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Aubeville woke slowly, as it always did. The town sat on the easternmost edge of the kingdom, where the road gave out and the hills began, and the first light came thin and pale over the thatched roofs before it found anything else to touch. The river Aube murmured beneath the wooden bridge, the same sound it had made for as long as anyone could remember, so constant that the townsfolk no longer heard it at all. They would have missed it, though, had it ever stopped.

Smoke rose from the bakery chimney before the sun had fully cleared the hills. A dog barked somewhere past the miller's. A child laughed, then was hushed. Shutters opened one by one along the merchant road, and the blacksmith's hammer started its patient rhythm, iron on iron, before most of the town had even dressed.

Aubeville did not change. Grandfathers pointed to the same oak they had pointed to as boys, thicker now, but the same tree. Some people found comfort in that. Others found only the slow itch of a life that would never ask anything new of them. Most simply accepted it, the way they accepted weather.

The Kestler house stood near the bridge, timber-framed and larger than most, though kept without any pretension toward grandeur. Years had softened its earthen paint to something gentler than it had once been. Rosemary grew wild along the garden wall, and when the wind came from the south the whole yard smelled of it. Beyond the low stone boundary, a woodshed leaned companionably against a stack of cut lumber, waiting on Kestler's attention.

Inside, the house had woken before the town had.

Kestler had risen in the grey hour, as he always did. His hands, broad and marked by three decades of planing and joining and sanding, built the morning fire with the same unhurried economy he brought to everything: kindling first, patience next, the larger pieces only once the small flame could hold them. He watched it catch, orange light moving across his weathered face, and for a moment did nothing at all.

There was a chair by the hearth, nearer the fire than any other. It had gone smooth with wear, the arms worn pale where a hand had rested on them for years. It was empty now, as it had been every morning for four years, and Kestler's eyes went to it the way a tongue returns to a missing tooth, without meaning to, without wanting to. He looked away and went to fill the washing basin.

He was known through Aubeville as a fair man and a good one with wood. Doors he hung stayed true. Tables he built did not wobble. He had raised half the roofs in the merchant quarter and carved the panels behind the chapel altar, and people said of him, in the way small towns say such things, that his word was worth more than another man's contract. What they did not say, because he gave them no cause to, was that he had not slept a full night since the fever took his wife, and that the house, for all its rooms, had felt too large ever since.

He heard footsteps on the stair. Light. Purposeful.

"You're up early," Chiara said, though this was nothing new to remark on.

"As are you."

"I couldn't sleep." She crossed to the basin and splashed water on her face, and when she straightened, her dark braid had already come half undone from whatever effort she'd made with it the night before. She was the eldest, and the house ran because she ran it: the ledgers balanced, the neighbors' debts and kindnesses both remembered, the lamp oil never allowed to run dry before someone thought to buy more.

"They arrive today," Kestler said.

"I know." She did not look at him. "Fiona still disapproves."

"Fiona disapproves of a great many things."

"She's frightened, Father. We all are, a little." Chiara turned then, and there was something almost pleading in the earnestness of her face, though he had given her no cause to plead. "But you're doing right by them. Mother would have done the same."

The mention caught him somewhere under the ribs, as it always did, though he had long since learned not to let it show. "Your mother had a generous heart," he said.

"So do you."

He made a low sound in his throat, uncomfortable with praise the way he was uncomfortable with most things said too plainly, and moved toward the door. "I'll see to the guest room. Make certain it's fit."

"I've already seen to it. Fresh linens. Extra quilts. The basin's filled." Of course she had. Chiara always saw to things before they were asked.

"Good." A pause, because it cost him something to say it and he made himself pay. "Thank you, daughter."

She gave him a small, tired smile. "They'll need kindness, Father. From all of us."

"I know."

Two floors above, Calen lay awake and listened to the house begin its day without him.

Sleep had been poor company these last several nights, coming in fits and leaving him more tired than if he'd stayed awake the whole night through. He didn't know why. Nothing in his life had changed enough to account for it, he was two years past his apprenticeship with his father, competent now with wood in his own right, and his days ran in the same grooves they had run in since he was old enough to hold a plane. He rose. He worked. He ate, and slept, or tried to, and rose again. It should have been enough to tire a man honestly.

