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The mist came down before the light.

It always did this time of year, rolling off the ridge in long, slow waves, settling over the fields like something exhausted, like something that had traveled too far and simply stopped. Arden had watched it most mornings since they'd come to Oakenton. Three years of mornings. He knew the way it moved, the way it thinned near the creek bottom but clung to the northern slope until almost midday. He knew the particular silence that lived inside it, a hush that asked nothing of anyone.

He sat on the edge of the bed for a while, palms pressed to his eyes.

The dream had been the fortress again. It was always the fortress when the weather changed. He didn't know why weather did that, turned the key in that lock, but it did, reliable as seasons, and he'd stopped trying to explain it.

The wool blanket had twisted around his legs during the night, and the floor was cold when his feet found it. He'd meant to plug that gap in the boards since autumn. He'd cut the wood for it, even. The wood sat in the shed now, waiting beside other pieces of wood he'd cut for other small repairs he kept not quite getting to. There was always a fence post, always a neighbor's plow, always something that needed doing before the thing he'd promised himself he'd do.

He pulled on his shirt and moved to the window. Outside, the mist had settled over his barley rows, and the barley was invisible beneath it, which meant it was really there: the entire field hidden by something that would burn off in an hour and leave nothing behind but wet stalks and ordinary light.

"You're awake early again."

Meara's voice came from the pillow, rough with sleep. She didn't open her eyes. She had a gift for surfacing from sleep just far enough to check on him and then sinking back, barely missing a breath.

"The ridge is clear," he said. "Might be a good day for the fence."

"You said that yesterday."

"Yesterday was wrong. Today I'm sure of it."

A pause. She was deciding whether to be amused or exasperated. He'd learned to wait it out.

"There's bread," she said finally. "From yesterday. And those apples Liera brought in before supper. She's very proud of herself about those apples."

"As she should be."

"Don't forget to eat."

"I won't."

"You always say that."

He pulled on his boots and didn't answer, because she was right, and she knew she was right, and she knew he knew it, and neither of them needed to say any of that.

The field was damp and cold and exactly what he needed.

He took the hoe from where it leaned against the wall and walked the familiar path through the gate and down the short slope to the northern rows. His shoulder ached. It ached most mornings now, though less than it had when they'd first come here, less than it had in that first winter, when the cold would wake him before dawn with something that felt like a blade being rotated slowly inside the joint. The shoulder had been broken badly once, years ago, and it had healed as broken things do: imperfectly, with a record of everything that had happened to it written in cartilage and bone.

He worked the rows methodically. The soil here was nothing remarkable, not the rich black earth of the south, not the red clay of the eastern provinces he'd ridden through during the border campaigns. It was ordinary, patient, slightly stony in places. He'd come to respect it. It gave what you put in. No more, no less. He'd found that a comfort, those first months, when other things in his life felt less predictable.

By the time the mist began lifting, he could see the village proper from where he stood: the rooftops dark with last night's rain, smoke beginning from the smithy and from the bakehouse on the square's south corner. He could hear the smith's hammer already. Old Bren started early, worked until the light failed, went home and ate whatever his wife left covered on the hearth. The man rarely spoke, not unfriendly, just economical. He'd given Arden a fair price on a plow blade last spring, and Arden had helped him move a stone from the well that had fallen in, and since then they'd nodded to each other on the square and that had felt like enough. It felt like the right amount.

"Papa!"

The voice came from the gate. He turned, and Liera was running toward him down the slope with her arms out for balance, her hair loose and wild because she'd come out without Meara getting to it first. She was six, and she moved through the world as though the world had been specifically designed for her purposes: the slope was a slide, the furrows were obstacles, everything was either an adventure or an invitation to ask a question about it.

She hit him at full speed and he went back half a step, catching her, his knees complaining about it quietly.

"You forgot breakfast again," she announced.

"I was going to eat when the sun came up."

She looked at him with her mother's expression, that particular look of fond patience overlaid with minor disapproval. "The sun is up, Papa."

He looked east. She was correct. "I was going to eat when the sun was properly up."

"Mama said you'd say something like that."

