long conversations with fear. Sometimes survival itself took up the chair.

Still, mother watched me more than once while pretending not to.

Night came early under the storm.

The leak in the back corner resumed its patient tapping into the bucket. Mina fell asleep curled against mother before the fire. Father stepped out twice to check the yard, each time coming back with more rain on his shoulders and less tension in his jaw.

I lay on my cot with a blanket to my chin and my hands folded over the place in my chest that wouldn’t settle.

The room was dim. Firelight brushed the rafters. Wind muttered at the shutters. Mina’s breathing came soft and uneven from across the room where mother had made her sleep close.

I closed my eyes.

The other life waited.

Not kindly.

Not in full. No gift of wisdom, no grand revelation, no easy list of names and dates and clever inventions waiting to be stolen. Just memory, broken and jagged and personal.

A room with glass walls where men in pressed clothes had discussed promotion like weather. My work cited, my name skipped. The humiliation of standing there with a smile fastened on because anger would have made me look ungrateful. That same year, a team photo. Me in the back because someone had to hold the cables.

Another fragment. Late trains. Cheap meals eaten from paper containers. Calling my mother less often than I should have because I was too tired, then hating myself for it after.

Another. A little sister? No. Not by blood. A neighbor’s child maybe, laughing as I fixed a bent bicycle chain in the rain. The memory slipped away before I caught the rest.

Then the last one again.

Headlights. Screech. A body moving because mine had always moved first when there was no time to think. Pain bright enough to erase language. Faces leaning over me under rain.

Had I died there? I must have. There was no road after that, only water and Bellna and a life I had been living so fully that until tonight I had never once named it second.

I opened my eyes to darkness and rough timber beams.

My throat tightened until swallowing hurt.

I was Al. And I had been someone else once.

Al. Bellna. Son of Garon and Elma. Brother to Mina. Sixteen years old. Hands built by fieldwork. Back scarred by one winter fall from the loft and one summer from a boar tusk that had come too close.

And also not only that.

I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead.

If I said any of this aloud, what would it even sound like? Mother, I think I drowned and found another dead man inside me. Father, I remember a world with glass towers and no prayer charms and people applauding in rooms too bright for honest work.

No. That road led nowhere good.

The truth settled differently when I stopped trying to explain it.

This was not madness. Madness frayed things. This sharpened them. My own life in Bellna had not gone thin because another had returned. It had gained weight. Depth. A bitter underlayer that made too many parts of me make sense.

Why the tax collector’s smile had always made my skin crawl.

Why I bit my tongue bloody when some fat steward from the manor talked to us like tools with names.

Why the thought of being overlooked again, anywhere, by anyone, made something black and hot move behind my ribs.

I had thought it was village pride. Or simple temper. It was older than that.

I rolled onto my side and stared at the dying fire.

Across the room, father shifted in his chair without waking. He had chosen to sleep near the door in case the water rose again. Mother had one hand on Mina’s blanket even in sleep, fingers curled into the edge.

The sight of them steadied me.

Whatever else I had been before, whatever city had held me, whatever name people there had spoken or forgotten, it had ended.

This was the life still breathing. This was the roof I knew how to patch, the fence I could fix with cold fingers, the family whose voices I could pick from any storm.

I was here.

And yet.

The ache from that other life did not vanish just because I wanted peace.

It sat up in me slow and watchful, like a man who had been slapped a hundred times and had finally learned to count. I knew the taste of being needed but not chosen. I knew the shape of standing one step behind the place where praise landed.

Even half-remembered, it made my teeth grind.

The storm weakened sometime after midnight.

Rain softened. Wind stopped bullying the shutters and went to sulk in the eaves instead. I drifted in and out, never fully asleep, while memories rose and sank in no order that made sense.

At one point I saw myself much older, shoulders bent over a desk, hands cramping around a pen while a supervisor said, “You’re reliable. People like you keep things running.”

People like you. The sentence had no end because it never needed one. Not chosen. Not celebrated. Just there to brace the beam while someone else cut the ribbon.

I woke from that with my jaw clenched so hard pain shot into my ear.

The room had gone dark-blue with pre-dawn. My blanket had slipped to my waist. Every muscle in me ached like I had been beaten with boards.

For a few breaths I listened.

No shouting.

No rushing water through the house.

Only the soft pop of embers and the distant drip of floodwater from the roof edges.