He gave up on sleep before the light had fully found his window, dressed, and went down meaning only to sit by the hearth for a few quiet minutes before the house filled up with noise, his knife in hand, perhaps, and a scrap of birch to turn into nothing in particular, the way he did when his thoughts needed somewhere to go that wasn't forward.

He walked instead into the middle of a fight.

", and now you bring in these refugees as well," Fiona was saying, her voice pitched low and hard, the kind of low that carried further than shouting would have, "out of nowhere, just to force the matter."

Calen stopped in the archway, half in shadow, and did not move.

Refugees. This was the first he had heard the word said aloud in his own house.

"Do not twist my meaning," Chiara said. "Father chose to take them in."

"You encouraged it." Fiona's eyes had gone narrow and bright, the way they did when she'd already decided something and wanted only the satisfaction of proving it. "You've been scheming."

"If kindness is scheming, then yes. I scheme."

"Kindness." Fiona said the word like it tasted wrong. "To strangers from the west. Meara, and, what is the girl called?"

"Liera, I believe."

"Liera." She repeated it flatly, testing its weight and finding it insufficient. "We know nothing of them, Chiara. Nothing at all. And now they are to live beneath our roof?"

"They are fleeing something," Chiara said, her voice climbing now to match. "A mother and her daughter, alone on the road. Is bread and a roof too much to give?"

"It is when it costs us our name in this town."

"Our name." Chiara's face had gone tight and pale. "Your pride, you mean."

Calen had never heard them speak to one another like this. They argued the way sisters do, over small things, over nothing, and forgot it by supper. This had teeth in it.

He should have gone back up the stairs. He knew that even as he stayed rooted to the floor, some part of him needing to understand what had cracked open in his family while he slept.

"Enough. Both of you."

His father's voice came from the hall, quiet, but with nothing soft left in it. Kestler filled the doorway, his beard neatly kept as always, his eyes carrying the same tiredness he wore most mornings and never spoke of. He looked between his daughters and something in his face was closer to sorrow than anger.

"Chiara. Fiona. I thank you both for your concern. But the choice was mine to make, and I have made it. Meara and her daughter will stay with us until they find their footing. That is the end of it."

"Father," Fiona's voice cracked on the word.

"No." One syllable, gentle and absolute at once. "A mother and a young girl with nowhere else to go deserve shelter, not our suspicion. We have room. We have food. We have safety to spare. They have none of it. That is all that need be weighed."

Chiara shot her sister a look that was very nearly triumphant. Fiona returned it with something colder, her jaw set, her arms crossed over a chest that rose and fell too quickly to be as composed as she wanted to appear.

"They arrive by midday," Kestler went on, his tone easing only slightly. "I expect the both of you to help make ready. Whatever you feel privately, you will show them courtesy. They have suffered enough without meeting coldness in the one place that offered them warmth."

Chiara nodded once, some of the tightness leaving her shoulders, and left without another word. Fiona lingered a moment longer, looking for a moment as though she might push further, and then something in her seemed simply to give out. She turned on her heel and walked away, her footsteps sharp against the boards.

Kestler exhaled, long and slow, a man setting down a weight he would only have to pick back up again later. He rubbed a hand across his brow, and when he lowered it, his eyes found Calen in the archway.

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

"How much did you hear, lad?"

"Enough."

His father's shoulders dropped a fraction. "There's no wrong in offering shelter to those who need it. Your sisters will come round to it, in their own time. Pay them no mind."

"Yes, Father."

A faint smile crossed Kestler's face, though it didn't reach far. "Good. Fetch the spare quilts from the storage chest, they'll want warmth tonight, whatever the season brings. And see to the shutters in the guest room. I'd have them feel secure, not merely housed."

Calen nodded and went to do as he was told, though his mind was already elsewhere, turning the word over. Refugees. He had never met anyone from so far west that the word applied to them. The stories that reached Aubeville about that part of the kingdom rarely agreed with one another, some spoke of a rebellion put down badly, some of foreign soldiers, some only of a famine that had chosen no side and spared no one. But every telling agreed on this much: the west ground people down. Ordinary people, caught between forces too large to notice them.

Who were these two, then, that they had walked so far east the road simply ran out beneath them?

The storage room smelled of dried lavender and old wool. He found the quilts his mother had made, thick and close-stitched, the herbs she'd folded into them still faintly sweet after four years. He ran a hand over the fabric and could almost hear her humming over the needle, the sound so familiar it barely registered as memory anymore, more like weather.