"What else did Mama say?"

She thought about it for a moment, her face doing that thing where she was deciding whether to report honestly or diplomatically. She'd gotten that from him, according to Meara, who found it equal parts endearing and infuriating. "She said you'd work through midday unless someone brought you food, and she had the washing, so I had to do it."

"You've been given a very important job."

"I know." She held out the cloth she'd been carrying in her other hand, a bundle he hadn't noticed in the collision. He took it and found bread and two small apples and a piece of hard cheese. "Mama also said you have to eat all of it, not just the bread."

"I always eat all of it."

"You always say that."

He sat down on the low stone at the row's end and unwrapped the cloth. Liera settled in beside him, tucking her feet up, looking out over the field with the focused attention she gave to things she'd decided deserved it. After a moment she said, "Why doesn't the mist stay?"

"Because it can't. The sun burns it off."

"That seems unfair. The mist was here first."

He tore off a piece of bread. "A lot of things that arrive first don't stay."

She considered this seriously, then shrugged. "I think the mist should come back at night so it doesn't feel bad about leaving."

"It does. That's where it comes from. It spends all day somewhere else and comes back before dawn."

She looked at him. "Is that true?"

He smiled. "More or less."

She seemed satisfied with that. She watched the barley for a while, chewing on nothing, just looking. Then: "Papa, why don't you ever talk about the place you lived before?"

He stopped chewing.

She was watching him now, not the field. Not accusingly, she was too young for that kind of watching, the kind that wanted accountability. She was just curious, honestly curious, the way she was curious about the mist and the apples and the names of all the different birds. She asked about everything. She'd been asking about this, in different forms, for months.

He swallowed the bread. "There's not much to tell," he said. "It was cold. Made of stone."

"Were there hills?"

"No hills. Just walls."

She thought about that. He could see her building a picture of it, the way children did, concrete, particular, physical. She was not thinking about kingdoms or politics or the machinery of military life. She was thinking about what a place with no hills would look like.

"I don't like walls," she said. "They stop you from seeing the sky."

He looked at her.

She'd said it simply, as an observation, the same way she'd observe that a stone was wet or that the apple was sour. She had no idea what she'd said. She'd said it and was already moving on, tracking a moth that had wandered into the barley.

He looked at the field instead. At the slow morning light on the stalks. At the sky above them, wide and unremarkable and entirely his to look at.

Twenty feet thick in places, those walls. Forty feet high. He'd stood on top of them often enough, in the early years, when he'd been a young soldier assigned to the wall watch, before he'd been promoted away from that duty. He'd stood up there in the wind with the sea crashing below and the sky pressing down, and he'd felt powerful and small at once. He'd thought, back then, that the walls were the point. That they were what they were there to build. That a man who helped maintain those walls was part of something permanent and right.

"You're right, little one," he said. "They do."

Old Harn was at the well when Arden passed through the square mid-morning.

The old man was drawing water slowly, the way he did everything, not because he lacked the strength but because he'd learned, somewhere in his seventy-odd years, that speed was rarely the point of a thing. He had a long white beard that he kept trimmed, though not fashionably, and his hands on the rope were rope-colored themselves: brown, thick-fingered, mapped with work.

He tipped his cap when he saw Arden. "Weather's being kind."

"Hoping it holds."

"It might." He hauled the bucket up, hand over hand. "Saw your girl chasing that old cat behind the bakehouse this morning. She's fast."

"She takes after her mother."

Harn snorted. "She takes after her father. I've seen you move quick enough when it matters." He set the bucket down and straightened, pressing one hand briefly to his lower back. "Crop's coming in well, from what I can see."

"Good enough."

"Good enough is more than most get." He looked at Arden steadily, the way old men do when they've decided to say something they've been holding. "My son had eyes like your girl. His mother's eyes. When she passed, that was the year before the border business, you might not have been here yet, I didn't have anything left of her face. Just the way I remembered it." He paused. "Then I'd look at him, and there she was. Odd thing, the way the dead stay present in children."

Arden said nothing. There wasn't anything to say to that.

"Take care of that shoulder," Harn said, picking up the bucket. "Rain's coming tonight. Old wound like that, you'll feel it."