I sat up slowly.

My head throbbed where I had struck it. Beneath that pain lay a strange, brittle clarity.

I remembered enough. Not details to turn into profit. Not secrets to make me mighty. Just myself. Or another self. A dead self, maybe. A first one.

I set my feet on the floor.

Mud had dried in the seams of my boots by the hearth. The bucket in the corner held a quarter night’s worth of roof leak. Mina slept with her mouth open. Mother’s hand still rested over the blanket near her shoulder.

The ordinariness of it almost made me laugh.

I rose, wrapped a dry cloak around my shoulders, and eased the front door open.

Morning had not yet become light, only a pale loosening of darkness over the fields. The yard was wrecked. The trench bank had collapsed in a long ugly bite. Branches, reeds, and one missing chicken crate lay tangled in the bean patch.

The air smelled washed raw.

I stepped out onto the porch.

Cold boards under bare feet. Wet wind against my face. Somewhere uphill a rooster crowed late, as if embarrassed it had overslept the apocalypse.

Bellna looked like Bellna after every disaster.

Bent, soaked, angry, alive.

I should have felt grateful and empty with relief.

Instead I felt full. Too full. Full of the storm, the trench, my mother’s shaking hands, my father’s rough palm, Mina’s grip on my sleeve. Full of a fluorescent room that no longer existed. Full of old resentment that had crossed death with me like a smuggled knife.

I leaned both hands on the porch rail and let the cold bite them.

“Still here,” I muttered.

The words were for the village.

For the family inside. For the dead man in the bright city. For me.

Still here.

A wagon bell rang faintly from the upper road.

That was unusual enough to straighten me at once. Bellna did not get visitors at dawn unless someone was dead, missing, taxed, or cursed.

A second ring followed, clearer this time. Then the clop of horses where no local farmer would drive this early after a storm.

I narrowed my eyes at the lane.

Through the thinning mist I saw shapes moving between the houses. Villagers emerging from doors, shawls wrapped tight, heads turning uphill. Old Merta came out with her knife still tucked in her apron. Toma’s father limped across the lane fastening his belt. Somebody called for the headman.

The wagon came into view at the bend.

Not a farm wagon. Too clean even with mud on the wheels. Temple gray on the sideboards. Brass fittings dulled by rain but still brighter than anything in Bellna had a right to see this early.

A single rider in a hooded cloak sat the lead horse. A second man held a staff capped with the sunburst of the high shrine.

My stomach tightened.

Behind me I heard the house stir. Mother’s step. Father’s chair scraping. Mina’s sleepy voice asking if the roof had fallen yet.

The rider drew up in the lane before the village well.

When he pushed back his hood, I saw a narrow face, trimmed beard, and the kind of practiced solemnity men wear when they’ve come carrying important misery to people they do not know.

He looked around Bellna once, and even from the porch I caught that tiny flicker in his eyes—the one that said he had expected less and still wasn’t impressed.

The staff-bearer struck the butt of his staff against the ground.

The sound rang down the wet lane, clean and sharp.

“By decree of the High Temple and under seal of the Crown,” the rider called, voice carrying over the drip and mutter of morning, “let all who can stand gather and hear.”

People gathered because people always gathered for trouble.

My father stepped onto the porch beside me, face unreadable. Mother came out a heartbeat later, Mina tucked under one arm like she thought the temple might try stealing her if she let go.

“What now,” mother murmured.

Nobody answered.

The village headman pushed to the front, rain cloak half-fastened and hair still standing up from sleep. The rider unrolled a sealed parchment.

I knew, before he read a word, that our quiet had ended.

Not because I remembered it from another life. Because the air itself had changed. Bellna had that look the fields got just before hail: every blade bent the wrong way at once.

The rider broke the seal.

“In the northern reaches, the old wards have failed,” he said. “Signs of the Demon King’s return have been confirmed. By temple law and royal order, the Rite of Selection will be held in the capital. From every district and village, candidates of worthy age are to be presented before the holy shrine.”

Mina made a small sound beside mother, half awe, half fear.

Around us, Bellna fell into the kind of silence that only comes when people hear a story too large for their own lives and realize it has somehow stepped into their yard.

The rider kept reading, voice smooth as polished stone.

I barely heard the rest.

Demon King. Rite of Selection. Worthy age. Capital.