Would she have welcomed them? He knew the answer before he'd finished asking it. Of course she would have. She'd never once turned a hungry stranger from the door in his whole remembering of her, and it was where Chiara had learned the habit, and it was precisely what Fiona feared most, that same openness, undefended, that had already cost their family once.

He carried the quilts down and set about the shutters, working the stiff hinge until it gave, and found himself glad of something to do with his hands.

There was still the better part of the morning left before noon, and no sense letting it go to waste on worry. He took himself out to the workshop, where a neighbor's broken chair back had been waiting three days for his attention, and lost himself for a while in the plain satisfaction of matching a new spindle to an old one, sanding it down by feel until his fingers could no longer tell where the mended piece ended and the original began. It was work that asked nothing of him beyond patience, and patience was the one thing he had never been short of.

Chiara found him there an hour later, flour still dusting her forearms from the bread she'd left rising. She leaned in the doorway and watched him work without speaking for a moment, the way she sometimes did when she had something on her mind and hadn't yet decided how to say it.

"You're quiet today," she said finally.

"I'm always quiet."

"Quieter than usual, then." She came in and picked up a curl of wood shaving from the bench, turning it in her fingers the way Fiona did, though neither sister would have thanked him for pointing out the resemblance. "Are you troubled by them coming?"

"Should I be?"

"No." She considered the shaving a moment longer, then let it fall. "But you didn't sleep, and you've gone quiet, and you keep looking toward the road like it owes you an answer. I know you, little brother."

He set down his sandpaper. "I don't know what I'm troubled by. That's the trouble in it."

Chiara smiled, small and knowing, the kind of smile that made him feel eleven years old again and caught at something. "Then perhaps you're not troubled at all. Perhaps you're only curious, and curiosity feels a great deal like worry when you've never let yourself have much of it before."

"Since when are you the wise one?"

"Since always. You've simply never asked." She pushed off the doorframe. "Finish that chair back before noon. Alden will want it returned by supper, and Father won't have you keeping a man waiting on his own furniture the day we're meant to be showing this family what kind of house we run."

She left him to it, and he worked a while longer with the strange, unplaceable feeling still sitting in his chest, neither fully worry nor fully anything else. Outside, he could hear the ordinary sounds of the town going about its ordinary business, a cart creaking past on the bridge road, someone's goat complaining loudly about something, the far-off ring of the smith's hammer never quite pausing for long. Aubeville, unbothered, unchanged, exactly as it had been every morning of his life.

By the time the sun stood high, Aubeville had gathered its full daily noise, children shouting somewhere near the tannery, a fiddle sawing out a tune from the direction of the tavern, the market road thick with the calls of women bargaining over cloth. An ordinary day, entirely unremarkable, except that it wasn't, not for the house by the bridge.

Calen waited at the front gate with Chiara and his father. It was a plain gate, two posts and a latch, more boundary than barrier, but it felt that morning like the edge of something larger. Chiara had adjusted her braid three times already. Kestler stood with his hands clasped behind him, watching the road with the stillness of a man who had decided not to seem anxious and was nearly managing it.

Fiona was nowhere to be seen.

"They ought to be along any moment," Chiara said, for the second time.

"Best faces, all of you," Kestler murmured. "They'll be worn through from the road. See that they feel welcome here."

Calen said nothing. He didn't know why his chest had gone tight, why his pulse had picked up a pace that had no business being there for the arrival of two strangers who would likely stay a season and move on. Nothing to fear in it. Nothing at all.

And yet his heart went on hammering as if it knew something he didn't.

A door creaked behind them, the house door, and Fiona came down the path at last, her arms crossed, her face arranged into something carefully unreadable. She said nothing, only took up a place a little apart from the others, near enough to be present, far enough to make her reluctance plain.

Kestler glanced at her and said nothing either. It was, Calen thought, its own kind of welcome.

Then, from the bend where the town road met the bridge, came the sound of footsteps. Slow. Uneven. The particular unevenness of people who had walked a very long way and had nothing left over for grace.

Calen turned toward the sound, and waited to see who the road had brought them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2


[image: ]


Two figures came around the bend where the town road met the bridge, and for a moment Calen could make out nothing of them beyond their shape. One tall and one small, the small one pressed close to the tall one's side as though the distance between them was a thing that had to be defended.