"I know."

"Course you do." He nodded once, the conversation complete, and started toward his cottage. After a few steps he called back without turning: "The fair's next week. Your girl will want to go."

"She's already campaigning for it."

"Let her go. These are the years she'll remember."

By afternoon the sky had shifted, the kind of shift that comes at the edges of seasons, clouds building to the southwest, light thickening to amber. Arden spent two hours on the fence near the northern ridge, replacing a post that had softened through the root and would come down in the first real storm. He'd identified it a month ago. He'd cut the replacement post three weeks ago. He had no explanation for why it had taken this long except that time in Oakenton moved differently, not slowly, exactly, but with less urgency, less forward pressure. In the fort, time had been measured in watches, in assignments, in the space between orders. Here, it was measured in what needed doing before winter and whether the day's light held long enough to do it.

He was tamping earth around the new post when he became aware of someone watching him.

He'd always known when he was being watched. It was one of those soldier's gifts, or habits, he wasn't certain anymore which it was, that had never left him. He didn't startle. He just straightened slowly and looked toward the lane.

It was the miller's youngest, a boy of nine or ten who often appeared at the edges of things, watching adults work with the solemn attention of someone cataloguing information for later use. The boy wanted to be a soldier, which Arden knew because the miller had told him, with the resigned expression of a man who'd accepted a battle he wasn't going to win.

"You want something?" Arden asked.

The boy shook his head, then apparently decided honesty was easier than a lie he'd have to maintain. "Bren says you were a soldier."

"Bren talks."

"Were you?"

Arden looked at him for a moment. "A long time ago."

"What kind?"

"The kind that wished he was somewhere else." He turned back to the post and picked up the tamper. "Go home, boy. Your father needs help with the evening grind."

He heard the boy leave, slow-footed and reluctant. He didn't watch him go.

The dream came again that night.

He was in the corridor, always the corridor, always the same cold blue torchlight that gave no heat. His boots rang hollow on the stone, each step echoing back at him from walls he couldn't quite see. Somewhere ahead: a child's laughter, high and clear and wrong, because no child had ever lived in the fortress, because the fortress was no place for children, too loud, too cold, too full of men who'd learned to confuse endurance with strength.

He followed the sound the way you follow a sound in dreams, without choosing to.

The corridor stretched. The doors he passed led nowhere he recognized. And then the war chamber, he knew it before he pushed it open, knew the smell of old wax and damp stone and the particular staleness of a room where important decisions had been made and the air had never recovered, and beyond the door there was no room. There was a field under a gray sky.

The boy stood in the field.

His own face. His own face at sixteen or seventeen, before the shoulder, before Torren, before any of it. The boy who had arrived at the fortress's gate with nothing but the conviction that belonging to something large and permanent would be enough. That conviction had been absolute and sincere and entirely wrong, but you couldn't know that from the inside. You could only know it after.

The boy raised his hand. Arden tried to speak, to say what, he didn't know, something, but the wind took the words before they formed. The field began to burn, flames without heat, and the sky filled with wings: black, soundless, hundreds of them.

The boy didn't run.

He just waited, watching, with an expression that asked nothing and required nothing.

Arden woke with a sound caught in his throat.

The room settled around him: the smell of lavender, the creak of the house in the wind that had come up overnight, Meara's breathing beside him, slow and present. He lay still until his heart steadied.

"The dream?" she said.

He nodded once, knowing she'd feel it even without looking.

She found his hand in the dark. Her fingers were warm, she always ran warm, even in the coldest months, which had seemed strange to him at first and now seemed necessary, as though the world required her to be that way. "You don't have to tell me," she said. "I know the shape of it."

"I know you do."

"Is it worse when things are good?"

He thought about it. Outside, the wind moved through the barley. The rain that Harn had predicted was beginning, a soft rain, not a storm, the kind that asked nothing. "I think," he said slowly, "that when things are bad, there's too much noise to hear it. When things are good, it can get through."