Behind my ribs, something old and ugly lifted its head.

Chosen. Again the world would choose. Again some bright hand would be called forward, praised, raised high. Men like the one from the fluorescent room. Men with polished smiles and clean boots and a place waiting for them before they arrived.

And men like me—

My fingers tightened on the porch rail until the wet wood creaked.

The trench water was still in my lungs. The old bitterness was still in my blood. The village was still muddy, poor, and forgotten.

But this time, when that ancient, familiar ache moved through me, something moved with it.

Not surrender. Not yet. Something smaller, meaner, quieter.

A refusal to bow my head before the choosing even started.

Beside me, father glanced once at my hand on the railing.

He said nothing.

He didn’t have to.

The temple rider rolled the decree closed.

Bellna stood under a washed-out dawn, listening to the kingdom remember us at last—not because we mattered, but because it needed bodies for its story.

I stared at the gray wagon, the bright staff, the seal of men who had never patched a roof in the rain, and knew with cold certainty that the storm had not ended in the night.

It had only changed shape.
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Episode 2: Wind Over the Fields, and a Hero Too Far Away
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By the time the temple rider finished reading, the dawn had turned from gray to a color that looked tired already.

Nobody cheered. Nobody fell to their knees. Bellna listened the way a man listens when someone tells him the roof has caved in on a house he never had money to mend.

The rider rolled the decree shut and looked over us as if waiting for awe to rise on its own.

What rose instead was the sound of old Merta clearing her throat and spitting neatly into the mud beside her boot.

“Worthy age,” she said. “That means they want backs and blood.”

Nobody shushed her.

Even the temple man only stiffened and kept his mouth shut, which told me he was not stupid enough to pick a fight with a widow who had buried three sons and still sharpened her own knife.

Headman Breck stepped forward then, straightening the sash he wore on formal days and funerals.

He was broad through the middle, red-eyed from being dragged out of bed before dawn, and trying very hard to look like the village was not one hard winter away from eating its seed grain. It was not a convincing performance, but Bellna had learned to take what it could get.

“Bellna has heard the decree,” he said, careful as a man crossing loose stones. “We’ll provide what is required.”

The rider gave a curt nod.

“Each village is to send those of fitting age to the district shrine by the third dawn from now. The worthy will be measured there and escorted onward to the capital for the Rite.”

“Those,” Breck repeated. “How many?”

“At least one.” The rider’s gaze skimmed the cluster of boys and young men standing in the lane, landed on two who still had sleep in their eyes and mud on their calves, then moved on. “More, if you are blessed.”

Blessed.

The word hung in the damp air like a bad smell. Bellna’s idea of blessing was a winter without fever, a roof beam that didn’t crack, or grain that stayed dry long enough to grind. Nobody in the lane looked as if they thought the temple meant any of those.

The rider mounted again.

“We leave for the next village at once. Choose before dusk. A temple token will remain with the headman to guarantee your candidate passes the first gate.”

He handed Breck a small bronze disk tied with cord, stamped with the sunburst seal. It caught the weak light and flashed once.

Something in my chest tightened when I saw it. Not because it was holy. Because it was clean. Because someone in the capital had polished that little piece of metal while Bellna was bailing floodwater out of its floors.

Then the rider tugged the reins and turned the wagon.

The staff-bearer struck the butt of his staff once more. The horses pulled. Brass fittings rang. Mud splashed up the wheels. In less than a minute the temple had brought the Demon King to our doorstep and taken itself down the road to trouble somebody else.

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then Bellna breathed out all at once.

Voices broke loose in clumps.

Too loud. Too fast. Wet cloaks shifted. Someone cursed the storm, the temple, and fate in one long sentence. Someone else started crying softly and angrily, the way people do when they hate themselves for making noise.

Mina pressed against my side and peered after the wagon with huge eyes.

“Do you think they’ll really choose a hero?”

I looked at the tracks the wheels had left behind.

“They’ll choose somebody.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No,” I said. “It usually isn’t.”

Mother’s hand closed around Mina’s shoulder before the girl could fire back.

“Inside,” she said. “If the trench wall’s gone, I want the tools moved before breakfast.”

Mina twisted to look at her in disbelief.

“The Demon King is back.”

Mother looked at the yard, the lane, the half-flooded world.

“And the potatoes are still under the table unless you want them floating out the door. Move.”