Then they came fully into the light, and he saw the rest.

The woman walked with a hitch in her stride, a hip favored and half-hidden. She wore a shawl the color of old rust, pinned with a bone clasp, and beneath it a dress mended so many times the mending had become its own kind of pattern. Her hair, dark once, had gone iron-grey at the temples in a way that looked sudden rather than earned, the grey of a season, not of years.

The girl beside her was thin in the way that made Calen's chest ache before he understood why: not the leanness of hard work, but of a body that had gone without long enough to stop expecting otherwise. Her sleeves were pulled down over her hands, the fabric bunched in her fists, as though she needed something to hold on to and had settled for her own clothing.

They stopped at the edge of the gate. Neither of them came closer.

"You are the Kestlers," the woman said. Not quite a question. Her voice was low and careful, the voice of someone who had learned to make herself smaller than the room.

"We are." Kestler stepped forward, his hands open at his sides, no faster than a man crossing his own garden. "You've had a hard road, by the look of it. Come in out of the sun."

The woman's eyes went first to him, then past him: the gate, the yard, the faces waiting there, the house itself, cataloguing all of it with the flat, unhurried thoroughness of someone deciding, in the space of a few seconds, whether a place was safe. Calen had seen dogs do that. He had never seen a person do it, not like this, not so plainly.

"I am Meara," she said finally. "This is my daughter, Liera."

The girl said nothing. Her eyes moved over the four of them the same way her mother's had, faster, and came to rest, briefly, on Calen. He didn't know what she saw. Whatever it was, she looked away again almost at once, back to the ground, back to some fixed point just past everyone's boots that seemed to be the only place she trusted.

Chiara broke first, the way she always did when a silence went on a moment too long for her comfort. She came forward with her hands already out, her whole face arranged into welcome. "You must be exhausted. Please, come in, come in. I'm Chiara."

"You are generous to receive us," Meara said, and her voice caught somewhere in the middle of the sentence, the way a hinge catches on rust. "We, we are grateful."

"There is nothing to be grateful for yet," Kestler said. "Come inside first. Thank us after, if you still feel the need." He reached for the pack on Meara's shoulder, and for one unguarded instant her whole body flinched away from his hand before she caught herself and let him take it. He didn't remark on it. He only settled the strap over his own shoulder as though it weighed nothing, though Calen could see by the set of his back that it weighed a great deal more than cloth and bread should.

"You will find no demands placed on you in this house," Kestler said, and something in his voice made even Fiona, off at the edge of the yard with her arms crossed, go still. "You are to rest, eat, and get your strength back. Nothing more is required of you. You are guests here. Not servants."

Meara's mouth opened and closed once before any sound came. "Thank you," she managed at last, and the word broke apart on her tongue as though gratitude were a shape she'd half forgotten how to make.

Liera said nothing at all.

Calen watched her hands tighten inside her sleeves, the knuckles pressing sharp against the fabric, and he wanted, badly and uselessly, to say something that might loosen that grip even a little. Nothing came to him. Every sentence he tried in his head sounded wrong before he'd finished shaping it, too light for what was standing in front of him, or too heavy, or simply beside the point. What did a person say to someone who looked like she was still deciding whether the ground would hold her weight?

So he said nothing, and stood aside to let them pass through the gate ahead of him, and told himself that was its own kind of courtesy.

The room Chiara had prepared sat at the end of the upstairs hall, two narrow beds with the quilts Calen had fetched that morning folded neat at their foot, a washbasin on its stand catching the last of the lavender smell that clung to everything in the storage chest. The window looked out over the garden, over the rosemary gone wild along the wall, and caught what was left of the afternoon light in a pale gold bar across the floorboards.

Meara stood in the doorway a long moment without moving. Her hand rose to her mouth. For a breath Calen thought she might weep, standing there with two beds and a basin and a window, as though the ordinariness of it were the very thing she couldn't bear.

"Thank you," she said again, quieter this time, meant for no one in particular. "Thank you so much."

She stepped inside. Liera followed, close at her mother's shoulder, and said nothing, and touched nothing, only stood near the door with her hands still buried in her sleeves as though she hadn't yet decided the room was hers to enter.

"There's a
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