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "I used to dream about my father. For years. The same dream, he was at the table and I'd go to sit across from him, and he'd look up, and I'd realize I didn't know what his face looked like. I could feel him, but I couldn't see him." A pause. "It stopped eventually."

"Did you want it to?"

"I thought I didn't. I was wrong."

He turned that over. She didn't say anything else, and he was grateful she didn't say anything else, didn't offer him comfort that would require him to perform gratitude, didn't steer toward resolution. She just held his hand and let the rain say what it had to say against the shutters.

After a while she said, "Liera wants to go to the fair."

"I know."

"She told me she asked you and you said we'd see."

"We'll see is not a no."

"She treats it as a no. She's been preparing arguments."

Despite everything, he felt the smile before he could stop it. "What arguments?"

"I've only heard the opening remarks. Something about the baker's wife having a booth this year, and a traveling acrobat Petra told her about. She's very concerned about the acrobat." Meara shifted beside him, settling. "She wants you to take her."

"I'll take her."

"I know you will." Her thumb moved once across the back of his hand. "Sleep, Arden."

He listened to the rain. He thought about the boy in the field, waiting without accusation, with a patience that the real boy had never possessed. He thought about Liera saying walls stop you from seeing the sky, said as easily as breathing, with no idea what she'd handed him.

He slept, finally, and didn't dream again.

Morning came clean, the way it does after a gentle rain, with everything washed and the light coming in low and honest across the valley. Arden rose before Meara and went out to check the fence he'd repaired the day before.

The post had held.

He stood there in the cool air looking at it, the fresh wood pale against the older gray of the fence, a small visible repair in a larger visible structure, and thought about what Harn had said about the years Liera would remember. These are the years she'll remember.

He hadn't been sure, when they'd first come here, whether he was capable of being the man this place required. He'd known how to be a soldier. He'd been good at it, and it had cost him a price he was still paying. He hadn't known how to be a farmer, a neighbor, a husband who slept through the night, a father at a fair. He'd had to learn those things the hard way, which was the only way he'd ever learned anything.

He was still learning.

He went back inside and ate the bread and the remaining apple without being asked, and when Liera padded in, her hair as wild as yesterday, she looked at the empty cloth on the table and gave him a look of profound approval.

"You ate," she said.

"I ate."

"All of it?"

"All of it."

She considered this for a moment, recalibrating. "Mama will be pleased."

"I hope so."

She climbed onto the bench across from him, folding her arms on the table with the air of someone who had business to conduct. "Papa. The fair is next week."

"I know."

"Petra says there's an acrobat."

"Harn mentioned it."

"Can we go?"

He looked at her. Her eyes were steady, serious, gray-blue like his own, Meara always said, though he'd never been able to see himself clearly enough to verify it. In her expression was no performance of wanting, just the wanting itself, direct and unguarded, the way children wanted things before the world taught them to protect the wanting with distance.

"Yes," he said.

Her face didn't erupt in the way he might have expected. She just let out a breath, slowly, as if she'd been holding it. "Both of you?"

"Both of us."

She nodded once, satisfied, as if the negotiation had concluded and all terms were acceptable, and then she slid off the bench and went to find Meara. He heard them in the next room, Meara's voice, then Liera's, then Meara's again, warmer.

Outside, somewhere past the ridge, the mist was gathering again for tomorrow.

He could feel it.

The fence along the north field had been losing a slow argument with the hillside for most of the summer.

Arden had noticed it in late Spring, two posts leaning into each other like old men sharing a secret, the crossbeam between them bowed with rot, and had told himself he'd get to it before the harvest. Then the harvest had come, and with it a dozen other things, and the fence had waited with the patience of things that know they'll eventually get their way.

Now it was a proper problem. One of the posts had given overnight, tipping the whole section sideways, and the gap it left was wide enough for Harn's wandering goat to push through and help himself to the barley.

Arden crouched in the damp grass and worked the old post free of the ground. It came up with a tearing sound, trailing dark earth and the white threads of roots. The wood had gone soft at the base, punky and sponged with decay, it had been rotting from the inside for years before anything showed on the surface. He set it aside and drove the iron bar deeper to test the next one. Solid. He moved to the one after that. Also solid. Just the two, then. He'd replace them both, reset the beam, and that would be a season before it needed looking at again.