There it was.

The kingdom could declare the return of ancient evil. Bellna still had potatoes to save before they rotted. If the gods themselves came down in golden robes, old Merta would probably ask whether they could patch a retaining wall before making speeches.

Father started toward the shed.

I fell in beside him automatically, the way I always did when work rose up and gave us something easier than talking. Behind us, the lane slowly emptied as people split between terror and chores, which in Bellna often meant the same thing.

We spent the first hour after dawn hauling broken boards out of the flooded trench and driving temporary stakes into the bank before more earth gave way.

The mud sucked at my boots with each step. Water still ran fast through the cut, though not as wild as last night. It carried twigs, straw, and one dead chicken from someone’s yard farther uphill. My shoulder throbbed where I had slammed into the bank. My head still felt thick with water and ghosts.

Father worked in silence.

He did not ask if I remembered anything strange from the river. He did not ask why I kept going still between one task and the next. He only handed me tools, braced posts, and grunted when my knots held.

The village sounded different that morning.

Less like a place waking and more like a place counting itself. Doors opening. Names called across yards. The ring of a hammer where someone had decided panic could wait until after repairs. A baby wailing from the cooper’s house. The mill wheel groaning half-choked with runoff.

At one point Jorin hobbled past on the leg we had dragged out from under his cart.

He lifted two fingers toward me. “You and your father saved my mule.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Try not to thank us by overturning another cart.”

He barked a laugh, then his expression shifted.

“You hear the decree?”

“You were shouting loud enough at dawn. Hard not to.”

He rubbed at the back of his neck.

“My Pell’s seventeen now. Breck’s already making faces like he wants to count heads.”

Pell was built like an ox and had the kind of fair hair girls in the next village liked to sigh over.

He also had a mother with weak lungs and two younger brothers who could barely carry a grain sack together. Jorin’s face had that same look I’d seen in plenty of men after bad harvests—the look of someone already doing sums with his own heart.

Father drove another stake into the softened bank.

“If they ask, he goes,” he said.

Jorin stared at him.

“You’d say the same if it were your boy?”

Father did not lift his head.

“Yes.”

The answer sat there in the wet air between them.

Not cruel. Not easy. Just plain enough to hurt. Jorin swallowed once, nodded without gratitude, and limped on.

I watched him go.

When I was younger, I had thought my father hard because he spoke like that. Later I learned he talked that way because soft answers were a luxury Bellna could not digest. “No” didn’t keep wolves off lambs. “Maybe” didn’t fill a grain bin. And “I won’t send my son” meant somebody else would send theirs.

Still, hearing it turned in my chest.

Father must have noticed.

He set the mallet down on the bank and looked out over the fields, not at me.

“If Breck asks,” he said, “you go too.”

A wet branch drifted past in the trench and snagged on a root.

I shoved it free with the toe of my boot. “You make it sound like I’ve been offered a seat at a feast.”

“It’s a road.”

“So is exile.”

He glanced at me then.

“Wouldn’t be the worst thing for you to see beyond this village.”

I laughed once, short and ugly.

“There it is. I save your daughter from drowning and my reward is getting rid of me.”

His jaw tightened just enough for me to know I’d hit somewhere true and unfair at the same time.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

He bent to the rope again.

Conversation over. That was usually how it went when something sharp slipped between us. The thing about fathers like mine was that they could love you like weather—constant, necessary, and maddeningly hard to grab hold of.

We worked until the sky thinned to a pale, raw blue and the mud stopped trying to swallow the entire village at once.

By then the trench wall was ugly but standing. The bean patch was wrecked. Half the lane smelled like soaked straw and churned earth. Bellna had seen worse, which was not as comforting as it should have been.

Mother waved us in from the yard with a towel in one hand and impatience in the other.

“Wash. Eat. If you drip all over my floor again, I’ll charge rent.”

“We live here,” I said.

“So does the cat and at least he catches mice.”

The cat, having survived both flood and threatened roasting, sat on the shelf by the door cleaning itself with the smugness of a creature who had learned that humans panic more efficiently than it ever would.

Breakfast was bread gone a little hard at the edges, onion mash, and yesterday’s leftover broth thickened with whatever mother had thrown in when our backs were turned.