The morning was cool enough to see his breath, though the sun was burning off the mist in long golden columns over the ridge. A fine day for this kind of work, too cold to sweat through it, warm enough that his hands weren't stiff. He'd learned to read these things, the small mercies that farming offered. The fort had offered mercies too, but they'd been harder to find, buried beneath the weight of ranks and duties and the perpetual sense that someone was watching and measuring.

Here, the only thing watching him was a crow on the fence post two sections down, regarding him with the frank skepticism particular to crows.

He heard her before he saw her. Small feet on the path, trying and failing to be quiet, she'd gotten it into her head some weeks ago that sneaking up on him was possible, and she hadn't yet accepted the evidence to the contrary.

"Good morning," he said, without turning around.

There was a pause, then a sigh that carried the full weight of six-year-old betrayal. "How do you always know?"

"I heard you coming from the well."

"I was being very quiet."

He did turn around then. Liera stood on the path's edge, arms crossed, wearing the expression she used when the world had failed to cooperate with her expectations. Her hair was still wild from sleep, curls tangled on one side and flat on the other, and she had a smear of something on her chin that he suspected was yesterday's jam.

"You were quiet from the house to the oak tree," he said. "Then a little quieter to the stone wall. Then you stood behind the gorse bush for a while."

"I was resting."

"Of course you were."

She unfolded her arms, abandoning the pretense of indignation with the speed children could manage. "Can I help?"

He considered the pile of tools beside him: the post-driver, the spare timber, the nails already sorted into a tin. He'd planned to have the whole thing done before she was up.

"Come hold these," he said, and held out the tin of nails.

Her face lit up as though he'd offered her something remarkable. She came across the wet grass in her lopsided way, her right boot, he noticed, was unlaced, the tongue flopped forward, and settled herself cross-legged beside the pile, the tin balanced carefully on her knees. She was, he thought, extraordinarily easy to please. Either that or she understood, in some wordless way, that being included mattered more than what you were included in.

For a while they worked in the particular comfortable silence that had developed between them over the past year. He set the new post, checked the line, began driving it down. She sorted the nails by size with more seriousness than the task required, discarding the crooked ones with a small noise of disapproval, occasionally dropping one in the grass and then spending a long time finding it again.

"Papa."

"Mm."

"What are these?"

He looked over. She had set the tin down and taken his hand in both of hers, turning it palm-up. Her small fingers moved across the scars there, the pale lines that crosshatched his skin, some thin as thread, others thicker, raised at the center where the flesh had healed badly. She traced them with the focused attention she brought to things that interested her, her brow furrowed.

There were a lot of them. He didn't think about it usually. The hands knew what they'd been through; no reason to tell the rest of him.

"Scars," he said.

"From what?"

He looked at his own palm, seeing it through her eyes for a moment. The long diagonal across the heel of his hand, the sword he'd grabbed bare-handed during his third year at the fort, a split-second calculation that had worked out. The cluster of small marks at the base of his thumb, a burning brand, years ago, details he no longer needed to remember. A dozen others, each with a story he'd mostly let go of.

"Different things," he said. "Working. Accidents. A few fights." He paused. "A bad decision, here." He touched the long one. "But a necessary one."

She considered this. "Did it hurt?"

"At the time, yes. Very much."

"But not now?"

"Not now."

She turned his hand over, then back again, as if she were reading something in it. "Mama has one," she said. "On her arm. From when the pot tipped over."

"That's right."

"And Old Harn has one on his face. He said he got it from a scythe. He was showing off and swung it wrong." She said this with the tone of someone filing away evidence for a larger argument. "And Mrs. Kerris's hands, hers are all lines and lumps. From the loom, she said. From years of pulling the thread."

He waited.

"So everyone has them," she said. It wasn't quite a question.

"Anyone who lives long enough."

She thought about that. "Why?"

He looked at her, her serious face, the jam on her chin, the unlaced boot, the tin of sorted nails resting in the grass beside her knee. The morning light came across the ridge and touched the top of her head and made her look, just for a moment, like something from an old story about children who were secretly something more than children.