Mina sat at the table hugging a mug in both hands. Her eyes were puffy from crying, though she had tried to scrub the signs away before anyone saw. When I walked in she looked up fast, checking. Again.

I flicked her braid.

“Still here.”

She pressed her lips together and nodded once, hard.

Then she shoved half her bread toward me with the air of someone pretending not to care whether I took it.

I pushed it back.

“You keep feeding me like this and I’ll get arrogant.”

“You already are.”

“Good. Saves time.”

Mother set another bowl down in front of father.

“Listen to the two of you. One nearly drowns, the other nearly breaks his head, and by noon you’re sparring over stale bread.”

“Fresh bread would deserve more respect,” I said.

Mina snorted into her mug.

The sound loosened something in the room.

Then she glanced toward the window where the temple wagon had disappeared hours ago.

“Will they come back if we don’t choose someone?”

Mother rubbed her thumb over the crack in her bowl.

“No.”

Father tore bread with both hands.

“They won’t need to.”

Mina frowned.

I knew what she meant. She was young enough to think in visits, in faces. A rider arrives, a rider leaves. Trouble follows wheels. But the temple did not need to come back with soldiers for Bellna to feel the weight of the decree.

They only needed to make a rule. Villages like ours carried the rest on our own backs.

“Breck will call a meeting,” mother said. “After noon.”

“Who’ll go?” Mina asked.

No one answered right away.

The broth steamed between us. Outside, someone hammered on timber. A dog barked twice, then shut up after being told to by somebody in a voice used to obedience.

Mina’s gaze went from father to mother to me.

Then, because she was my sister and trouble had always found her by instinct, she said it.

“Maybe Al should.”

I nearly choked on the broth.

Mother closed her eyes.

Father kept eating, which was worse than either.

Mina sat straighter.

“He’s brave.”

“He’s damp,” I said.

“You jumped in after me.”

“Because you fell in.”

“That still counts.”

Mother wiped her hands on a cloth.

“Being reckless in a flood and being chosen by a holy rite are not the same thing.”

“Maybe the holy rite likes reckless.”

Father looked up at that.

For one impossible second I thought he might laugh. Instead he said, “Maybe it does.”

I stared at him.

He took another bite.

Mother gave him a look sharp enough to skin bark.

“That’s not helping.”

“I didn’t say he would be chosen.”

Mina seized on the opening like a cat on string.

“See?”

I pointed at her with my spoon.

“If I’m dragged to the district shrine because you can’t keep your mouth out of my life, I’m telling everyone you screamed at a flood over a cat.”

“I did not scream.”

“You shrieked then.”

“That’s different.”

I could have left it there.

I should have, probably. The room had found its balance again, fragile but holding. But something from the river still sat inside me badly, and the decree had kicked at it from the moment the bronze seal flashed in the lane.

I set the spoon down harder than I meant to.

“No one from Bellna is being chosen,” I said. “We’ll send somebody because they told us to send somebody. The city men will line us up, decide who looks best under temple light, and call it fate.”

The words fell heavier than the table deserved.

Mina drew back first. Mother’s face changed next—not angry, not yet, but watchful. Father’s only reaction was the tiny pause before he reached for the salt jar that still had nothing in it.

“You know that for certain?” mother asked.

“Yes.”

“How?”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing clean came out. Not because I had no answer. Because every answer I had was tangled with fluorescent light, applause for other men, and a dead road under rain. Bellna knew about disappointment. It did not know about glass walls and office smiles and that particular breed of polished exclusion.

So what could I say? That I had been overlooked before I was born? That I carried certainty from a life no one here would believe and I had no wish to explain?

I looked at the table instead.

“Because that’s how people like us get used,” I said.

Mother’s expression softened in a way that made me angry all over again.

Not at her. At being seen halfway and pitied for the half she could reach.

She pushed my bowl a little closer.

“Eat before it goes cold.”

That was all.

No argument. No sermon. Bellna had a talent for stepping around wounds it could not stitch in daylight.

After breakfast, the village kept doing what villages do when history knocks and then leaves before helping carry buckets.

The miller cursed over wet grain. Merta marched three boys into her yard and set them to clearing storm debris because she had caught them pretending to inspect it. Jorin and Pell righted the cart axle in the lane. Headman Breck spent an hour going house to house with the temple token hanging from his neck like a judgment.

I tried to stay busy enough not to think.

That meant splitting kindling, rehanging the shed latch, checking the west fence again, and carrying feed to the goats in a drizzle that had finally thinned into something mean and persistent instead of violent. The work helped. Work usually did. It left less room for memory to pry.

It did not stop people from looking at me.

I noticed it by noon. A pause too long when I passed. A nod held a moment after it should have ended. Once, old Merta caught my sleeve and peered up at the bruise behind my ear as if she expected the river to have knocked a prophecy loose.

“You die and get stupid?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

“Shame. We might’ve made use of it.”

She let me go, then called after me, “If Breck asks, don’t start talking like a noble. We’ve enough problems.”

“I’ll practice my mud vocabulary,” I said.

“That’s the only kind you’ve got.”

There were no fields grand enough in Bellna to make wind look beautiful.

It looked practical here. It flattened grain, worried at loose thatch, pushed the smell of wet animal and black earth through every lane. By midafternoon it had dried the upper leaves of the wheat enough that from the ridge they whispered instead of drooped.

I found father there, checking the rows where runoff had cut a shallow wound through the edge of our plot.

He crouched in the furrow, lifting a stalk here, pressing soil there, speaking to the crop in the language of hands. I joined him without asking.

We worked through a patch in silence before I said, “You meant it this morning.”

He did not pretend not to understand.

“Yes.”

“If Breck asks, you’d send me.”

“Yes.”

The answer landed no softer the second time.

I dug fingers into the damp soil and crumbled a clod between them. “You don’t even know if I want to go.”

“Want doesn’t matter much.”

“That’s convenient.”

He straightened slowly, one hand braced on his knee.

The wind tugged at his shirt. He looked older in the fields than he did indoors, carved down to the shape work had left behind.

“You think I wanted to bury my brother instead of leaving with him when we were boys?” he said.

I blinked.

Father did not volunteer pieces of himself. He buried them deeper than fence posts and expected the rest of us to respect the ground.

He was looking beyond the fields now, toward nothing I could see.

“Recruiters came through when I was fifteen. Said border pay was honest. Said strong backs could earn land after service. My brother wanted to go. I wanted to follow him.”

His mouth twisted. “My father kept me here. Said one son could risk himself. One had to stay where the ground knew his name.”

I waited.

The wind hissed through the wheat.

“My brother came home in a cart with a blanket over his face,” father said.

The words were plain, but his hand had gone very still on the grain. “So yes. If Breck asks, I’ll send you. Because I know what happens when a man spends his whole life wondering whether the road would have been worse than staying.”

I had nothing ready for that.

My anger stumbled, lost its footing, and came up uncertain. I turned the soil over with my boot, suddenly more interested in mud than his face.

“You never said.”

“You never asked.”

“That’s not fair.”

“No.” He met my eyes then. “It isn’t.”

We stood there with the wind moving around us, not gentle enough to count as peace, not sharp enough to be a fight. Bellna fields taught you to read shades between extremes. People too, if you stayed long enough.

“I’m not saying they’ll choose you,” he said at last.

“Likely they won’t. Likely they’ll send you back with sore feet and a better view of how little the capital cares. But that might still do you good.”

I barked a laugh.

“There’s the heartwarming part.”

He ignored it.

“You’ve had one foot outside this village for years, whether you admit it or not.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you look at walls like they’ve insulted you.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it.

Because he was right in a way I hated. Bellna had never fit me cleanly, not the way it fit men who could wake, work, eat, sleep, and die without feeling the boundaries pressing inward. I had loved it and chafed against it at the same time. The river had not planted that in me. It had only named it.

Father bent again and pressed soil around a weakened stalk.

“Go if asked,” he said. “Come back if you want. But go with your eyes open.”

That should have sounded like permission.

Instead it landed harder than an order.

The meeting was called near sundown by the shrine stone beside the center well.

Bellna did not own a proper hall. We had a roofed storehouse that leaked, a shed for tools, and a shrine older than the village itself, a gray stone waist-high and smooth at the crown from too many hands. People gathered around it when there was a marriage to witness, a death to speak aloud, or bad news too large for one doorstep.

The whole village did not come.

The very old stayed home. So did mothers with infants and those too sick to stand in the chill. But enough came to make the lane look crowded by Bellna standards. Cloaks wrapped tight. Faces newly scrubbed because even poor folk preferred to meet holy decrees without pig manure
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