"Because that's what living does," he said. "It marks you. Not to hurt you. Just to say: you were here. This happened. You kept going."

"But what if you didn't keep going?"

The question arrived without malice, delivered with the perfect guilelessness of a child who doesn't yet know which questions land softly and which ones don't. He'd learned, in six years of fatherhood, that there was no point trying to dodge them. They found you anyway.

"Then you don't get more scars," he said.

She frowned, working through the logic. Then: "Are you glad you kept going?"

He looked down at his hand, still held in hers. He thought of the years he didn't think about, the first winter after the exile, when keeping going had felt like a punishment rather than a mercy. The months of wandering. The particular exhaustion of a man who had lost the only shape his life had taken and could not imagine what new shape it might make.

Then Meara, in a tavern in Millhaven, looking at him across a table with eyes that seemed to have already decided something.

Then Liera, small and furious and new, and the feeling, violent in its suddenness, that he had something to protect.

"Yes," he said. And meant it in a way he hadn't when he'd said it before, to other people, in other years. "I'm very glad."

She smiled, the quick, satisfied smile of a child who has received a correct answer, and handed back his hand and returned to the nails.

He set the second post. Drove it down. Tested it. Solid.

They stopped at midday, when the sun had climbed enough to be generous. He'd brought bread and hard cheese wrapped in cloth, and they sat on the slope above the field and ate and looked down at the valley. The village was visible from here, rooftops, the mill wheel turning slowly at the creek's edge, the smoke from a dozen hearths rising straight up in the still air.

"Do you see them?" Liera said, pointing. "There's Mrs. Kerris's dog. And there's the baker's cart. He always takes it out at this time."

She knew the village the way children know things they've grown up inside, without effort, without trying, the way water knows the shape of its container. She could name every dog by sight and most of the horses. She knew which houses had cats and which had mice and which had both, and which of the women would give you something sweet if you knocked at the door on the right day of the week.

Arden had built this knowledge deliberately, one conversation at a time, one shared task, one slow morning in Harn's company. He'd had to learn the village the way you learn a new language, with effort and self-consciousness and the occasional mistake. She'd absorbed it like water into ground.

"What do you know about where I came from?" he asked. He hadn't planned to ask it. The question surfaced on its own.

She stopped pointing at the baker's cart and looked at him. "Aelefort."

"What do you know about it?"

"It's where soldiers live. It's far away, by the sea." She tipped her head. "You were a soldier there. But then you came here."

"That's right."

"Why?"

He pulled a piece of crust from his bread and turned it in his fingers. "I made a choice. The people in charge of the fort didn't agree with it. So they asked me to leave."

She absorbed this. "Did you want to leave?"

He thought of the morning they'd put him out through the garrison gate, the gate he'd walked through a hundred times, the gate he'd stood watch at through two winters, the gate that had always been, in some wordless way, his gate, and the feeling of it closing behind him with a sound he still sometimes heard in dreams.

"No," he said.

"Were you sad?"

"For a long time, yes."

She looked at the valley again. A hawk was turning slow circles above the eastern fields, riding something invisible. "But then you came here," she said, less like a question than like the last line of a proof.

"But then I came here."

She seemed to consider this sufficient. She finished her bread and folded the cloth neatly, which she'd learned from Meara, and then immediately unfolded it and refolded it the wrong way, which was entirely her own.

He noticed she hadn't asked what the choice was. Children sometimes had an instinct for the boundary of a question. Or perhaps she simply trusted that the rest of it didn't matter to her, that whatever had happened before her was a different story, and this one, the one she was in, was the one that counted.

He hoped she was right. He was less certain than she was.

That evening, after supper, he found Meara outside behind the house, turning the compost in the long light. She worked steadily, each motion efficient and unhurried, the way she did everything. Her dark hair was pulled back, and she'd rolled her sleeves to the elbow despite the cool air. He could see the scar on her left forearm from where he stood, pale and slightly raised, following the curve of her inner arm. She'd told him the story: a pot of boiling water, a startled step backward, a bad moment in
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